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      Lovissa sighed, entirely content in the late summer sun.  It was the job of nursemaid she played today, watching the littles while they frolicked in the shallow waters of the sandy bay that had become their playground.  Most stuck to the sand, but a brave few dipped into the water and ran back out again, proud of their warrior bravery.

      She made certain to nod when that happened.  Letting them know their queen noticed and approved.

      She most certainly did.  Lovissa rarely made it into the water any farther than her knees.  Some of their youngest warriors had learned to enjoy swimming, but the rest followed Baraken’s lead, training only because their queen required it.  And because they had won the great battle of midsummer with their flank attack from the sea.

      Elves could swim, but their arrows could not.  It had been a very good day.

      And very quiet since.  Too quiet, in ways that disturbed her.  In another moon, the elves would be harvesting, gathering food for the winter.  They had been expecting a large-scale attack for weeks now, and none had come.

      Even a lazy afternoon on a warm rock couldn’t chase away the worry of that.

      ::You worry too much.::

      She turned to glare at the warrior landing on the sand beside her.  Very few dared listen in on the thoughts of their queen.  Even fewer would dare to admit it.  “There have not been enough battles.  You know this.  They must be preparing some secret offensive.”  Or a new weapon.  One perhaps even more devastating than the dragonkiller arrows of the year past.

      “We will know soon.  The scouts return at sunset.”  Baraken curled his tail around himself and settled into a pose of restful watching, keeping a sharp eye on two small dragons, one gold and one a gorgeous purple-gray, who were out deepest in the water.  “Quira will be swimming soon.”

      The tiny purple-gray dragon was a daredevil.  “She’s been practicing all day.  She is ready to elevate to the training ranks.”

      Baraken didn’t show his surprise, but she could feel it.  “So soon?  She’s barely more than a hatchling.”

      She shared his reluctance.  Trainees were rarely put into danger, but it was one step closer to full warrior status, and Quira was well loved by all who gathered around the night fires.  “We would dishonor her effort by keeping her with the babies.”  Warrior hearts were easily shamed, especially the very youngest.  “We can partner her with Fenyann.  She knows how to keep her trainees busy.”

      Baraken raised his eyebrow, which was all that was necessary to stop an impending sand fight in its tracks.  The littles revered him, almost as much as they did their queen.

      Lovissa kept her amusement out of her eyes.  It would not do for the ruffians to know their antics entertained her.

      A large black head settled onto the sand beside hers, Baraken one of the few willing to take his ease in her presence.

      “I have the watch,” she said softly.  He would not shut his eyes otherwise.  She would guard the littles and let their exuberant play chase away a little bit more of her worry.

      He snorted.  “I am not a hatchling in need of a nap.”

      “Take one anyway.”  She made it more than a request, but less than an order.  “The scouts return to the fires tonight.  I would have my finest warrior ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Lovissa stared at her head scout, a dragon with a very steady pair of wings.  The central fire was currently restricted to her best warriors and scouts, but word would travel fast as flame—and his words were scarcely believable.  “Are you absolutely certain, Marphus?”

      He dropped his chin.  “Very.  I flew over all of the most likely attack routes myself.”

      Which meant she was looking at a dragon who should not be standing.  She’d been a scout once.  She knew exactly how far he had flown in his quest for certainty.

      A second scout stepped forward.  “He speaks truth.  There are no encampments of any size within three days’ march of the passes.  And no weapons or food caches.  Truly nothing we could see.”

      That made no sense.  The rocky foothills on the other side of the passes were difficult terrain, and elf clans camped farther out, partly for the more fertile soils and partly to avoid sneak dragon attacks in the night.  Her scouts might have missed a few elves in the foothills, but small parties were no danger.  It required hundreds of elves to take down a dragon, and hundreds of elves were hard to hide—which meant they rarely bothered.  They relied on unpredictable tactics and bravery to win their battles, not stealth.

      Unless something had changed.  With elves, that was always a risk.  “They may have figured out some new way to hide from our eyes.”

      Timot, one of the newest scouts, stepped forward and cleared his throat awkwardly.

      Lovissa tried to curb her impatience.  Normally, a scout so young would not be reporting to his queen.  He must have information of some import.

      He swallowed hard and kept his eyes on the ground.  “I have some skill at forest flying, so Marphus sent me to fly over the clan villages.”

      Lovissa’s eyes snapped to her head scout.  That was insanity, and terribly dangerous for the dragon who had gone.

      He met her eyes calmly.  “I wanted to be sure.”

      She reined in her fire.  She would have done the same.  To report that the elves were not preparing a major summer offensive was nearly unthinkable, and required the highest levels of verification possible.  She turned her gaze back to the young forest flyer.  “He would have sent only the best on such a difficult mission.  You have the thanks of the Veld.”

      Timot’s shaking stilled, replaced by slack-jawed awe.

      She nodded regally.  If word spread from the fire this night, and it surely would, she was happy to use it to teach.  “Not all warriors dodge arrows.  Tell me what you saw on your flight.”

      A few hard swallows and a nudge from the scout beside him, and Timot managed to pull himself together.  “The clans aren’t at their usual summer encampments.  Only the old and very young. The rest spread out into the forests.  The rivers.  Hunting and gathering.”  He dipped his head.  “I can’t be sure that is all they are doing.  I flew only at night.”

      It was early to be gathering food.  She looked at Marphus.  He would have sent more than a single scout to verify such a story.

      He nodded.  “I sent more to look at the rivers.  The waters are very low this year.  Not here in the Veld, but on the northern slopes they are close to drought, and on the southern slopes, even worse.”

      She had been a scout long enough to know what that meant.  The elves grew much of their food in large clearings that required adequate water and rain.  In seasons when that did not happen, the fighting was less.  The elves would survive from the bounty of river and forest, but it meant more hands were needed to ensure adequate food for the winter.

      It seemed the weather was an ally to the dragons this year.  “It must be quite severe.”  The battle of midsummer had been viciously fought against elven hordes as large as she had ever seen.  The need required to keep so many at home must indeed be fierce.

      The young female scout clicked her throat in confirmation.  “Some of the mid-sized rivers are nearly dry, especially on the southern slopes.  They will be hungry this winter.”

      That was not something Lovissa could wish on even her sworn enemy.

      She raised her head, meeting Baraken’s eyes.  Knowing what she would see there.  The elves were showing weakness.  They could attack.

      The scouts were silent.  They, too, would know a warrior’s thoughts.

      Lovissa sighed.  Rumors would spread, whether the queen fed them or not.  And on this day, warm from the sun and filled with the joy of small dragons who did not yet know the costs of war, she could not find it in herself to exploit the elven weakness.

      Perhaps, one day, it would be the dragons who were weak—and the elves would remember.

      She raised her voice so that all gathered around the fires might hear.  “The elves work to feed their families and their littles.  We will not interfere.  We will tend our own fires and train our own warriors and grow strong for the next battle.”

      That there would be one, she had no doubt.  The weather would not be on their side forever.
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      It was the wrong season for mushrooms.  Alonia ducked under a tree with some good, dense, low-hanging branches that might hold in enough moisture even in late summer to allow a few mushrooms to grow.

      If anyone could find them, she could.  It was worth the hunt—Kellan’s birthday was in two days, and she loved mushroom stew, even if that was a silly thing to be making in the middle of the hot season.  Inga wouldn’t mind.  She didn’t much like anyone else, but she tolerated Kellan in her kitchens, which for Inga was a sign of true love.

      Alonia stopped, one hand on the thick, knobby bark of the tree, and breathed in the smell of dark loam and the growing and dying cycle of life it supported.  It was a smell she associated more with spring, but here, deep in the forest, there were pockets the sun hadn’t dried out.  She appreciated every season as it came, but the smell of damp earth never got old.

      She smiled as she spotted the very tips of what would be mushrooms in a day or two.  She would leave those.  They would turn back into forest dirt and grow again in fall or spring.  Mushroom stew was welcome then, too.

      She took another deep breath, redolent with the smells of leaf and flower and dirt.  She loved this quiet time in the forest, utterly alone.  It was fun to be the chatty, silly, boy-chasing elf too, but this was something different.  Something that had been a part of her, way down deep, since the first time she had gone on a walk in the forest with her grandmother.  She remembered going splat on every tree root, her legs still figuring out the intricacies of walking.

      It hadn’t mattered.  She had loved every step in the woods ever since.

      She lifted her bare toes over a tree root and stepped into the deep moss on the other side.  Others might wear their boots in the forest, but you couldn’t properly appreciate a good patch of moss that way.  It must have seen some water recently—it shone in the same bright greens as the dress she’d worn to please the trees and herself.  Others might think it silly to wear a pretty frock in the woods, but she’d long ago made her peace with silliness.  It was her favorite dress, and it wouldn’t fit much longer.

      Which was a shame, because she hadn’t found nearly enough cute boys to flirt with while she was wearing it.  All the best possibilities had left the dragon kin village, out on the road seeking adventures instead of a dance or conversation with a giggling girl in a pretty dress.

      No matter.  She would dance with the trees while she gathered the makings for Kellan’s birthday stew.

      She spied what might be wild onions growing in a likely patch of wild grasses and twirled around a spindly young tree on her way over.  Onions weren’t all that easy to find at this time of year either.  Inga grew plenty in her kitchen garden, but those never tasted as good as the ones that grew wild.

      She carefully dug them up, just a few from each patch.  The rest belonged to the forest.  She climbed to her feet, the green tops of a handful of onions striking her sense of humor.  They looked like a cute boy’s crazy hair right after he’d dunked it in a rain barrel.

      She bowed to the greenery in her hand, giggling.  “Why, of course you may have this dance, kind sir.”  Boys who had just come out of rain barrels might give her strange looks for such fancy words, but they weren’t there to complain, so she could say what she liked.  She moved into the steps of an easy waltz, her feet finding their way over mossy roots.  Not the smoothest of dance floors, but it didn’t matter.

      She flashed her wild-onion partner a saucy grin and held him over her head, spinning under his imaginary strong arms—and jerked to a stop as something tugged on his hair.

      She whirled and found herself face-to-face with a scaly green nose, calmly chomping her onion tops.

      “Hey.”  She pulled them away, even though she was more curious than annoyed—and more than a little surprised to find a dragon lazing in a tree.  “These are for my friend’s birthday stew.”  Although Kellan would happily share with a dragon.  Alonia tilted her head.  She didn’t recognize this particular dragon.  Maybe he was new.  And maybe she could bring Kellan something far better than mushroom stew.  “I’m Alonia.  Who are you?”

      “I’m Trift.”  A lazy tail wrapped around the tree by her head as he shifted for a better look.  “Sorry about the onions, but you held them up right under my nose.”  He winked at her.  “A dragon needs to keep his belly full, or he gets sad and unruly.”

      She giggled.  The unruly part tended to happen anyhow.  “Dragons don’t eat onions unless they’re hidden under lots of meat.”

      His tongue shot out and plucked a nut pod off the tree.  “Apparently you hang out with the wrong dragons.  I eat all sorts of things.”

      Obviously.  And nut pods would be wonderful for the stew.  Alonia moved to the ones just out of reach of her new green companion.  She tugged off a trio of nuts.  One for her mouth, one for his empty belly, one for her basket.

      He took it with a dainty swipe of his tongue.  “Why, thank you, beautiful lady.”

      She knew better than to swoon.  He was a dragon, not a cute boy.  But he was fun nonetheless.  She would like it if he bonded with Kellan.  “Are you headed to the village?  I don’t think I’ve seen you there before.”

      “I am.  I need to talk to Irin and get him to stop sending me cranky messages.”

      She raised an eyebrow.  “The weapons master?  Everything he says is cranky.”

      Trift rumbled, deep in his throat.  Dragon laughter.  “I know.  But in this case, he thinks I need to do more work on my defensive flying skills.  Every dragon I meet lately is carrying that message.”

      Irin could be more persistent than a field full of thistles.  “I bet you’re already a wonderful flyer.”

      He snorted.  “Nope.  I don’t like flying.  I’m more of a forest dragon, and wings aren’t all that useful in here.”  He unfurled his just enough to rap into several branches.

      Alonia blinked.  That was almost as strange as a dragon that didn’t like fire, but they already had one of those.  Maybe Trift was special and important, just like Oceana.  “I was just about to walk back to the village.”  Not really, but delivering a dragon to his kin was far more important than mushroom stew.  “I have some friends who would like to meet you.”

      He rolled his eyes.  “Are they all dragon crazy and waiting for a bonding?”

      Not all of them.  Alonia tried not to blush.  “Two of them already have kin, and Kellan has been waiting longer than anyone.  You’ll like her.”

      Trift gave her an odd look.  “I like you.  You’re just silly enough to be tolerable.”

      She quickly picked a few more nuts.  No point leaving totally empty-handed.  “We’re not kin.  We would know.”  She’d seen her two friends when their bondings had happened.  They’d acted like elves struck by lightning.  Totally addlebrained, even Lily, who never lost her wits.

      The green dragon shrugged and swiped two more nut pods right out of her fingers.  “Beats me.  Clearly, I’ve never done it before.”

      She tapped his nose away before he could steal any more.  “If you’re hungry, Kellan makes the best meat pies in the village.”  She would make her dragon whole ovens full if he wanted them.

      Trift dropped to the ground, somehow using his wings to land as lightly as a feather.  Or a cat.  “I don’t like meat pies.  I need to find Irin first, and if there are any handsome boy dragons in the village, I’d love an introduction.  Then I’d be happy to meet your friend.  I’ll probably break her heart, though.”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “Be nice.  Kellan might be your kin.  And there are no cute boys at the moment.”

      He laid his head on her shoulder, eyes mournful.  “We’re both out of luck, are we?”

      She giggled and rubbed his nose.  He wasn’t big enough for a rider, even one as tiny as Kellan, and her friend would be sad about that.  But he was funny and nice, and he liked to eat, and those were all good qualities in a dragon.  “Come on.  The village is this way, and I know a nice patch of late berries we can go by on the way.  There are still a couple of handfuls left.”

      Trift fluttered his eyebrow crests just like a girl at a midsummer dance.  “Will you turn into a boy with scales and wings and be my one true love?”

      She danced ahead of him, laughing.  Silly dragon.
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      Alonia skipped along the dusty path into the village.  The walk back with Trift had been pure fun.  He was going to make Kellan a wonderful dragon, and the rest of her friends would like him as well.  He liked to be silly and talk about nothing at all, but he knew how to be quiet and appreciate a beautiful sunbeam breaking through the forest leaves, too.

      He was like her.  Not a warrior or a hero—just a fun and sunny friend.  Although he might be a little less sunny once Irin was finished with him.  She hadn’t managed to convince him that idea was a bad one.  Maybe Kellan would do better.  Anyone who thought they could have a reasonable conversation with the weapons master clearly hadn’t been around in a long time.

      She waved as she spied a peach-pink nose peeking around one of the rondos.  Lotus was way too big to be playing in the village, but that never stopped her—and where she was, Sapphire was likely to be nearby.  Lily and Oceana were likely sitting in a stream somewhere.  Neither of them liked hot summer afternoons in the village.  Too hot, too dusty, and too many chores someone might think up for them to do.

      Which was exactly why Alonia had headed for the forest as soon as the sun had risen over the hills.  She put a hand on Trift’s shoulder.  He liked to be touched, just like the trees.  “If you want to find a sunny rock, I can find Kellan and bring you some food.”

      He sighed like she’d stabbed him.  “We’ve already had this conversation.  There are no such things as dragon kin matchmakers for a reason.  I would know if my kin were here.  I’d feel them in my heart or some such nonsense.”

      It wasn’t nonsense.  She knew he didn’t believe it was, either.  He had a tender, romantic heart under all his joking.  She was going to see about finding him a nice boy dragon.  Right after he met Kellan and made her his kin.

      “Hmmph.  Kis said you were coming.”

      They both froze as Irin suddenly stepped onto the path in front of them.

      Alonia tried to hide her grimace, but the older man wasn’t looking at her.  His eyes were on the green dragon at her side.  “Finally decided to come do something about those pathetic flying skills, did you?”

      He said the same thing about her fighting skills.  She usually laughed it off, but somehow, it wasn’t as easy to do when he was talking about her new friend.  “Not all of us are meant to be warriors.  Trift has something important to do today, and he doesn’t have time to argue about lessons.”

      Irin’s eyebrows slid up, which was the most surprised she’d ever managed to make him.  “Is that so?”

      She held her ground.  She would rather play hide-and-seek than fight, but she knew how to be a good friend.  “I think he’s meant to be Kellan’s kin.  We’re going to find her—right now.  That’s way more important than any lesson.”

      Something in Irin’s eyes seemed like it got soft, which probably meant she’d eaten a few too many overripe berries.  Nothing about Irin ever got soft.

      He nodded at her, just enough that she could see.  Which meant she’d done something he approved of.  She gaped.  That never happened either.

      “It’s good of you to think of your friend first,” he said quietly.  “You have more character than you generally let anyone see.”

      Trift snorted beside her.  “It’s not her fault if the rest of the world is blind.”

      Alonia felt something open up inside her, warm and bright and full of summer sunshine.  Trift was defending her.  She put a hand on his scales again.  Soon he would be someone else’s dragon, but for now, he was her friend.

      “He won’t be bonding with Kellan.”  Irin’s eyes came up to Alonia’s.  “He’s already found his kin.”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “He has not.  He hasn’t even been to the village for ages.”

      The weapons master growled.  “I’m aware of that.  He’s missed more lessons than any other dragon I’ve ever had to train.”

      That didn’t make any sense.  “You don’t train the dragons.  You only work with them if they have kin.”

      He gave her a wry look, one with less of his usual gruffness than she expected.  “I also work with the delinquents who duck out on the lessons they need to be functional out there in the real world.  Even dragons who don’t like flying need to practice basic evasive maneuvers.  A bandit with a fletcher full of dragonkiller arrows isn’t going to stop and ask if you want your wings full of holes or not.”

      She winced.  Kis had an enormous hole in his wing that would never go away, and that hadn’t been one bandit.  It had been a whole army of them.  But it still felt wrong to try to make Trift into something he wasn’t.  “Maybe he’ll stay safe by hiding in the forest instead.”

      “Alonia.”  Trift’s voice was deep, not at all like his usual joking tones.  “That’s not important right now.”

      Of course it was.  She turned to him, hands on her hips—and found two jeweled green eyes, looking deep into her own.

      After a long moment, Trift sighed and cast Irin a dark look.  “I hate it when you’re right, old man.”

      Irin glared.  “You haven’t earned the right to call me that, youngling.”

      Only Fendellen called him that, and she would be dragon queen one day.

      Alonia looked back and forth between the two of them, totally confused.  “He’s not right.  You’re not a warrior dragon, Trift.  I can feel it.”

      “I know.”  His eyes got as soft and bright as the first green leaves of spring.  “And somehow I didn’t notice that until just now.”

      Obviously they’d both eaten far too many berries.  She stomped her foot on the ground, hot and bothered and confused and suddenly all out of patience.  “I’m going to go stick my head in a rain barrel, and then I’m going to get Kellan.”

      A green nose leaned in and touched hers very gently.  “Kellan isn’t my kin, beautiful.  You are.”

      She stared at him.  “That’s not possible.”

      Humor danced in his eyes.  “Why not?”

      She threw up her hands. “There were no bell sounds in the air and nothing shook under my feet and my wits are working just fine, thank you.”

      Irin chuckled, and it was such a strange, gravelly sound that they both turned their heads to look at him.  “Real life isn’t like the ballads, missy.  Not all bonded pairs meet in a storm of thunder and lightning.”

      Trift snorted.  “I heard that’s exactly how you and Kis met.”

      Irin’s face didn’t move, but his cheeks turned pink.  “I know kin who grew up together.  There was no particular day that they bonded—it happened slowly.  Or there’s Karis.  She showed up one day and nodded at Afran, and that was it.”

      Alonia didn’t know whether to be mad or incredulous.  “I’ve waited my whole life for this, and I’ve watched my friends.  You make bonding sound boring.”

      “No.” Irin’s words were still quiet, but his eyes were rocky granite.  “I make bonding sound like what it is, and it can be as unique as the two who are a part of it.  You don’t want me changing your dragon, so take a good look in his eyes, missy.  Tell me that I’m wrong.”

      Alonia swiveled her head to face Trift again.  She saw two deep green eyes, full of gentle humor and something more vulnerable, looking back at her.  She raised her hands to his scaly cheeks.  “I thought you were supposed to be Kellan’s dragon.”

      His head nodded slowly in her hands.  “I thought I was going to be a free and easy dragon in the woods, so I guess we’re both wrong.”

      She swallowed hard.  “Are we?  Is this really what being kin feels like?”

      His eyes shared her doubts.  “I don’t know.”

      Slowly, she leaned in until their cheeks were touching.  She’d somehow always imagined this moment like falling in love, that her heart would be pierced by an arrow and she would know, with absolute certainty, how the rest of her life was supposed to be.

      This felt far more squishy and confusing and uncertain.

      But it didn’t feel bad.

      She took a slow, deep breath, and she could hear Trift breathing along with her.

      Could she possibly, after all this time, really have a dragon?  She was friend to so many, and it had never happened.  Gingerly, she cuddled in a little closer, tucking herself against warm green scales.

      A nose nudged her in a little tighter still, and wings wrapped around her back.

      ::I think it’s true.::

      The voice inside her head would have been shocking, if it didn’t feel so easy, like it had been there forever.  Alonia wrinkled her forehead.  Some dragons could speak to their kin, but not all of them could hear the replies.

      ::Well, that would be unfortunate if it were true.::  Trift’s mind voice sounded wry.  ::You’re very chatty, and it would be sad if I couldn’t hear your every word.::

      Alonia gulped hard.  No one ever wanted to hear all of her chatter.  Even her friends got tired of it sometimes.

      A chuckle rumbled next to her ear.  ::I’d say that makes us a well-matched pair, then.  Why do you think I spend so much time in the forest talking to the trees?::

      Because he liked the trees and the forest and the dirt and the growing things, just like she did.  The warm, sunny feeling inside Alonia unrolled like a fern on the first warm day of spring.  A dragon.  She had a dragon.  Her.  A chatty, silly elf who dressed up in pretty frocks to go spend a day in the forest.

      ::You should do that every time.::  She could feel Trift grinning inside her head.  ::How else are we going to find ourselves some cute boys?::

      She giggled, and it sounded loud against his scales.  “I don’t have that many dresses.”

      And at that very moment, she didn’t feel like she needed a cute boy at all.

      She had a handsome and wonderful dragon instead.
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      Alonia kept her hand on Trift’s shoulder as they made their way into the village.  Irin had disappeared, but word seemed to be spreading anyhow.  She could see Kellan and Lily, dripping wet, running in from the river.  Lotus was standing next to a rain barrel, quivering with excitement.  Even a great big yellow head stuck itself out of the nursery rondo, Kis’s afternoon nap evidently disrupted by their arrival.

      She tucked in a little closer to her dragon, just in case Kis shared some of his kin’s views about Trift’s shortcomings.

      “Ooh.”  Kellan skidded to a halt in front of them and tossed wet, joyous arms around Alonia’s neck.  “You have a dragon.  This is the best news ever.”

      Alonia clutched her friend’s ribs tightly.  “I thought he was for you.  I’m so sorry.”

      Kellan backed two steps away, shaking her head, determined happiness in her eyes.  “That’s not the way bonds work, and you know it.  My dragon will come one day, but yours did today, and don’t you dare feel sorry for me.”  She shifted her gaze to Trift.  “Do you like meat pies?”

      “I’m not especially fond of them.”  He winced as Kellan’s face fell.  “But I adore berry tarts, if you happen to be able to make those.”

      Kellan’s eyes brightened.  “You’re definitely meant to be Alonia’s dragon, then.  Last time I made them, she ate so many, she couldn’t move for a week.”

      Alonia spluttered, but it was hard to protest too much when it was absolutely true.

      Sapphire and Lily, who had materialized out of dust and water respectively, both started laughing.  Sapphire touched Trift’s nose, happiness shining in her eyes.  “We’ll go pick apples.  Those will stretch the last of the berries, and they make really good tarts too.”

      Trift looked delighted by all the attention—and intrigued by the peach-pink dragon trying to hide behind her much smaller kin.

      Alonia grinned.  She knew exactly what that was about.  Lotus was a teenager now, and she’d gotten very silly around any other dragons her own age.  Especially boys, although those were rarely found in the village.  She stepped forward to make the introductions.  “Trift, this is Lotus.  She’s kin to Sapphire, and she’s a flying menace, but really sweet otherwise.”

      There was a large snort behind them.  “That’s a matter of opinion.”  Kis inclined his head while somehow managing to keep an eye on both dragons.  “I’m not sure the village is big enough to handle the both of you.  Do try to remember that you’re not hatchlings anymore.”

      Lotus made a valiant attempt to look innocent, but Trift just looked back at the big gold dragon and winked.  “It’s good to see you too, Kis.”

      The old dragon just snorted again.  “Your wiles don’t work on me, youngling.”

      Alonia was pretty sure they did.  Kis was rarely this cheerful.

      Kis leaned in and touched his nose to the prongs on Trift’s head.  A gesture of deep fondness, and one Alonia had never seen him make.

      Trift held still, his eyes closed, accepting the love of an old and cranky dragon—and very clearly returning it.

      “Well.”  Karis spoke quietly at Alonia’s shoulder.  “You’ve picked yourself a very interesting partner.”  She raised her voice a little when Trift’s nearest eye opened.  “One we haven’t seen in these parts for far too long.”

      Trift looked a little chagrined.  “My travels took me farther than I thought.”

      Kis snorted.  “Distance is covered faster if you actually use your wings.”

      “I like seeing the world from the ground.”  Trift didn’t look bothered by the older dragon’s words, although they poked at Alonia’s heart.  “I made it as far as the Amadean forests, but I don’t imagine you’d want to hear my tales about those, since they’re from a dragon who can’t be bothered to fly.”

      Alonia hid a smile.  Kis loved stories.  They were his one true weakness.

      ::I would hear your stories.::  A huge, dark head arched over a rondo and dropped in near Trift.  ::Welcome home, young traveler.::

      For the first time, her dragon looked a little awed.

      Karis chuckled at Alonia’s shoulder.  “Afran was his first teacher.”

      Alonia wanted to preen a little on her dragon’s behalf.  That had been the greeting of a dragon to an equal, not to a student.  Respect from Afran was no small thing.

      The enormous dragon nodded his head in her direction as well.  ::Come.  The queen wishes to see both of you.  She rests at the sunning rocks.::

      Karis shook her head slightly.  “After they eat.  Trift has traveled far, and Alonia has been out in the forest all day.”

      Trift rubbed his head against Alonia’s shoulder.  “My kin fed me well.  The forest has plenty of food if you know where to look.”

      A few nuts and berries were little more than a snack, but his words made her feel good anyhow.

      Karis gave Trift a look that seemed to approve of more than his words.  “You’ve grown up on your travels.  It’s good to see.”

      His throat rumbled in that way he had when he was amused.  “Maturity is for those far older than me.  Don’t you worry—I’ll have you wondering what on earth and sky you’re going to do with me soon enough.”

      She chuckled and patted his nose fondly.  “There’s the dragon I remember.”  She looked at the others gathered round.  “Sapphire, Lily, perhaps you can go prepare the rondo next to mine.  It has smaller sleeping quarters than most, but I think it will fit these two quite nicely.”

      Alonia stared, because she was being summarily evicted from the rondo she’d shared with Lily forever.  It was obviously necessary.  Oceana might be able to sleep on Lily’s bed, but Trift clearly wouldn’t fit.  Practicality didn’t chase away her sadness, however.

      Lily hadn’t said anything, but she looked equally unhappy.

      Karis smiled.  “There’s room in that rondo for a roommate, if you choose to have one.  We have two new students coming who could use your old quarters if you’re willing to part with them.”

      Alonia grinned at the cranky elf who was her best friend in all the world.

      Irin, coming up beside Kis, sighed.  “I suppose that means we need to move that forsakenly heavy pot so Oceana can have her own personal swimming pool to sleep in.”

      The tiny dragon didn’t actually sleep in the pot that currently occupied a large corner of their bedroom, but it was a strange thing to have in sleeping quarters.  Alonia started to say something, and then realized she hadn’t done the most important thing.  She turned to her dragon—her dragon!—and offered a wordless apology.  “Lily is my closest friend.  She has a temper, and so does her dragon, and it’s possible Oceana might splash you in the night or just because she wants to.  So they might not be the easiest two to live with, but I would still like to.  If that’s okay with you.”

      Trift gave Lily a wry glance.  “You might want to warn them about me, too.”

      Alonia paused.  She didn’t actually know what her dragon was like to live with.

      He laugh-rumbled and turned to her best friend.  “I snore almost as loudly as Kis, and I tell terrible jokes at all hours of the day and night.  I sing off-key, and talking to me before I’ve eaten my breakfast is a very bad idea.”

      Lily gave him an amused look.  “Wow, you really picked a gem, Alonia.”

      Alonia giggled.  It was going to be a very interesting rondo.  “So it’s decided, then?”

      Karis shook her head wryly.  “I do believe I might regret having the four of you as neighbors.”

      A big black head whiffed a sigh that puffed up dust over half the village.  “If you’re finished dealing with inconsequential matters, Elhen has made a request.  It would be a poor first act as new kin to keep her waiting.”

      Karis got a careful look in her eyes, but said nothing.

      Alonia tried to take a moment to figure out why her teacher was concerned.  Very little gave Karis pause, and she didn’t normally choose to keep the queen waiting, either.

      ::Whatever it is, we’ll find out soon enough.::  Trift bumped her with his head in roughly the direction of the sunning rocks.  ::The last time she called for me, it was over a small matter of having accidentally set off a stink bomb that made half the village uninhabitable for a week, so this should go a lot better than that summons did.::

      She tried not to giggle—truly she did.  ::We need to have a talk about your past.::

      ::It will be a long conversation,:: said a dry and regal new voice.

      Alonia’s head snapped up, and so did her dragon’s.  A pale white presence walked calmly toward them, acting for all the world like there was nothing special about the queen taking a stroll along the main pathway of the village.

      The other dragons and people currently clogging the road rapidly moved out of the way.  It was a large crowd, larger than Alonia had noticed, although it didn’t take many dragons to clutter up a village.  Elhen nodded at Afran, and then dropped her head down in front of Kellan, who froze in shock at being the object of the dragon queen’s attention.

      Irin’s hand landed on Kellan’s shoulder, steadying her.

      “Sometimes,” said the queen, “it is those most worthy who must wait the longest.  I do not know if you will get your heart’s desire, young Kellan.  I can only tell you that you are worthy.  If one day you do become kin, I hope I am still here to see it.  I would be very proud to be your queen.”

      Alonia could see deep longing in her friend’s eyes—and the tears threatening to spill over.  She leaned into Trift.  It truly wasn’t fair.

      Elhen lifted her head back up, and when she looked down on the two of them, it was no longer kindness in her eyes.  It was measuring.  A queen who was far less sure they were worthy.

      Alonia tried not to shrivel where she stood.

      After a time, the nearly translucent white head nodded.  “Bonded, but not marked.”

      A sharp gasp cut through the silence, and it took Alonia a moment to realize she was the one who had made the sound.

      Trift was made of sterner stuff.  He looked straight at Elhen.  “I don’t understand.”

      She raised a quelling eyebrow.  “Twice now, I have called all of dragonkind back to the village.  You have not come either time, which means you live in ignorance due to your own choices.”

      He bowed his head.  “My apologies to my queen. I was in the Amadean forests, and I am not the flyer to get back from there in time.”

      The queen stared down at him for a long, uncomfortable moment.  “The Dragon Star is marking the five.”

      His head shot up.  “The ones who will save the dragons of old?”

      She nodded once.  “I’m pleased you remember your lessons.  Alonia’s two friends have made the most recent kin bonds, and to a queen’s sight, they are both marked by the star.  I came to see if the two of you would be the third.  It appears that is not the case.”

      Alonia felt something inside her wither.  They weren’t good enough.

      The queen’s eyes shifted, pinning her in place.  ::You are dragon kin, youngling.  You need never question your worthiness again.::

      Warmth flooded into the place that had gone cold and dry.

      Elhen’s eyes flashed with something that might be approval.  Then she raised her head and addressed all who were gathered.  “The star chooses, and we do not know how or why.  If it wanted our most brave, Kis and Irin would wear marks.  If it sought our wisest, it would have chosen Afran and Karis.  I do believe that whoever it marks, we will all be needed to save the dragons of old.”

      Then she turned, a graceful circle in tight quarters that would have challenged the nimblest dragon, and calmly walked away.

      Alonia stared as she retreated, a dragon queen leaving nothing but dusty silence behind her.

      Karis stepped forward, pulling all eyes her direction.  “It’s been a big day.  Let’s get those new quarters set up and dinner ready.”

      Kellan stepped over and kissed Trift’s nose.  “I’ll go make berry tarts.”  She dashed off, Lily and Sapphire hot on her heels.

      Alonia stood where she was, suddenly feeling lost and exhausted.

      Irin’s firm hand landed on her shoulder.  “Eat, settle into your new quarters, and get some rest.  I expect both of you at weapons training right after breakfast tomorrow.  Marked or not, both of you require a new level of skill now that you’re bonded, and it’s my unfortunate task to make sure you get it.”

      Alonia’s belly turned over.  That didn’t sound good.

      Especially when Karis shot Irin a cheeky wink and muttered something that sounded an awful lot like “Better you than me.”
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      Alonia curled up, settled her head on Trift’s tail, and sighed.  She was tired in every possible way, but sleeping in her bed had felt new and strange and lonely, despite it being the same cot she’d slept in over at her old rondo.  Lily and Oceana were sleeping down by their hot pool, which they did more often than not, even in the dead of winter.

      Tonight, though, Alonia was pretty sure they’d done it to give the new kin some privacy.

      ::You think very loudly.::

      She grinned and pulled the covers a little higher under her chin.  It was nice and warm in here, thanks to her dragon, and she liked to be cozy.  The fresh straw bedding underneath them was thick enough to be almost as comfortable as her bed, and except for the scales, Trift made a very nice pillow.  “I’m not thinking.  I’m waiting for all the thoughts to run out through all the holes everyone says I have in my head.”

      “Picking me as your dragon isn’t going to make them think you got wise all of a sudden.”

      She heard an odd note in his voice, one that made her wake up and pay attention.  “I didn’t pick you.  You picked me, and I don’t care if people think I’m smart.  I like being sweet and silly and collecting berries in the forest.”

      He whiffed softly in the dark.

      Maybe that’s not the kind of kin he wanted.  “Maybe if you’d picked someone smarter, like Kellan, the Dragon Star would have marked you.”

      His entire body shuddered in the dark.  “That sounds like as much fun as Irin’s lessons.”

      She giggled before she could stop herself.  Being marked didn’t seem like fun at all.  “Sapphire and Lotus spent moons falling down and banging their heads on rocks while they learned to fly together.”

      Trift snorted.  “That was probably Irin’s idea.”

      It had started out that way.  “Sapphire had dreams, too.  Scary ones where they fell out of the sky.”  Which wasn’t anything she wanted to talk about right before they went to sleep.  “She used to wear all of her clothes and all of my old ones too when they went off to practice, but she still got all banged up and bruised.”

      “See?”  Trift sounded very satisfied.  “It’s just like all the ballads and stories say.  Heroes work hard and have miserable lives and die young.  We can get old and fat and lazy together.”

      The lazy part sounded good.  “We need to fall in love with handsome boys, too.”

      The small rondo rumbled with laughter.  “I like the way you think, beautiful.”

      She liked him too.  He might not be a hero, but he was a good friend, and that was enough.  More than enough.  She remembered the longing on Kellan’s tear-streaked face.  “Do you know any other dragons who are ready to pick their kin?”

      He snorted.  “I didn’t know I was ready to pick mine.”  His voice softened.  “You want to find Kellan a dragon.”

      “Duh.”  She cuddled in to his tail.  He was really warm.  “We’ve always been the four.  Really close friends.”

      He didn’t answer for a long beat.  “That’s why Elhen thought you might be part of the five.”

      It made some kind of weird sense, but she was happy enough just to be ordinary kin.  “Three of us have dragons now, and Kellan doesn’t.  And she was here at the village before any of us.”  Nobody talked about that much, but Karis got sad eyes whenever anyone asked.  “Her parents didn’t want her.  That’s how she ended up here.”

      Trift growled, and it sounded really threatening.

      Somehow, that made Alonia felt better.  “She deserves to feel special more than anyone.”

      His breath whiffed into the rondo, so slow and even she thought maybe he’d gone to sleep.  “I’ll help you find more mushrooms tomorrow.”

      Kellan’s birthday.

      She smiled.  No one wrote ballads about heroes who picked mushrooms in the forest, but she felt like he might be one anyhow.  “She likes the tall, skinny ones that grow on the edge of the really green moss.”

      “Mmmm.  Has she ever had them roasted and dipped in butter?”

      Alonia blinked.  “No.  You can do that?”

      He chuckled under her head.  “I’m a dragon, sweetness.  I can roast anything.”

      She thought about how they tasted in stew.  And how they might taste all nice and crispy.  “How come nobody ever eats them that way?”

      She could almost hear his shrug.  “I guess stews go further, maybe, or they’re easier to feed to a whole village.”

      That made sense.  But she didn’t want to feed a whole village, and they’d never find that many mushrooms in the summer anyhow.  She just wanted to help one friend feel special.  One who was busy in the kitchen making berry tarts so she didn’t have to lie in her bed feeling sad and alone.  “We can go look first thing in the morning.  That’s when the mushrooms will be fat and happy from the dew.”

      He snorted.  “Aren’t we trying to be the fat and lazy ones who don’t get out of bed before noon?”

      She grinned into the dark.  “We only get up early on special occasions.”  And then she remembered and groaned.  “And when we have to go to weapons practice.”

      Trift’s grunt said just what he thought about that.

      Alonia felt her forehead scrunching.  “Wait.  Why does he even want you there?  Dragons can’t use swords.”  She couldn’t really use one either, but Irin had never found that answer acceptable.

      Her dragon sighed.  “Maybe he’ll have you use me for target practice.”

      That wasn’t funny.  Her aim was really terrible sometimes.  “Why do you think we need more lessons now?”  A dragon seemed like way better protection than a sword or a knife or a bow and arrows she could barely use.

      “Because Irin and Kis got shot out of the sky, so they think the world out there is mean.”  Trift sounded more resigned than grumpy.  “They bruise the rest of us to try to keep us safe.”

      That didn’t make much sense.  Weapons practice was easily the most unsafe part of her life.  “Is it true?”

      A long silence.  “Is what true?”

      “That the world is a mean place?”  He’d traveled a lot.  As far as the Amadean forest, wherever that was.

      “The world has all the same things in it that a village has.  Kindness and loneliness and good stories and dust and dancing and hard work.”  There were small sounds as he shifted in the dark.  “There are a lot more kinds of mushrooms, though.  Small fat ones with holes in the top, and bright orange ones, and ones that could kill a dragon at ten paces.”

      Those sounded awful.  She always knew which ones were dangerous, though.  She sat upright, propelled by a sudden thought.  Maybe that was part of her job as his kin—to make sure he didn’t eat anything dangerous.  “Are we going to travel together?”  It was a crazy thought.  She always imagined her life as one with a cute boy and a little house and strawberries growing in her garden.

      A warm nose pushed her back down.  “Maybe.  All things are possible.  We can talk about that in the morning.  Right after we let Irin pummel us with sticks.”

      She grinned.  That part sounded a lot more fun when they would be doing it together.
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      Alonia huffed over to the raggedy line of elves waiting with various practice weapons, Trift hot on her heels.  They weren’t late, but just barely.

      Irin stood at attention in front of the line of waiting students, and if it was possible for a statue to be displeased, he was.  He glanced in her direction.  “If you took a detour for more berry tarts, your sparring partner is going to be very unhappy.”

      She knew better than to show up for weapons practice full of food.  Nobody wanted to be wearing the contents of someone else’s stomach.  However, she couldn’t explain that they’d gone mushroom hunting—not without ruining Kellan’s birthday surprise, anyhow.  They had nuts to toast too, and Inga had almost smiled when they’d requested an extra bowl of butter with dinner.

      Alonia stood a little straighter.  She had a dragon and good friends.  She could withstand Irin’s displeasure.

      He eyed her a moment longer and then returned his attention to the group.  “We’re going to work on communication.  You won’t always be in a fight with one other person on a flat field with good visibility.  Those are ideal conditions.  Today we’ll work on what needs to happen when those conditions aren’t met.”

      He looked over at Sapphire and glanced up.  “You’ll work with your dragon.”

      Alonia realized one of the shadows in the sky was Lotus, circling lazily over the practice field.  Trift wasn’t the only dragon in attendance today.

      Sapphire looked worried.  “Lotus has no idea how to fight.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Irin said dryly.  “You’ll be blindfolded.  It will be up to Lotus to signal to you when and where to move.”  He nodded at two of the younger students.  “Go wrap up two practice knives in extra padding.  Your job will be to stab her in the back.  Mind you don’t aim too low.  Rib height, or you’ll be sparring with me next.”

      The youngsters gulped and ran off to get their equipment.

      Irin sent two more groups off with battle plans and one of the better students assigned to supervise.  Then he turned to Lily, who had Oceana twined around her legs, looking a little dusty and entirely cranky.  “Afran and Karis have orders to kidnap Oceana.  Their instructions are to take her alive and unhurt.”  Irin tossed Lily a practice blade.  “You have a sword and advance warning of their intentions.”

      Lily spun around, and at the look on her face, everyone else did too.  Afran hovered in the air behind them, a silent, hulking presence.  Karis was nowhere to be seen.

      Lily scooped up Oceana in one hand and started running, sword waving wildly.

      Irin nodded in approval.  “She’s headed for the river.  That’s smart thinking.  Afran won’t want to pluck Oceana from underwater, and he can’t fly through the trees.”

      He could go over them, though.

      “Karis will be in the trees.”  Kellan sounded nervous.  And impressed.

      “She is.”  Irin tossed Kellan a small blade.  “You’re going to be the surprise attacker Lily doesn’t know about.  Work with Afran and Karis.”

      Kellan’s eyes got as big as breakfast bowls.  “Do they know I’m coming?”

      His lips moved into something that on anyone else would be a grin.  “No.  And they won’t be sure you’re friendly.  You could easily be there to double-cross them.”  He shrugged a shoulder in the direction of the trees.  “If you come back with Oceana, Karis and Afran will do your chores for the next week.  They’re getting soft and lazy.”

      Kellan just stared, and everyone else did too.

      This time Irin’s teeth definitely bared in a grin.  “Go.  Show them all just what a small, sneaky elf with no dragon can do.”

      Alonia stared as her friend took off like the entire elf apocalypse was at her heels.  She didn’t run straight for the river, though.  She angled upstream—and Kellan was an excellent swimmer.  One who probably had a berry tart in her pocket, and Oceana was a sucker for sweet treats.

      Alonia looked back just in time to catch the gleam, rapidly hidden, in Irin’s eyes.  “You’re giving her a birthday present.”

      He glared.  “I’m doing no such thing.”

      He was, even if he would never admit it.  She dared a smile of thanks—and then realized she and Trift were the only ones left without a task.  The look in Irin’s eyes did not bode well for what was coming.

      ::Relax, sweetness.  He likes to make us squirm.::

      That wasn’t reassuring, but she didn’t want her dragon to think she was weak and feeble.  Alonia raised her chin.  “What are we working on?”

      Irin pulled out his long knife, the one he only used when he fought with Karis or some of the really advanced students.  It was an old blade, long unsharpened, but still far scarier than the wooden weapons they usually used.  He handed her a sword, handle first.  A real one, with a dull metal blade just like his knife.

      She gulped.  Whatever was about to happen, she already hated it.

      “You don’t see yourself as a fighter.”  Irin’s voice was low and harsh and fierce.  “That ends today.”  He moved back a handful of steps and took a waiting posture.  “You can speak mind to mind with your dragon.  The two of you are going to come at me with sword and claws.  We stop when I no longer have a weapon in my hand.”

      That was impossible.  She’d probably stab herself before she got anywhere near him.

      ::Well, don’t stab me.::  Trift was on the move, circling around behind Irin.  ::I don’t like blood.  Mine or yours.  His would be fine, though.::

      She wasn’t sure Irin had blood.  She’d heard Karis mutter once that he had rocks in his head, and maybe he had them everywhere else too.  ::We can’t outfight him—we’ll be here until midwinter, and it will only end then because we’ve all frozen to death.::

      ::Good to see you think so much of my fighting talents,:: came the dry response.

      She gave him a dirty look.  ::You’re the one who says you’re not a fighter.::

      ::I’m not a flyer.  Or a hero.  There are plenty of other choices here.::

      She didn’t see any of them.  ::Like what?::

      A long pause.  ::No idea. We’re doomed.::

      “Consider yourselves very dead.”  Irin gave her a dry look.  “I can promise you that a bandit isn’t going to wait until you’ve finished having whatever conversation is putting that look on your face.”

      ::Argh.  Fine.::  Trift’s tail whipped out at the weapon’s master’s legs.  Which actually managed to knock Irin off his feet.

      Alonia stared as he blurred into a roll and came up in a crouch—with his knife point holding Trift’s tail to the ground.  She dropped her sword and ran forward.  “Let him go!  You’re hurting him.”

      “I’m not.”  Irin didn’t move a hair, and neither did her dragon.  “But you just got both of you killed by abandoning your weapon.”  He stood up and glowered.  “Again, and this time, if your dragon volunteers to get his tail lopped off, don’t make his sacrifice utterly worthless.”

      Trift shuddered.  “You don’t have to be so mean, old man.”

      Irin didn’t even look at him.  “Tails are vulnerable to knives.  It was a poor choice.  Make a better one.”

      ::I could set his hair on fire.::  Trift sounded less grumpy than he looked.  ::Or we could pelt him with nut pods.  There’s a tree not far from here.  I could go collect some.::

      Alonia squealed as Irin lunged at her, yanking up the sword just in time to block.  The impact jangled all the way up her shoulder.  ::I don’t have time to wait for you to pick nuts.::  She danced back from Irin’s continued attack.  ::Maybe try that thing with your tail again.::

      Trift charged.  This time, the weapons master didn’t even turn around.  He just jumped right as a green tail passed under him—and dealt a blow to Alonia’s sword so hard that her fingers turned numb.

      She managed to hold on to the sword.  Barely.  Dropping it was a mistake even the newest students rarely made twice.  Doing it again would likely earn her some terrible kind of penance.

      “Switch hands.”  Irin glowered when she didn’t immediately obey.  “You have two of them, missy, and neither one is much good with a sword.”  He swung around in a fluid circle, rapping the side of Trift’s head with his longknife.  “Never get that close to a blade.  Do you remember nothing I taught you?”

      “I kept myself in one piece on the road.”  Trift huffed smoke from a safe distance.  “I prefer avoiding fights to needing to win them.”

      Irin spun, catching Alonia’s padded vest with a loud thwack.  “You have a kin to protect now, and she’s not covered in scales.  Are you going to leave her for the bandit while you fly away to a safe perch?”  He danced around, facing her dragon. Taunting him with knife and words.  “Or are you going to let me capture her and slowly torture her while I force you to be my tame dragon and do my bidding?”

      Alonia felt all the blood drain out of her head.

      Irin nodded at her.  “Your fighting skills are a mess, missy.  You’ve never cared.  But they’re a weakness, and that could be used against you and against him.”

      She gulped.  “We’re not marked.  We’re just ordinary.”

      “No dragon and kin are ordinary.”  He lifted up the tip of her sword with his knife and waited until she assumed a ready position.  “Stop being afraid of your weapon.  Use it.”

      Three clicks sounded behind him.  A dragon, ready to set things on fire.

      Irin didn’t even look.  “Do it and you’ll be out on this field with me every day until next midsummer.”  He bounced another blow off Alonia’s ribs that doubled her over, and then spun and rang an earsplitting blow off Trift’s chest.  “You’re both dead.  Again.  Bleeding out on a field while I pull the scales off your still-breathing dragon so I can sell them.”

      Alonia felt the small remnants of her breakfast trying to work their way out of her throat.  Irin was always overbearing, but he wasn’t cruel like this.  “Why are you doing this?”

      ::Because he has a soft heart.::  Trift was breathing hard, even in her head, as he jumped out of the way of another of the weapons master’s blurred lunges.  ::And because he’s a jerk who needs to have that knife of his turned into a pretty flower.::

      Alonia danced back, remembering some of the footwork she’d been drilling for years, her feet lighter at her dragon’s spurt of good humor.  ::One with blue petals and a shiny gold center to match Kis.::

      Trift hissed as Irin’s blade sliced a line across his chest, leaving an ugly scratch on his scales.  “That’s uncalled for, old man.”

      Irin glared.  “Next time, I’ll dent them.  You have no plan, and you’re not working with your partner at all.”

      Trift growled inside her head.  ::Make that pink petals.::

      She giggled even as she huffed for breath.  ::Or maybe those ones down by the river that look like cabbage and smell like skunk.::

      Her dragon chuckled, circling around to join her.  ::He’d probably like that.::

      Irin studied the two of them, his knife at the ready.

      Alonia knew why.  They were breaking every rule.  Fighting side-by-side was just asking to get impaled on your ally’s blade.  She shifted her sword to her other hand.  The last thing she wanted to do was dent her dragon by accident.

      Irin attacked, running his blade up between them and smacking Alonia’s ribs and Trift’s shoulder so fast they didn’t even see it coming. Then he backed up, glowering, as they whimpered.

      ::Fine.::  Alonia sucked in air, knowing Irin would eventually stop dealing out bruises.  ::A pink flower.  One of the ones with the fuzzy petals that make my nose run.::

      ::Oooh.::  Trift sounded delighted.  ::You’re mean.::

      ::Yes.  I.  Am.::  She managed to clang her sword against the next knife thrust.  ::Take that, you nasty pink flower.::

      Irin leaped backward, his face a study in absolute shock.

      Alonia had one horrible moment of thinking she’d actually stabbed him—and then the thing in his hand registered.

      Not a longknife.

      Not a practice blade long dulled by use on inept students.

      A pink flower.

      A metal sculpture of one, to be precise.  In beautiful, colorful detail.  Right down to the fuzzy petals.

      Three gasps sounded in unison beside them.

      Kellan, with Oceana tucked under her arm and Lily and Karis beside her, dripping wet.  Afran’s head hung down over all of them, looking at the object in Irin’s hand like it might blow up any minute.

      Irin held the metal flower up slowly.  “Easy, big guy.  I don’t think it’s a danger to anyone.”

      Kellan just stared, the dragon in her arms entirely forgotten.

      Karis cleared her throat.  “I wasn’t aware you could do magic, old man.”

      Irin blinked slowly.  “I can’t.”

      Kellan snickered, and then slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Karis slowly smiled.  “You’re right, youngling.  If it was Irin’s magic, he would hardly have turned his weapon into a flower.”

      Every head turned toward Alonia and her dragon.

      She felt her head going light and dizzy, like she’d drunk too many cups of mead.  She sat down abruptly on the ground—or she would have landed on the ground, if Trift’s tail hadn’t caught her.  She leaned into his strength and realized he was shaking too.

      Irin was at her side in an instant, the flower forgotten in the grass.  “Head between your legs, missy.  Breathe.  Slowly.  Just like when I whack your ribs.”

      Trift’s hot breath blew against her cheek.  She could feel his worry, and his utter confusion.  She tried to breathe slowly, but the low, astonished chatter about magic was making it hard to think or calm down.

      She knew why.  Elf magic was exceedingly rare, so rare that most clans thought it was myth.  She had only heard about it in the stories told about the elves of old.  Scary stories.  Most magics were war magics, used in battle and reeking of death and blood.

      The need to be sick rose in her throat.

      “Here.”  Karis’s voice was brisk and firm.  “Drink this.  You’ll feel better.”

      Alonia took the cup automatically, used to following her teacher’s instructions.  She noticed Kellan offering a bowl of water to Trift, too—and the remnants of a very soggy berry tart.  She let her head think about that instead of the knife that was no longer a knife.  “Did you kidnap Oceana?”

      Kellan looked startled, and then proud.

      “She did, and from right under our noses, too.”  Karis sounded impressed—and amused.  “She had us convinced she was our ally, and that she would herd Oceana down the river if we could just keep Lily occupied for a bit.”

      Kellan tried really hard to hide her grin.  “That probably wouldn’t work a second time.”

      Lily snorted.  “It shouldn’t have worked the first time.  They should know better than to trust your innocent face.”

      Alonia took another sip of water, the usual banter at the close of a weapons lesson steadying her.

      Karis put an unwrapped packet in her lap.  A bar of mashed nuts and seeds and dried apples.  Travel rations.  “Eat this.  It will help you get your energy back.”

      Alonia shot a look at Irin.  Eating right after weapons training was something he frowned on.  They were supposed to clean themselves and their weapons first.

      He regarded her steadily.  “If it’s magic you’ve done, missy, you’ll need the energy.”

      That word again.  Alonia tried to take a bite, but it was like eating dust.  “I’m just an ordinary elf.”  She looked over at Trift, afraid to voice her next thought.

      He snorted and laid his head down carefully on her knee.  “Wasn’t me, beautiful.  I’m just a lazy dragon who doesn’t much like flying and has an odd fondness for nut pods.”

      Irin nodded slowly.  “It was the two of you together, then.”

      Karis looked skeptical.  “You’re jumping to conclusions, old man.”

      “Perhaps.”  He looked back and forth between Alonia and her dragon.  “But neither of them have shown the tiniest spark of magic separately.  And it often appears under pressure.”

      “Well, you were certainly applying that.”  Karis’s tone was as dry as the travel rations.  “Nothing like easing new kin into training gently.”

      Irin snorted.  “Coddling isn’t what they need.”

      Karis raised an eyebrow.  “Careful, or it might be more than your sword that gets turned into a flower next time.”

      Something that might almost be fear passed through Irin’s eyes—and then it was gone.  “It’s a skill like any other.  Control, training, repetition.”

      Alonia swallowed.  That sounded even less fun than regular weapons practice.

      Karis squeezed her shoulders.  “Tomorrow, youngling.  There will be no more lessons today.”  She looked over at Kellan and smiled.  “We have a birthday to celebrate.  And a victory.  Your friend over there outswam me down my own river.”

      “Barely.”  Kellan looked abashed, but proud.  “It helped that Oceana knows me best.”

      Irin reached over and scratched the small blue-green dragon’s head.  “You used your strengths, missy.  That’s what smart warriors do.”

      Alonia gulped.  She didn’t feel like a smart warrior at all.

      ::We’re not warriors.:: Trift’s voice was quiet.  Thoughtful.  ::We made a flower, sweetness.  Whatever this is, I don’t think it’s a weapon.::

      That made her feel better.

      She smiled at Kellan.  “We got you a present, but we need to go back to the village to get it.”  She looked at Karis.  “And we need permission for Trift to blow fire in the village.”

      Her teacher raised her eyebrows.  “Do you, now?”

      Alonia grinned as Kellan started to dance, excited for whatever her treat would be.

      Life, somehow finding its way back to normal.
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      Alonia held out the mushrooms neatly impaled on a stick.  She gave Trift a look.  “Try not to singe my eyebrows this time.”

      His eyes danced with merriment.  “It’s a small sacrifice for a friend’s birthday.”

      It really was, especially given how much Kellan liked the roasted mushrooms.  She stood just out of firing range, bouncing up and down like a toddler, pure delight on her face.

      Alonia grinned fondly at her friend.  “This is the very last of them.”

      “I know.”  Kellan flashed them both a grateful smile.  “I can’t believe you picked so many just for me.”

      Sapphire, standing behind her with a bowl of melted butter, just laughed.  “Don’t count your mushrooms until they’re roasted.  They might accidentally turn them into stinkflowers.”

      Alonia tried not to jiggle her hand as she giggled.  Apparently, Sapphire’s clan had a name for the sweet pink flowers that made her sneeze.  One very fitting for the seeds that tended to bloom in dung heaps and compost piles.

      Kellan shook her head and cast a glance over at Irin, who was eating birthday stew and glowering just as much as usual.  “I still can’t believe you did that.”

      None of them could.  Alonia was very carefully trying not to think about it too hard.

      Trift blew a tiny stream of fire, one that still made the stick very nearly too hot to handle.  Alonia quickly dropped it, mushrooms and all, into the bowl Sapphire was holding.  They were getting smarter.  The first two sticks had almost come with a side of toasted elf fingers.

      Kellan reached in, scooped up a free-floating mushroom, and popped it in her mouth.  Then she stood absolutely still except for an occasional chewing motion, her eyes closed in bliss.

      Trift nudged Alonia’s shoulder, enjoying the moment.  They’d done well, and Kellan’s face was an excellent distraction from the impossible thing they’d somehow done that morning.  She scratched the place just above his eye crests that made him hum.  “Want me to put some cheese on a stick for you to toast?  Or some curds?”

      He snorted.  “I’m no hatchling.”

      She kept scratching.  “Lotus likes toasted curds.  And Kis, even though he won’t admit it.”  He never left a bowl of them uneaten, though.

      “I was thinking I might go see him.”

      Trift’s voice sounded casual.  Too casual.  She looked over at him, his eyes a little hard to see in the flickering firelight other people were using to toast their dinners.  “Do you want company?”

      He rolled his shoulders in the closest dragons came to a shrug.  “He likes stories.  I have a few I collected in my travels he might want to hear.”

      Kis knew lots of stories too.  Old ones.  “You want to ask him about elf magic.”

      Trift looked uncomfortable.  “I want to know if there’s ever been a case of dragon magic.  Or dragon and kin making magic together.”

      Alonia looked over at her friends, sitting around Kellan, dipping small bites of food in her butter bowl.  She was used to being the silly fun of the party, not the thoughtful girl on the sidelines with a big new weight on her shoulders.  “I’ll come with you.”

      ::Neither of you need to go far,:: said a rumbling voice in her head.

      She scanned the dark, looking for the large presence of Irin’s dragon.

      Trift spied him first and led her around the outer edges of the gathering, over to the dragon parked between two rondos like an extra house.  Alonia walked up and rubbed his nose.  “I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”  She wasn’t surprised.  Kellan was one of his favorites.

      “I heard there were arrogant young dragons with permission to blow fire in my village.”  Kis eyed Trift.  “And that people were foolish enough to trust you to do so after that stunt you pulled on the practice field today.”

      Trift met the old dragon’s gaze evenly.  “I don’t know if it was me.”

      Kis raised an eyebrow.  “You think an elf melted metal?”

      Trift shook his head.  “It wasn’t melted.  It was reshaped.”

      Alonia tried to think back, but all she remembered was dodging Irin’s blade—and then staring at something that was most definitely not a knife anymore.  She took a shaky breath.  “What does Irin think?”  He knew more about weapons than anyone she knew, and a lot about lore, too.

      “He’s keeping his own counsel.”

      Her eyes shot up at Kis’s words.  “He’s not talking to you?”

      “Not everyone chatters their every thought, youngling.”

      She winced.  She knew better than to take his acerbic tone personally.  She also knew Irin talked to his dragon.  Always.  They were the kind of tight team she wanted to be with Trift one day.

      Her dragon’s tail reached up to wrap around her waist.

      Kis studied the two of them.  “It’s possible you did this together.  There are some old ballads that speak of the elves linking their magic together to defeat the dragons.”

      That didn’t feel right.  As far as Alonia knew, she didn’t have any magic at all.  She opened her mouth to say so, and then stopped.  Kis wasn’t watching them anymore.  He was watching Irin, sitting at a table calmly dipping bread into his summer squash soup.

      Something hit Alonia’s ribs hard.  Not outside them, where Irin’s blade had landed far too many times, but on the inside—and it had nothing at all to do with flowers or blades or mysterious magic.  She reached for Trift and his warm, solid presence.

      He might look at her like that one day.

      He curled his tail more tightly around her.

      She sniffled, because what she saw in Kis’s gaze told a tale of love that wasn’t about ringing bells or summer dances or silly poetry.  Those were eyes that said he and his kin had weathered uncountable battles and hard things together—and if Irin suddenly found himself in another one, there would be a cantankerous old dragon at his back.

      “You came tonight for him,” she said softly.

      Kis just nodded.

      ::Think that will be us one day, beautiful?::  Trift’s words were teasing, but the feeling behind them wasn’t.  ::All scarred and cranky and loyal down to our last claws?::

      She didn’t have any claws, but she understood his meaning.  “I hope so,” she said slowly, out loud, as if speaking a wish into the night air might make it more real.  “But I don’t know if I’m brave enough to handle the road to get there.”

      That kind of bond came forged in fire, and not the happy, mushroom-roasting kind.

      “You’re beginning to think about that.  Good.”  Kis’s big yellow head had swung back in her direction.  “Life is more than pretty daydreams, and that’s going to hit the two of you harder than most.”

      Trift’s nose nuzzled her cheek.  “Daydreams matter, old man.”

      Alonia swallowed carefully.  She was pretty sure Kis mostly had nightmares, and she was beginning to realize why.  The hardest parts of today hadn’t been Irin’s blade on her ribs.  It had been watching him go after her dragon.  “You hurt when he hurts.”

      “He’s done most of the hurting.”  Kis moved his scarred, tattered wing.  “Every day that he looks at this, he suffers more than I do.  A kin bond means you’ve taken on each other’s pain and daydreams both, and you don’t know up front what that promise is going to require of either of you.”

      She nodded slowly.  Kis rarely spoke like this—as if she was someone worthy of being taken seriously.  “We aren’t warriors.  Or marked by the Dragon Star.  I think maybe we’re meant to have a simpler life.”

      Kis raised an eyebrow.  “I might have agreed with you until the two of you somehow managed to turn a longblade into a flower.”  He sighed.  “Did you have to pick a stinkflower?”

      Alonia could feel her cheeks flaming.  “It was just silly thoughts in our heads.  We had no idea it would actually happen.”

      “Besides,” Trift said dryly, “I think a stinkflower was remarkably appropriate, given the lesson he was busy beating into our ribs.”

      Kis snorted.  “There will be more of those, youngling.  And if he managed to get a blade on you, there will be extra lessons with me.  Starting in the morning.”

      “They will be needed elsewhere in the morning.”  Karis stepped into their small circle, a toasted cheese sandwich in her hand.  She offered half to Kis.  “Afran’s been talking to Elhen.  He wants to do some testing.”

      The toasted cheese already in Alonia’s belly tried to curdle.  “What kind of testing?”

      Their teacher grinned.  “Irin wants to see if you can turn his stinkflower knife back into something befitting a warrior.”

      Alonia groaned.  “We’re never going to live this down, are we?”

      “Not a chance.”  Karis patted her shoulder.  “We need to know what you can and cannot do with this ability of yours.”

      Alonia looked over at her dragon.  Deep down, she believed it was Trift who had the magic.

      “Or his ability, or both of yours,” Karis added calmly.  “Those are things we’ll work out in the morning.  Go find yourselves some berry tarts and enjoy the rest of Kellan’s party.  Tomorrow will come soon enough.”

      Alonia wasn’t at all sure she wanted anything else to eat—or the bubbly, silly laughter of her friends.  She wanted to be alone with her dragon and this new heaviness inside where her heart lived.  “I think maybe I’ll go back to my quarters.”

      “I can’t make you stay.”  Karis’s eyes held far too much understanding.  “But I will say this much.  Two of your friends over there laughing are marked by the Dragon Star.  The other awaits a dragon who might never come.”

      Alonia sighed.  Those were heavy things too.

      “You’ve always been part of the balance for them.”  Her teacher’s eyes were kind, but they didn’t let her wiggle away.  “You bring joy and lightness and sunshine wherever you go.   Don’t let go of that.  I have a feeling you might need it.”

      That wasn’t reassuring at all—but it was likely true.

      She squared her shoulders, looked her dragon in the eye, and somehow found a bubbly grin.  “May I have this dance, handsome sir?”

      Trift snorted.  “What makes you think I can dance, beautiful?”

      She winked at him.  “Everyone can dance.  Even Kis.”

      The old dragon grumbled, but underneath it, Alonia was pretty sure she heard Karis’s choked-off laughter.  She raised her voice a little, enough for the man still eating the same bowl of soup he’d been sitting over all night to hear.  “Irin, Kis says he wants to dance, but you’re so grumpy, he’s afraid to ask you.”

      The weapons master turned, incredulity in his eyes—but Alonia was already on the move, headed for the biggest open space she could see.  She called out gaily as she skipped through the crowd.  “Find yourself a partner and decide which one of you is wearing the scales.”

      Sapphire jumped up and nearly tripped over Lotus’s tail.  Karis danced by with two of the hatchlings under her arms.  Lily scowled and stayed right where she was, but that wouldn’t last for long.  Oceana loved music.

      Kellan giggled and pulled Inga up off her chair.

      Alonia didn’t stop to figure out which of them would end up being the dragon.  She could feel the rightness of Karis’s words bubbling up inside her.  Whatever happened in the coming days, she needed to remember to be a silly elf.

      That was her strength, even if it made a pretty useless weapon.
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      It was a small group this morning, and Alonia wasn’t the only one who was bleary-eyed.  They were back out on the practice field, Karis and Irin sitting in the cross-legged pose she knew they could hold all day long.  Their dragons were dozing in an early morning patch of sun a little ways off.  Trift was curled up at her back, making a warm and comforting presence to lean against.

      Kellan handed out bread rolls and cheese from the basket in front of her knees.

      Alonia didn’t ask why her small friend had been included.  She had a sneaking suspicion they were quietly training Kellan to be a teacher just in case her dragon didn’t show up.

      She was surprised to see Kis—this was very early for him to rouse himself from slumber.  Judging from the shine on his scales, he’d also visited Oceana’s pool, which was much larger than it used to be.  Most of the village dragons tolerated water now, but Kis had learned to deeply enjoy the relief it gave his battered body.

      Irin swallowed the last of his breakfast and reached behind him.  He tossed the object Alonia had been trying to forget about into the center of the circle.  It hadn’t changed back to a longknife overnight, which meant yesterday hadn’t just been a strange dream.

      She looked at Irin, entirely apologetic.  “I’m sorry.  It was an accident, but I know that was one of your favorite blades.”

      He snorted.  “It wasn’t a good knife even when it was sharp, but it traveled with me a long time.  Got me out of a couple of sticky situations.  And I know it was an accident, missy.   If either of you were able to bend my weapons when you were annoyed, I’d have known it long before now.”

      Alonia tried not to squirm.

      “Maybe it’s your knife that’s magic,” Kellan offered helpfully.

      Irin glowered.  “I’d know if my weapon could turn itself into something else.”

      Alonia wasn’t sure how he’d know that, but she definitely wasn’t going to argue.

      “It’s not a bad thought.”  Karis tipped her head, considering.  “It’s at least as likely as this kind of performance from an elf and dragon who have never evidenced a stitch of magic before this.”  Her fingers traced the flower.  “This is very fine work.  Highly accurate.  If a metalworker had done it, we would think them highly skilled.”

      Irin hadn’t stopped glowering, but he was clearly thinking too.  “And a lot of control.  I don’t know much about magic, but I presume early efforts are about as good as what happens when you put a sword in someone’s hand for the first time.”

      Or the hundredth time.  Alonia frowned.  She liked the idea that the magic hadn’t been theirs.

      ::Except for one small problem, beautiful.::

      She sighed and patted Trift’s side.  He was right, of course, even if she didn’t want him to be.  “I think we must have done it.”

      Karis shot her a curious glance.  “And why is that?”

      “Well, we were talking in our heads.”  She peeked at Irin from under her eyelashes.  “It wasn’t very polite.  I’m sorry.”

      He snorted.  “Missy, if you’re not having impolite thoughts about me during a weapons lesson, I’m not doing my job.”

      Alonia shrugged, but some of the guilt she’d been carrying since it happened slipped away.  “I don’t see why a sword would suddenly want to shape itself into a stinkflower, but I know we wanted it to happen.”

      Karis nodded slowly.  “The magic that happened followed your intentions.”

      Alonia felt her cheeks getting rosy.  “Yes.”  The intentions of a silly elf and her dragon hoping to escape from weapons practice a little early.

      Irin scowled. “I’d rather have a magic knife than an elf and a dragon who have no idea how they do their magic.  The two of you are an accident waiting to happen.”

      “They already happened,” Karis said calmly.  “And as training accidents go, that’s a pretty small one.”  She turned to face her dragon.  “Did you and Elhen come up with anything?”

      ::Some hints in the ballads.::

      “Ballads.”  Irin said it like it was a bad word.

      ::There is an old ballad that speaks of elves who can create magical weapons.::  Afran met Irin’s irritated gaze with the same calm as his kin.

      Kellan, who could obviously hear everything, wrinkled her nose.  “But this isn’t a weapon anymore.  And it’s just sitting there.”

      ::There might be a connection all the same.::

      Alonia studied the flower with her eyes, trying to see if it felt like anything special.  She could feel the focus of the dragon behind her as he tried to do the same.

      ::It’s just a hunk of metal.::  Trift sighed.  ::One that would bounce off our ribs less effectively, but I don’t sense anything from it.  You’d think that if we’d done magic, we’d be able to tell.::

      Karis looked at them, but they both shook their heads wordlessly.

      “We’re not going to figure this out by staring at yesterday’s accident.”  A second blade, this one a standard kitchen knife, landed on top of the flower.  Irin gave her the kind of look that said a sword was about to smack her ribs.  “Can you repeat it?”

      She glanced at Trift, but he looked as entirely befuddled as she felt.  They had no idea how they’d transformed the first knife, never mind how they might do it again.

      “Close your eyes and visualize what you want to create.”  Karis shrugged when they stared at her.  “Do you have a better idea?”

      Alonia closed her eyes, feeling totally silly.  She reached for Trift, holding tightly to their kin bond.  ::What should we change it to?::

      ::Not another stinkflower.:: His mental voice was wry and relaxed.  ::I think you need a pretty crown to wear.  One that matches me.::

      She could feel herself grinning.  It was entirely silly, and Karis said they needed to hold on to that.  She imagined one in her mind, with prongs just like his.  In shiny gold.  There was no point in making a boring crown.  ::Should we say something?::

      ::We didn’t yesterday.::

      Fair point.  She scrunched up her face, thinking really hard about the pretty crown she’d just imagined, and sighed when she opened her eyes.  The kitchen knife was still very much a kitchen knife.

      “So it’s not simply a matter of intention,” Karis murmured.

      “That’s probably good,” Irin said dryly.

      It definitely was, or the next person who irritated her would be wearing a tail or covered in an itchy rash.

      ::I like the way you think.:: Trift sounded amused.

      Thinking was just fine.  Doing all the silly things her head thought up—that was a different kettle of stew entirely.

      ::Spoilsport.::

      She grinned at her dragon.  He really was wonderful.

      “If the two of you are done designing dastardly deeds in your heads, perhaps you can try again.”  Karis looked amused.

      Alonia shrugged helplessly.  “We don’t know what to try.”

      “Maybe you have to repeat all of yesterday.”  Kellan shot Alonia an apologetic look.  “They were all sweaty and thinking fast and Irin was poking them with his knife and maybe their magic just kind of popped out.”

      Trift groaned as Irin rolled nimbly to his feet, holding the kitchen knife.  “Do we get to vote on this idea, or are you just going to attack us with that?”

      Alonia scrambled to her feet as the weapons master lunged and rapped the handle of the knife on her dragon’s chest.  That seemed like a pretty clear answer.

      A breakfast roll bounced off Irin’s head, which provided enough distraction for Trift to get out of the way of the second blow.  Karis smiled sweetly.  “That’s for making me swim in the river yesterday.”

      Kellan snickered as she backed away toward where Afran and Kis were still lazing around in the sun.  Alonia started angling that same direction.  She was pretty sure Irin wouldn’t stab his own dragon.

      Trift put his body between her and the weapons master, and he looked far sterner than he had yesterday.  Far scarier.  She tried to see around him.  ::What are you doing?::

      ::You’re wearing a dress, in case you hadn’t noticed.  And you don’t have a weapon.::

      She looked down at the full-length skirt that was definitely not the tunic and leggings she usually practiced in.

      Irin swooped in, tugged sharply on her hair, and rolled away, just missing her dragon’s lashing tail.  “Conditions are never ideal, missy.  How many times will you have to die today before you remember that?”

      Her ribs remembered.  She turned to face the kitchen knife he held out, aimed at nowhere in particular.  ::We’re supposed to be doing magic, not fighting.::

      ::Right.::  Trift dodged Irin’s next attack, bumping her out of the way with his shoulder.

      She tried going with the fall and rolling to her feet, but skirts were not designed for such acrobatics.  She face-planted in the dirt instead, right on her bruised ribs from yesterday.  ::Hair ribbons.  Shiny purple ones.  He can wear them in his beard.::

      Trift snickered.  ::Remind me never to make you mad.::

      She somehow scrambled out of the way as Irin executed the roll she’d utterly failed to do, his knife coming precious close to her skirt.  ::Do you have a picture in your head?::  Irin was already charging back at her.

      ::Yes.::  Trift whacked his tail on the ground, just missing their attacker’s head.   ::NOW.::

      They both focused hard on the knife in his hand and imagined shiny purple hair ribbons.

      And groaned as nothing happened.

      Irin stopped, tossing the knife point-first into the ground by Kellan’s basket.  Then he came over and offered Alonia a hand, pulling her up to her feet.  “Next lesson, wear a skirt.  We need to teach you how to do a decent roll-and-evade in one.”

      Karis snorted.  “Only if you wear one to teach her, old man.”

      Kellan giggled, which just made Irin look grumpier.

      Karis stepped closer to Alonia and helped her dust off.  “I assume you tried to magic his knife and it didn’t work.”

      Alonia scowled.  Maybe if they’d managed to do it again, Irin would stop making her roll around in the dust in her pretty dresses.

      ::He did it so he could get you mad without bruising your ribs some more, missy.::  Kis sounded a whole lot closer than he was.  ::You did your first magic from strong feelings.  He was hoping that was the key.::

      Most of her anger deflated.  Dust was definitely better than more bruises.  And Irin was just trying to help, even if he had some unpleasant ways of trying to do that.  She looked over at him.  “Thank you for not banging on my ribs again.”

      He looked surprised—and pleased.

      She filed that away to think about later.

      Kellan walked over and shyly offered Trift a berry tart.  “I saved two from yesterday.  You look like you could use one.”

      He nuzzled her cheek, just like he would if she was his kin.

      Alonia sighed happily.  Trift had plenty of love to share, and Kellan’s soft, awed smile was worth it.

      Karis gave her a small approving nod.  “Afran has some more ideas, if you’re ready to continue.”

      Trift eyed her as he daintily nibbled the berry tart on Kellan’s palm.  ::Do any more of them involve knives or Irin playing bandit?::

      Karis chuckled.  “No, and I wasn’t aware you could mindspeak with the whole group.”

      He shrugged, but Alonia could tell he was a little embarrassed—and a little proud.  It wasn’t something most dragons could do.

      She squared her shoulders.  She wanted him to be proud of her too.  “We’re ready.”

      It was something she would say a dozen more times through a very long day of ideas, methodical and harebrained and every kind in between.  They chanted, fell over, got dizzy from holding their breath too long, banged their heads by accident and on purpose, and sent Kellan into fits of giggles enough times that Alonia heartily wished there were more breakfast rolls to throw.

      But not once did they produce even a whiff of magic.
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      Lovissa frowned at the pleasant summer sun.  She was out of sorts, which was a foolish thing to be on a lovely day when the sounds of war were so dim as to be barely heard, her bones weren’t aching at all, and the valley was awash in lazy contentment.

      If it weren’t for the dreams, she might even be able to join them.  The silly elf and her equally silly dragon should not be disturbing her nights.  They were not chosen of the Dragon Star, which was a thing of no small relief.  The girl was no better a fighter than the average tree branch, and while her green dragon moved well when he chose to, it appeared that he rarely exerted himself overmuch.

      If he was a dragon of this time, he would surely drive Baraken mad.

      Silly dreams of no consequence—until the girl had done magic.  Lovissa shuddered.  She knew all too well what magic could do in elf hands, and it rarely ended well for the dragons.  She must get a message to the queen across the waters.  This should not be encouraged.  Perhaps the kin bond had unlocked such evil, but they would do well to do everything in their power to lock it up again.

      Or perhaps it was a dream with a different meaning.  Visions were often unclear and required great wisdom to interpret.  Perhaps the clans of the southern slopes prepared new magics she wasn’t expecting.  She would send the scouts out again.

      “You worry too much.”  The voice from behind held little awe for her queen.

      Lovissa turned to face her oldest friend.  “I have reasons.”

      Baret dropped her head.  “You always do.”

      Her friend understood the weight of leadership better than most.  “How are the littles?”

      “Planning an attack on a particularly promising berry patch.”

      She laughed.  Berry season was well over, but littles were not known for their pragmatism.  “Baraken might have a young warrior or two to spare if you would like some help.”  Baret managed the littles with nothing more than will and reputation most days, and protected them with even less.  They rarely had warriors to give her.

      “Baraken is with them.”

      That got Lovissa’s attention.  Her finest warrior had a secret soft spot for their smallest dragons, but he normally kept it very well hidden.

      “I asked,” Baret said quietly.  “I needed to speak to you somewhere that didn’t have so many ears.”

      A visit to the queen was always noted, but on a lazy day such as this, few would pay much attention.  She and Baret had hatched together, after all.  “What is it, my friend?  Surely you do not bring me something new to worry about.”

      “Perhaps.  It is about Quira.”

      Lovissa stiffened.  The small purple-gray dragon was one of her favorites, a fact she kept even more well hidden than Baraken did.  “Is there danger?”

      “Always,” Baret said gently.  “She is a dragon.  And she has assumed leadership of the attack on the berries.”

      A warrior-to-be.  It saddened Lovissa, even as she knew how much such leaders were needed.

      “She plans an attack through the water.”  Baret’s old brown eyes were steady, but Lovissa could see fear there.  And awe.  “She says she dreamed of it.  A big yellow dragon told her how.”

      Every scale on Lovissa’s body vibrated.  She, too, dreamed of that dragon—and he was a very fine battle tactician.  “Is her attack that of a hatchling?”

      Baret shook her head slowly.  “No.  Even Baraken was impressed.”

      Lovissa sighed.  “She dreams of the dragons to come.”

      Baret dropped her head.  The nod of a loyal dragon to her queen.  “Yes.”

      Lovissa closed her eyes.  The ashes had spoken, then.

      Quira—tiny, happy, laughing, reckless Quira—would be their next queen.
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      Alonia giggled as she slid into the hot pool, ducking under the spray Kellan lazily kicked her way.  The water wasn’t really hot today, more lukewarm.  Just right for a summer afternoon.  They could stay in for hours, and even bony elves like Lily didn’t get cold.

      Alonia didn’t have that problem.  She’d always been nicely padded in all the right places, but she loved the pool as much as any of them.  Her dragon was a different matter, but he’d come around.  She swam over to the edge nearest to where a small green mountain curled up next to a large gold one.  Trift, sharing Kis’s patch of sun.

      He opened one eye to half-mast.  ::Don’t even think about splashing me, beautiful.::

      She wouldn’t.  Not until he would truly enjoy it.  ::Have a nice nap, and then maybe we’ll go take a walk in the forest before dinner.::  Then there would be chores.  Life was back to normal, or as normal as it got with a dragon.  A whole fortnight had gone by with no whiff of magic, and everyone had finally run out of ideas they should try.

      Irin had stopped bruising her ribs more than normal, too, for which she was particularly grateful.  She stretched out on her belly, letting the water bear her weight.  They’d worked on the addition to the nursery rondo today, and carrying bricks was hard work in the summer heat.

      Trift snorted.  ::So’s making them.::

      She grinned at him fondly.  He had the best aim with his fire of any dragon in the village except for Kis.  He’d made at least half of the bricks they’d carried.  ::You worked hard.  I’ll have to see if I can find you some forest berries.::

      ::It’s the end of summer, silly.::  He sounded sleepy.  ::There won’t be any more berries until next spring.::

      Probably not, but she knew a couple of likely places to look.  She smiled at Kellan, who swam up beside her and pillowed her head on a nearby rock. Her small friend had been helping Inga in the kitchens, feeding all the workers, and that was an even hotter job than lugging around bricks in the midday sun.  “I’m glad you got to escape.”

      Kellan grinned.  “Karis came and told Inga that the kitchen wasn’t meant to be a prison, and both of us needed to leave before we turned into elves who were scared to be outside.  She chased Inga out, too.  Set her up under a shady tree with a book and told her not to move until sunset.”

      Karis could be fierce when she wanted to be.  “If she put Afran on guard, that might actually work.”

      Kellan rolled over like an otter, hands on her belly.  “Nope.  He’s gone off on a flyabout.”

      Alonia raised an eyebrow.  The big dragon did that sometimes, but he usually took his kin with him.  “Karis didn’t go?”

      “Nope.”  A long pause while Kellan stared up at the bright blue sky.  “Are you and Trift going to leave?”

      They’d been talking about it.  Daydreaming where they could go.  The dreaming part was fun, but the rest was complicated.  “I don’t know.”

      Kellan flipped back over.  “He likes traveling.  He’s been gone from the village a really long time.  Since before I got here.”

      Alonia nodded slowly.  Trift had started telling her stories about his travels, and they were amazing.  Lands where everyone wore balloon pants in every color of the rainbow, and ones where it was so cold, you could see your breath turn to fog even in the summer.  High mountain peaks that looked like the end of the world and showed the footsteps of travelers long turned to dust, and pretty river valleys where there were no footsteps to be found.

      She wanted to see all of it—and she didn’t.  “I like it here.”

      Kellan snorted.  “You would give up seeing the world for a dusty village?”

      That sounded an awful lot like Kellan might want to travel.  Which wasn’t something Alonia had ever considered.  “Would you go?  Once your dragon comes?”

      Her friend was quiet for a long while.  “I don’t know.”  She shrugged.  “I don’t think very much about the days after.”

      Alonia felt something twist in her heart.  Kellan wished for only one thing.  She reached out and took a small, strong hand in her own.  “If we do travel, maybe you should come with us.  There are lots of dragons that never come to the village.  Maybe one of them is yours.”

      “Maybe.”  Kellan was quiet long enough that Alonia thought she might be falling asleep like Trift.  “Karis thinks you’re leaving.”

      Alonia blinked.  “Why do you think that?”

      Kellan’s eyes opened again.  “She’s treating you differently.”

      Alonia started to protest, and then she considered her friend’s words.  It was subtle, but there had been changes.  Small conversations that felt more like they were equals than teacher and student, or at least the kind of conversations you might have with someone who might not have a teacher looking over her shoulder every day.

      That was strange to think about.  “They’re not so worried about our magic anymore.  If it even exists.”

      Kellan snickered.  “That flower is still sitting in the nursery, so I’m pretty sure it was real.”

      Maybe.  “Trift thinks it might have happened because our kin bond was so new.”  She liked that idea.  Being an ordinary dragon and an ordinary elf who were bonded had added more than enough excitement to her life.  Magical powers no one understood sounded more like a curse.  And curses were totally not what she wanted to think about on a lazy summer day.  “Where are Sapphire and Lily?”

      “Here,” said a cheerful voice behind them, followed by three distinct splashes big enough to make waves in the pool.

      Sapphire grinned as she surfaced and blew a kiss in the direction of the dragons that were no longer napping.  “Sorry, Kis.  Sorry, Trift.  You know we wouldn’t actually splash you.”

      Lily shook her head wryly and aimed a look at her dragon.  “Some of us wouldn’t.  Others have forgotten their promises of good behavior.”

      Alonia laughed.  Oceana wasn’t very fond of rules.

      Trift eyed the small blue-green dragon.  ::I hear you like toasted cheese.::

      Oceana regarded him suspiciously.

      Alonia hid a grin.  Lily’s dragon was really hard to make friends with, but she was glad her dragon was trying.

      Trift laid his head back down on his tail.  ::I have permission to blow fire in the village any time I want now.  Those who don’t splash me might find they stay well supplied with toasted cheese.::

      Alonia grinned.  Karis must have given him the exemption from that rule, which was sternly applied to every other dragon except for Kis.  She was proud of her dragon—and pretty sure he was about to have some new chores he probably hadn’t considered yet.  Well-behaved fire had a lot of uses.

      ::I’m not entirely addlebrained.::  He sounded amused.  ::I’m also fine with helping, so long as nobody expects me to fly to earn my dinner.::

      She’d only seen him fly once in the entire time she’d known him.  He got around just like the rest of them.  On his feet.  She liked it, just as she liked having a small dragon who fit easily inside the village and often spent time there.  ::Inga will have you firing up her ovens in the middle of the night.::

      ::She feeds me treats.::  He sounded smug.

      ::Silly dragon.::  She sent him lots of sun-warmed affection along with the words.

      Sapphire surfaced at her side, water running off her hair.  “You should try the water, Trift.  Lotus really likes it now.”

      He glanced meaningfully up at the sky.

      Sapphire laughed.  “No air dives today.  She’s off on flyabout with Afran.”

      Alonia’s eyes widened.  “Without you?”

      Sapphire nodded.  “He says she has to learn to act like a grown-up dragon without her kin along to do the thinking for her.”

      “That just means Afran will need to do all the thinking instead,” Lily said wryly.

      Alonia liked how goofy Lotus was, but not everyone appreciated the peach-pink dragon who still barrel-rolled through the village on a regular basis.  “Is it strange not having her here?”

      Sapphire blew out a breath.  “Yes.  They left early this morning.  I think the weirdest will be sleeping knowing that she’s not in the next room or off in the nursery with Kis.”

      The big yellow dragon rumbled.  “It’s about time I stopped waking up with her cold nose in my belly.”

      Lily snorted.  “Dragons don’t have cold noses, and you love that she still comes to sleep with you, old man.”

      She was the only one of them brave enough to call him that, but she was also right.  Kis might sound cranky, but he was one of the few living creatures Lotus generally obeyed instantly, and he never told her to go.

      Lily eyed the much smaller dragon keeping his safe distance from the pool.  “Oceana likes her friends to learn to swim.”

      Trift raised an eyebrow crest.  “I like mine to climb trees and go for walks in the woods.”

      Alonia giggled.  Oceana rarely climbed anything other than Lily, and she didn’t walk anywhere.

      Lily rolled her eyes.  “One of you needs to be a little more flexible, and since it isn’t going to be her, why don’t you come dip your tail in?  We promise not to make any waves, and the water feels really nice today.”

      Lily was getting better at encouraging dragons to come for a swim.  Alonia waited to see what Trift had to say.

      ::I’d rather not,:: he said quietly.  ::But if it matters to you, I’ll try.::

      It might matter eventually, but not today.  ::I think you’ve done more than enough for today.  Maybe you could come a little closer, though.  Your sun is moving, and you’ll stay nice and warm that way.::

      Her head rumbled with his chuckles.  ::You’re a very persuasive elf, beautiful.::

      She fluttered her eyelashes at him because it always made him laugh.  ::It’s a skill I acquired to manage all the cute boys.::

      He snorted loudly enough that everyone, including Kis, turned to look.

      Trift stretched casually.  “Want to move closer, old man?  I think our sun is moving.”

      Something glinted in the old dragon’s eyes.  “I’ve already proven that I’m not afraid of the water, youngling.  If you need to get there in tiny steps, you’re welcome to move.  I can still feel the sun on my back quite well.”

      Lily and Alonia both shot Kis exasperated looks.

      Sapphire just laughed.  “If you want to come in the water, Kis, I bet Trift could warm it up for you.”

      Alonia swam over to the side of the pool just in case.  It was a lot bigger now, large enough for Kis to get a nice soak, but only if puny elves moved out of the way.

      Kis gave Sapphire a look that was almost friendly.  “No, thank you.  I’m quite comfortable here for the moment.”

      Alonia didn’t miss Kellan’s happy smile.  Kis was rarely cheerful, and it always meant that his aches and pains had stopped bothering him for a bit.

      She rolled over on her back, closing her eyes and thanking the summer sun.  It warmed the old dragon’s bones, and Irin said that was the best medicine there was.

      ::That part looks fun.::  Trift sounded lazy and content.  ::I just need a dragon-sized rock island beside you, and then we could lie there together and have cute boys bring us cups of fruit punch.::

      Alonia grinned.  That would be just about perfect.

      She was just about to say so when the tidal wave swamped her.
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      Alonia cuddled against Trift, her eyes glued to the distinctly dragon-shaped island in the middle of the hot pool.  She couldn’t stop staring.  Two simple drinking cups sat on top.  The ones they’d somehow made from Kellan’s metal bracelets.

      “Well.”  Karis appeared at the edge of the pool, looking for all the world like she was coming for a swim instead of arriving in a rush to investigate unruly magic.  “That’s an impressive piece of work.”

      Alonia took what felt like her first breath since it happened.  “We didn’t mean to.”

      Karis nodded slowly.  “Interesting.”

      It wasn’t interesting.  It was terrifying.

      ::Let it be what it is, beautiful.::  Trift didn’t sound entirely calm either, but he was closer to it than she was.  ::This is only scary if we let it be.::

      Reshaping rocks was pretty scary no matter what, but she didn’t want to argue with her dragon.  Or with anyone else.

      Irin strode out of the trees.  He scanned the pool and then turned to face his dragon.  “You saw what happened?”

      Kis nodded his big yellow head.

      Irin waited a beat.  “Care to expand on that, old man?”

      Kis studied the new rock formation, and then the two of them.  “There was no build-up.  No obvious effort.  But whatever it was came from both of them.”

      Irin’s eyebrows went up.  “How do you know that?”

      “Their kin bond flared as it happened.”

      Alonia blinked.  “You can see a kin bond?”

      Karis chuckled.  “Good question, youngling, and just the one I was about to ask.”

      The old dragon shrugged.  “Sometimes.”

      Irin opened his mouth and then shut it again.  He gave his dragon a long look.  “We’ll speak of that later.  We have other battles to fight at the moment.”

      Alonia wasn’t at all sure she wanted whatever they had just done to be considered a battleground.  “It was just foolishness.”  Her voice came out as more of a whisper than she intended.  “We were being silly in our heads again, and it just happened.”

      Another accident, only this one was a lot bigger than the first.

      Lily hopped up on the edge of the island they’d created.  “It’s a nice addition to the pool.  One we didn’t have to carry rocks for, so I’m not complaining.”

      Irin scowled.

      Karis held up her hand to forestall whatever he was about to say.  “We know that this is serious and important.  But we got nowhere last time having you wave your knives and your temper around.  This magic, whatever it is, was done in the spirit of play.  Perhaps Lily’s not wrong to help us keep hold of that as we try to work out how Alonia and Trift are doing this.”

      Irin’s scowl deepened.  “They’re as dangerous as a sword that doesn’t know its own sharpness.  It’s a mistake to take that lightly.”

      Karis said nothing.  She just faced him down with a calm, stern demeanor that Alonia deeply wanted to learn.

      The weapons master finally sighed.  “Fine.  I’ll be sunshine and daisies.  For now.”

      Kis snorted.

      His kin glared at him.  “That’s enough out of you.”

      Lily and Sapphire traded highly amused glances, and Kellan coughed to cover up what was surely a laugh.

      Alonia looked over at her friend.  There was one piece of this at least that she could begin to fix.  “I’m sorry about your bracelets.  I’ll get you some new ones the next time we go to the big market.”

      Kellan grinned.  “I have two cups made with dragon-and-kin magic.  Those are better than any bracelets.”

      That was a strange thought.  Irin hadn’t been excited about his flower, but other people would probably like things made from magic.

      ::Don’t get too far ahead of yourself, beautiful.::  Trift moved his head a little closer to the cups.  ::We still don’t know how we made them in the first place.::

      “It’s interesting,” Karis said thoughtfully.  “First metal, now rocks and metal.”  She looked at Alonia.  “That would fit.  You and Trift both have an affinity for the forest.  For growing things.”

      Alonia frowned.  “Rocks aren’t growing.”

      “They’re not, but they’re still from the earth.  Maybe they’re the easiest to change with magic.”

      That made a strange kind of sense.  Trees and flowers had different energy, and metal was just a fancy kind of rock.

      ::Interesting.::  Kis’s rumble sounded intrigued.

      “I believe I already said that.”  Karis smiled at the yellow dragon.

      ::So you did.  It’s well noted.  Perhaps it’s the beginning of understanding what it is that they do.::

      Alonia had no idea whether it was useful knowledge or not, but it did settle her stomach a little.  She had always been a bit special in the forest, able to find things others couldn’t.  If this magic connected to that in some way, then it was perhaps a little less frightening.

      Irin sat down on the ground and leaned back against his dragon, humming what sounded like a song under his breath.

      Alonia frowned.  ::Why is he doing that?::

      Trift’s ribs jiggled against hers.  ::I think that’s his version of sunshine and daisies.  He’s trying not to scare us.::

      Irin humming a random song with a scowl on his face was plenty frightening.

      Karis apparently had the same thought.  She shook her head wryly.  “You need lessons on how not to be scary, old man.”

      Irin glowered.  “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because it might chase away their magic.”  Kellan swallowed hard as everyone looked at her.  “I was wrong before.  When they made the flower, I thought maybe having another fight would help them do it again.”

      Karis nodded encouragingly.  “It was a good idea.”

      “It wasn’t right, though.”  Kellan looked over at Irin.  “He was meaner the second time.”

      The weapons master leaned forward, his scowl gone.  “You’re saying it wasn’t an honest repeat of what happened the first time.”

      Kellan looked ready to jump in the pool and not come up for air until sunset, but she nodded.  “You tried to scare them into doing magic.  You didn’t give Alonia any weapon or padding and you kept charging them.  More like a real attack.”

      Irin raised an eyebrow, but he looked impressed.  “That was my intention, although neither of them were ever in any danger.  My control is better than that.”

      “We didn’t know that.”  Alonia’s voice squeaked a little, but she kept going.  “Kellan’s right.  We were more scared that time.  I mean, we know you would never hurt us badly, but it wasn’t like a regular lesson and we were confused and I kept tripping over my skirt and it was pretty awful.”

      Irin looked at her squarely.  “I won’t apologize for it, missy.”

      “No one is asking you to.”  Karis studied the two of them thoughtfully.  “But Kellan is right.  We didn’t do a good job of re-creating what caused their magic the first time.  The props were the same, but the feelings were quite different.”

      Alonia looked at Trift, letting her mind drift back to both experiences.  “We were joking the first time.  It was a hard lesson, and we were dusty and cranky, but Trift was cheering me up with his jokes.”  She shot a look at Irin.  “It felt better that way.”

      He nodded at her.  “Battlefield camaraderie is very real.  I know some fine soldiers who get through a battle with humor.”

      She blinked.  That almost sounded like approval.

      “Then I scared that right out of you,” he said wryly.

      “Not quite.”  Her dragon’s head was shaking along with hers.  “But we were more panicky the second time.  Trift was still funny, but I was having trouble concentrating.”

      “I bet.” Karis looked amused.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him go after a student that hard.”

      “The last one would have been you.”  Kis looked amused too.  “You were a better fighter, though.”

      A snicker escaped Alonia’s mouth.  “Pretty much anyone is a better fighter than us.”

      “Maybe not,” Kellan said quietly, looking at the rock island.  “If you can do that, you might be kind of scary too.”

      Alonia took a shaky breath.  That’s exactly what she didn’t want to be.  “We were being silly in our heads again.  Trift said something about an island he could lie on beside me, and I could see it inside my head, and then it just happened.”

      Karis nodded, like she had just confirmed something.  “So that’s two elements that happened both times.  The two of you sharing a lighthearted feeling, and a clear shared visual.”

      Trift shook his head slowly.  “I know what a stinkflower looks like, but I didn’t see it.  And I was imagining cups quite different from the ones we made.”  He cast Alonia an apologetic look.  “The island is really close, though.”

      She leaned closer against him.  He was such a sweetheart, worried about her feelings.  “What kind of cups did you want?”

      His dragon laugh rumbled into the late afternoon.  “Something more snout-sized.  Those are a little small.”

      Alonia huffed out a breath, giggling along with her friends.  It felt good and normal and silly to try to imagine Trift drinking from such a small cup.

      Kellan looked at Alonia.  “Was the island like you thought it would be?”

      She thought for a minute.  “I didn’t care, really—I just wanted something Trift could lie down on beside me.”

      Karis nodded slowly.  “So the island was close to what Trift was imagining, and the cup was close to what Alonia was thinking.”

      That sounded really complicated.  “I wasn’t really thinking.  I was floating and being a little goofy with my dragon.”  And then she’d nearly swallowed half the pool when the island had created a massive wave, but that probably wasn’t the part anyone cared about, even if it felt like water had shot up her nose all the way to her eyeballs.

      ::Sorry about that.::  Trift sounded truly apologetic.

      She patted him fondly.  ::Silly.  I made the wave too.::

      ::You really think we did this?::

      It felt like a big and serious answer, but it was an honest one.  ::Yes.  I think, somehow, we did.::
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      The light was dim in the trees, even though it still shone brightly in the village.  Alonia breathed in deeply of the cool.  Late afternoon was her favorite time to be in the forest.  It felt alive and sleepy all at the same time, and it eased something inside her.  Whatever else might be changing in her life, the forest was the same.

      ::Happy?::  Trift strolled beside her, occasionally skimming up a tree and making his way from branch to branch, but mostly hanging out on the ground, matching his pace to hers.

      She smiled at him.  ::Yes.  The quiet is nice.::  It wasn’t quiet, not really, but none of the noises out here needed their attention.  Much different than back by the pool, where the rest were still checking out the rock island, drinking from Kellan’s new cups, and chattering so much that her head had begun to hurt.

      Trift reached a claw up into a tree and pulled down a cluster of nut pods.

      She patted his shoulder and shook her head.  ::No, thank you.  I’m not hungry.::

      He tugged the cluster loose from the tree anyhow.  ::What will the cute boys say if you shrink away to nothing?::

      She laughed, and it was a startling sound.  “There’s not much danger of that, silly.”  She took the nut pods from his claws.  Fingers were better suited to peeling away the thick outer shell and getting to the tasty bits underneath.  She popped open the first one and offered him the three round nuts inside.

      He delicately scooped one up with his tongue and left her the other two.

      She ate them.  She truly wasn’t hungry, but they might be out here long enough to miss dinner.  She had no desire to go back.  The forest had always been her haven, her way to escape the noise and busyness of the village when she needed some peace.  Even she couldn’t be silly and chatty all the time.  Something the dragon walking placidly next to her seemed to understand.  She leaned into his shoulder as they walked.  “Thank you for coming out here with me.”

      He pushed her away long enough for them to pass on either side of a stringy sapling, and then wrapped his tail around her waist.  “I thought we might figure out this magic better on our own.”

      She blinked and stopped, turning to face him.  “You want to do magic?  Out here?”  That seemed like an idea a lot of teachers and dragons would disapprove of.  “Irin says we’re dangerous.”

      “Irin thinks the whole world is dangerous.”  Trift tilted his head, watching her with his deep green eyes.  “What do you think?”

      She swallowed.  They didn’t have any control, but even without it, their first two acts of magic had been sweet and funny.  There wasn’t anything remotely dangerous about metal flowers or a sunny dragon island.  “The magic feels like us.  Lazy and easy and fun.”

      He nuzzled her cheek fondly and started walking again.  “It comes from us.  The old ballads and stories that talk about magic are all about warriors and battles.  It makes sense that a warrior’s magic would be a weapon, but we’re not fighters.  So our magic is charming and sweet and a little silly.”

      Alonia could feel herself relaxing, tiny exhales all over her body.  “So we can’t control it, but we can trust it.  Because it comes from us, and we aren’t dangerous.”

      Trift shrugged.  “I don’t know.  That’s just an idea, and I could be wrong.  We could be plenty dangerous if we wanted to be, even without magic.  I can breathe fire and you can find things in the forest that would kill a dragon or a village dead.”

      Her softening places tightened back up again.  “But we wouldn’t want to do those things.”

      “Those are choices we can control,” he said quietly.

      Right.  And they couldn’t control their magic.  Alonia walked slowly, thinking about how they’d made the island.  Remembering how she’d felt.  Amused.  Floating in the water and in their kin bond, full of sunshine and contentment.

      She took a deep breath and slowly relaxed each part of her, the way Irin taught them to do before a fight.  “I think we should try again.”  The forest wasn’t the same as the hot pool, but they both felt at home here.  And Karis thought their magic came from the same place as her way with growing things.

      Trift bumped into her shoulder.  “Of course we should.  What do you think—fairy rings or giant mushrooms?”

      She laughed because both of those were exactly right.  “I don’t think I want to meet a fairy today.”

      “Right.  Giant mushrooms it is.”

      She giggled.  “You’re just hungry.”

      He nodded at a single purple crocus pushing up through some decaying leaves just in front of a nearby tree.  “That flower looks lonely.  Maybe we can grow her some friends.”

      That was a sweet and goofy idea, which was perfect for their first intentional act of magic.  And at least if it failed, nobody would know except a few trees and a lonely flower.  “Sapphire and Lotus fell off a lot of rocks before they learned to fly.  It might not work.”

      He rubbed his eye crest against her shoulder.  “I know.  But it might, and even if it doesn’t, at least we won’t end up with bruised heads.”

      He had a point.  “Should we make more crocuses, or a wildflower meadow?”

      “Just one more,” he said quietly.  “Sometimes two is exactly the right number.”

      Her heart melted.

      He wrapped his tail around her waist again and set his eyes on the solitary purple flower.

      She smiled and leaned into his warmth and the bond that flowed like honey between them—and imagined another crocus tucked into the earth right next to the first.

      She felt Trift’s shock and awe through the bond and realized she’d closed her eyes.  They popped open, and she stared at the two flowers, exactly like she’d imagined them.

      She sat down abruptly on the soft, loamy earth, her legs suddenly not able to hold her up.  “We did it.”  Her voice squeaked like a rusty door, but she didn’t care.  She blinked several times, but there were still two purple flowers nestled side by side in the tree roots like they’d always been fast friends.

      ::We did.::  Trift still sounded awed, but she could feel something else, too—the exuberance of one of her small elf cousins when they spied the vendors selling candy at the big market.  He puffed out smoke at a scraggly sapling barely big enough to be a tree.  “He looks lonely too in this forest of big, manly trees.”

      She felt the giggles bubbling up from her belly.  “I don’t think trees are boys.”

      “This one most definitely is.”  Trift tried to look solemn, but he couldn’t have fooled anyone.  “I think he needs a cute skinny boy tree just like him.”

      She grinned at him and patted her own ample curves.  “He needs a boy who’s sturdy, just like me.”

      His dragon laugh tumbled out into the forest.  ::Let’s do it.::

      She flung her arms out this time, just because she could.  And kept her eyes open, so this time she saw the second tree appear, short and squat and vibrantly leafy.  The new greenery wrapped around the scraggly sapling and made it look like it was wearing a skirt.

      Alonia danced in a circle, entirely unable to hold herself still.

      Trift ran right up the trunk of a big tree and swung himself down by his tail, just like a hatchling.  She scratched his eye ridges and danced away again, this time pointing at a moss-covered rock.  It didn’t even take words.  A moment later, a second rock appeared—and two tiny rocks covered in the most beautiful green lichen she’d ever seen.

      She danced over to Trift, her eyes misty.  ::Did you imagine the babies?::

      He looked bashful.  ::Yes.::

      She hugged his nose.  ::They’re beautiful, just like you.::

      She felt her misty eyes spill over into tears, but that was fine.  The forest had seen plenty of those.  She wiped them away on her sleeve so she didn’t accidentally magic a pair of stinky boots instead of more forest friends.

      Trift lowered his nose to a tiny mushroom, one barely peeking through the forest floor.  She set her hand on this shoulder and laughed in delight as it grew to the size of her dragon’s head—and the shape of one, too.

      He snorted.  “That wasn’t the kind of cute boy I had in mind.”

      She laughed.  Then she set her hand on top of the mushroom and tried something different.  ::Help me make it small again.  Then there will be more mushrooms in the forest when we need them.::

      Trift’s nose settled on her shoulder.  ::Good thinking, beautiful.::

      They both stared at the mushroom a long, long time, imagining its tip just peeking up through the forest floor.

      Nothing happened.

      Alonia felt something inside her deflate.  ::We can’t do it.::

      ::Maybe.:: Trift’s voice sounded staunch, but she could feel his wobbles through their kin bond.  ::Or maybe we can’t undo our own magic.::

      She looked around and spied a tree bent over almost double with the weight of another tree that had fallen on it.  ::Let’s move the dead tree so the other one can grow.::  Something helpful.  Magic that would be useful instead of frivolous.

      ::Frivolous and full of joy, beautiful.  Don’t forget that part.::

      She exhaled softly.  He was right.  Two purple flowers might not matter to anyone else, but they had made her happy.  She touched her hand to his shoulder and stared up at the big, dead tree, but she already knew what would happen.  She leaned against her dragon as the deadfall stayed exactly where it was.  “I guess our magic isn’t very useful.”

      “We aren’t heroes,” he said quietly.  “The forest will heal itself, and that tree will eventually fall.”

      It would, and she knew that, just as she knew that not all saplings grew to be big, tall trees.

      A warm tongue licked the back of her hand.  It felt rough and strange and good.  ::We can do magic together.  Don’t be sad about the parts we can’t do.::

      Her heart filled again.  She could feel just how much he meant it.  Slowly, she turned around with her dragon, looking at the two flowers that had been their very first intentional magic.  At the skinny boy tree and his squat, leafy friend.  At the family of rocks with their green moss hats.

      She smiled into the dim of early evening.

      Trift was a very wise dragon.
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      They snuck in quietly through the rondos on the edge of the village.  They’d stayed in the woods until full dark, trying small magic tricks, delighting in the ones that worked, getting over their disappointments at the ones that didn’t.

      There were more that didn’t, but Trift had mostly managed to convince her that it was like flying or sewing or cooking or any other skill.  Even the very best cooks had dishes they did well and ones they couldn’t do.  Inga made wonderful soups and stews, but her bread was harder than most rocks, which was why Kellan had become the village bread baker.

      Alonia put a hand over her belly as it growled.  It was late and there was likely no bread to be had, but she could probably find some cheese, or maybe some leftover soup.

      “Ah, there you are.”  The voice from the shadows was gruff.  “Come.  I have food Kellan set aside for you.”

      Alonia peered into the dark, but she couldn’t see Irin’s face.  He wasn’t in the habit of feeding elves who had missed their dinner, but her belly thought this was a fine idea, even if her head wasn’t quite so sure.

      “You needn’t look so suspicious, missy.  Tomorrow’s lessons require your full attention, and you won’t have that to give if you’re tired from doing magic in the woods and not properly replenishing yourself afterward.”

      She stared at his back as she followed him into the nursery rondo.  “How do you know we were doing magic?  And how do you know we need to eat?”  She glanced around the oddly empty rondo.  “And where’s Kis?”

      Irin waved her to a stool at a rough-hewn table.  “Kis is visiting Elhen.  Every dragon in the village felt Trift’s joy earlier.  They’ll be awake half the night.”

      Her dragon blinked in the dim light cast by several candles, looking altogether stunned—and quite tired.

      She picked up a bowl of roasted vegetables and thick sauce clearly meant for him and set it on a stool where it would be easier for him to reach.

      “Eat,” Irin said calmly.  “The queen is quite certain your magic works through your bond.  She felt nothing the first two incidents, but apparently the two of you were quite prolific while you were off in the woods.  I presume those efforts weren’t quite so accidental.”

      Alonia wrapped her hands around a big mug of soup.  It was still a little warm, but more importantly, it gave her hands something to do.  Their little secret apparently wasn’t a secret at all, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      ::Not accidental.:: Trift kept eating while he talked, which was a nice trick.  ::We were able to do intentional magic of certain kinds, and we have a better idea of what we can make happen and what we can’t.::

      That sounded far more formal and official than happily playing in the woods.

      Irin shot her dragon an interested glance.  “You tested yourselves, then.”

      They had, in a way.  It had felt a lot better than having other people throwing ideas at them and watching all their failures.  “There were a lot of things we couldn’t do.”

      “Not surprising.”  Irin took a bite of thick bread spread with some of Kellan’s berry jam and paused while he chewed and swallowed.  “Most fighters are better at certain things, and most skilled tradespeople, too.”

      Alonia beamed at her dragon.  “That’s what Trift said.”

      Irin gave Trift a look.  “The kin bond is good for you.”

      “It’s making me grow up, you mean.”  Her dragon sounded amused, and less exhausted now that he’d eaten.

      Alonia wasn’t at all sure she liked the idea that the kin bond was changing them.  She liked Trift just the way he was.

      ::Don’t fret, beautiful.  I’ve always been more responsible than they think I am.  I did manage to travel on my own for years.::

      “So.”  Irin set down his empty soup mug.  “Tell me what you’ve learned about this new ability of yours.  Do you have to work together?”

      Alonia stared at Trift.  They’d tried many things, but they hadn’t tried working separately.  She grinned and eyed Irin’s soup spoon.  ::I think he needs another flower.::  She let the goofy lightness that seemed to work best flow out from her and into the kin bond.

      The spoon didn’t so much as quiver.

      ::My turn.::  Trift touched her shoulder warmly.  He was good at being encouraging, even when they failed.

      She sat quietly as he stared at the spoon—and nothing happened.

      Then they both looked at Irin.

      He cleared his throat gruffly, and Alonia had the oddest suspicion he was trying not to laugh.  “I assume you’re done trying to turn my spoon into something I would find terribly useless?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Trift said dryly.  “I thought you might find a thistle plant quite useful.”

      She clapped a hand over her mouth as a giggle squirted out.

      Irin gave her a look that said his patience was evaporating fast—and he generally had precious little of it to begin with, except for with the hatchlings.

      She tried to reassemble herself into a mature, thoughtful elf.  “It seems we can’t do magic without both of us actively participating.”

      “Which means what, exactly?”

      That was something they had worked on in the woods.  “We both need to lean in to the kin bond, and we both need an idea of what we’re making, even if it’s not the exact same idea.”

      Irin’s eyebrows went up.  “That’s interesting.”

      That word was probably going to get used a lot.  “Usually, the magic picks the idea that’s clearest, but not always.  Sometimes it picks the easiest idea.  Like when Trift tried to make nut pods sprout wings and fly, and I just tried to throw them.”

      Irin was quiet for a very long time—except for a muscle in his cheek that kept twitching.  “You riled up every dragon in the village trying to make nut pods fly?”

      He didn’t look mad exactly, but he didn’t look all that happy with them, either.  “We didn’t know we were disturbing anyone.”  She hated how defensive she was suddenly feeling.  “We were just having fun.”

      “Magic isn’t fun, missy.  It’s an enormous responsibility.”

      One nobody thought existed anymore until they’d changed his longknife.  “Our magic seems to work best when we use it for fun.”

      He studied her, and then he studied her dragon.  “Maybe.  Or perhaps that’s all that you allow it to be.”

      Trift rumbled low in his throat, and it wasn’t a happy sound.  “Someone needs to balance out the warriors and fighters.  Is it so wrong to want to add happiness and light to the world?”

      “No.”  Irin sighed.  “But your magic may be more than happiness and light, even if that’s not what you want.”

      Alonia scowled.  “We’re not marked, and we don’t want to be a weapon.”

      Irin picked up a knife, the one he carried in his pocket everywhere, twirling it in his fingers.  “This can be a simple eating utensil.  I can use it to eat my dinner or to cook over a fire.  It’s a fine throwing knife if I need a weapon in a hurry.  And I used it once to cut a rope that was about to break a man’s neck.”  He looked up at her.  “This knife is a tool, just like your magic is a tool.  Whether that tool is used to throw nut pods or save lives or end them is up to those who wield it.”

      She wanted to argue, but she didn’t know how.  He was right, and yet somehow, when she thought about what had happened in the forest, he was also very wrong.  “Our magic doesn’t work if we force it, or if we try to use it to be useful.  We tried to move a deadfall tree to help a sapling it had fallen on.  Nothing happened.”

      Irin made a sound that could mean a lot of things.

      Trift thumped his tail, which was a sound that meant something much clearer.  He was annoyed.  “We aren’t fighters.  But we aren’t worthless, either.”

      The weapons master huffed out a breath.  “I’m not suggesting you are.  I know the Dragon Star hasn’t marked the two of you, and you’d like to believe you’re quite ordinary.”

      He looked at Alonia as she startled.  “What, missy—you think you’re the only elf in history to want a simple life?”

      She didn’t, but this was the first time she’d ever wondered what Irin might have wanted back before he became Kis’s kin.

      He nodded.  “There are people who are marked.  Favored.  Special in some way.  You know quite a few.”

      She did.  “Sapphire and Lotus, and Lily and Oceana.  And Fendellen, because she will be queen one day.”  She gulped and said the next thing anyhow.  “Kis.  I think his scars make him special.”

      Irin’s eyes saddened.  “They do indeed.  But those weren’t a mark of favor.  We didn’t know we were destined to be heroes by default.”

      She frowned, not knowing what he meant.

      He shrugged, clearly uncomfortable.  “There was no one else.  Either we went or a lot of people died.”  He sighed and set his knife down on the table.  “That’s what I’m trying to tell the two of you.  There are those who are marked and favored, but most heroes aren’t from those ranks.  They’re ordinary dragons and elves who happen to be available when the world needs someone to step up.”

      Her soup sat cold and uncomfortable in her belly.

      “It’s not my way to dream of nut pods with wings,” Irin said gruffly, pushing her the last small piece of toasted bread.  “And I’ll likely give you more grief over that than maybe I should.”

      He topped up her mead, too, and put a little in a bowl for Trift.  “But the world may have need of your magic one day.  And I don’t imagine it’s flying nut pods that will be required.”  He set down the mead and looked at both of them squarely.  “Play if you must—but remember this.  Most fighters don’t lose because of lack of skill.  They lose because they don’t believe they can win.”

      He tapped a finger to his head.  “This will always be your biggest weapon.  Or your biggest weakness.”

      Alonia had heard him say that so very many times, and it had never made any sense.  Tonight, maybe it did.  She nodded, but she wasn’t at all sure what to do with the words he’d given them.

      ::The same thing we do with a pretty flower, beautiful.  We appreciate it and we carry it around with us and we don’t let it disturb who we are overmuch.::

      Trift felt so solid and warm and certain.  She leaned into that.

      He looked at Irin, and she felt the steadiness in her dragon’s heart—and then the mischief.  “Would you like to see some magic, old man?”

      Surprise flickered across the weapons master’s face.  He nodded slowly.  “If you’re ready.”

      Alonia felt her spine straighten.  “We’re ready.”  Her voice rang clear and bright in the rondo, even if her heart didn’t feel nearly so convinced.

      Irin looked momentarily surprised a second time.

      ::Nicely done.:: Trift sounded amused.  ::See that button on the end of the bench?::

      She looked over.  It was an ordinary button, one that had likely fallen off a pouch that needed mending.

      ::I want to use it to make you a present.::

      Something lit inside her, hot and happy.  ::What?::

      He winked at her.  ::A surprise, sweetness.  Make the magic with me, but let the outcome be a surprise.::

      They’d done that well enough in the forest.  She nodded, distracted from her heavy musings by the promise of a gift from her dragon.

      Trift looked at Irin solemnly.  “If you would hold that button out in your hand.”

      Alonia hid a grin.  She knew that trick from the traveling performers who occasionally visited the village.  It wouldn’t change what they did any, but it would get their audience more involved.

      ::Ssh.  Don’t tell my secrets.  I want him to be impressed.  What we do might not be heroic, but it’s still special.::

      She smiled.  ::Have I told you how wonderful you are?::

      He fluttered his eyebrow ridges at her.  ::Not since midday at least.::

      She giggled.  ::Liar.::

      ::Guilty.:: He sounded not at all worried by this fact.  ::Let’s do this, beautiful.  Just like the purple flowers.  For no reason at all except to make something pretty and happy.::

      She had no idea what they were making, but it didn’t matter.  She let herself lean into their bond in the light way they’d done in the woods.  And sent an extra bolt of happiness along with her will.

      She heard a choked-off hiss from Irin.  She stayed where she was, eyes closed, in case Trift wasn’t finished yet.

      ::All done.:: Her dragon sounded almost bashful.

      Alonia opened her eyes and gaped at what sat on Irin’s palm.  It wasn’t a button now, not even close.  It was shiny gold circlet for her head.  One with curving points that would sit above her ears that looked very much like dragon prongs, and a jewel that would hang down her forehead, shimmering in the gorgeous green of Trift’s scales.

      Irin stretched out his hand and cleared his throat.  “I believe this is for you, missy.”

      Alonia stared at it a moment longer—and then she threw her arms around her dragon’s neck.  ::It’s absolutely perfect.  Thank you.::

      ::Of course it is.::  Trift sounded proud and a little embarrassed.  ::We made it.  Together.::

      And now she would wear it on her head.  A reminder of their magic for everyone to see.  She took it, very carefully, from Irin’s hands and slid it into position on her head.  Then she looked at the weapons master and fluttered her eyelashes.  “How do I look?”

      Irin rolled his eyes skyward, his snort one of disgust.

      But under it all, she thought that he was maybe a little proud of them too.
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      Kellan yawned widely, and Alonia grinned as the yawn was promptly contagious, traveling down the small group gathered at the base of the haphazard pile of rocks.  Karis stood on a small boulder partway up the mound, looking rather pleased with herself.

      She should—she’d dragged them all out of warm beds into the cool morning without anything more than leftover crusts for breakfast.  It wasn’t just the usual group of students, though.  There were villagers in the mix, and a couple of dragons and kin she’d thought were just passing through.

      “Good morning.”  Karis looked around at the gathered faces and waited until all the bleary eyes turned her way.  “We’re practicing village safety and rescue this fine day, and I thought it would be better to get it over and done with before the air warms and moving rocks is an unpleasant task.”

      Alonia wasn’t sure that was a pleasant task at any time of day.

      Karis nodded at her dragon, who had returned with Lotus late in the night.  The peach-pink dragon was curled up at Sapphire’s side, sound asleep, but the enormous dark dragon looked none the worse for his travels.  “Afran tells me there is a cave under this pile of rubble, one that might be quite useful for the village’s cold stores.”

      Someone muttered that there were easier ways to keep the potatoes cool.

      Karis smiled.  “I’m aware of that, but my students also need practice in rescue situations.  So for today, we’re going to pretend there are an unknown number of villagers trapped in this pile of rocks.  I’ve asked a few of you to join us to better mimic an actual rescue, but I’ll ask you to let the younglings take the lead.  They need practice in making decisions as well as executing them.”

      Someone up front laughed.  “Dug us out of bed to move rocks, did you?”

      Karis flashed him a grin.  “I did indeed.  To make it worth your while, Afran returned with some lovely berries and spices, and Inga is turning those into breakfast while we work.”

      There were a few wry responses to that, but most people present seemed willing to work for pastries.  And the village really did need better cold stores.  Dragons tended to keep things overly warm, at least as far as grains and root vegetables were concerned.

      Afran raised his head and bugled out an alarm—a very quiet one.

      Karis nodded at her dragon and faced them all with a stern look on her face.  “The situation is this.  Afran has discovered a rock slide where we knew some of the littles were camping with their teachers last night.”

      Alonia felt the dread hit her stomach, even though she knew this was only practice.  The littles did that all the time, and this was a nice spot.  Far enough from the village to feel separate, but close enough that an alarm could have everyone here in no time.  Just the kind of place a teacher might pick for an overnight fire and storytelling.  And there were usually a few dragonets in the mix along with the small elves and humans who lived in the village.

      She looked around at her friends.  They were some of the oldest students now.  If the adults were under instructions not to take charge, surely it fell to them to figure out what to do.

      Karis gave her a small nod, but nothing more.

      Kellan stepped up onto a rock that made her a little taller than most of the villagers.  “Eldred—we need a count of exactly who is missing.  Send someone to check with Elhen, too.  She’ll know of any missing hatchlings.  Mayan, go tell Irin we have an emergency so he can have the nursery ready for anyone who is hurt.”  She took a deep breath and continued, sending people for rope and blankets and fresh water.

      Alonia blinked, seeing the logic both in who Kellan was sending away and what she was sending them for.  The ones left were sturdy and had clear heads—or they had dragons.

      When there were only two handfuls of people left, Kellan looked over at Karis shyly.  “Have I forgotten anything?”

      Karis merely smiled.

      Kellan gulped.  “Afran and Lotus, please fly over and tell me anything you can see from the sky.  And then, Afran, if you could please organize all the dragons who are arriving to help.  We’ll have work for them to do soon.”

      Alonia turned in surprise.  There was a small ring of dragons behind them.  Apparently, they didn’t mind an early morning, and clearly they were more curious than worried, so someone had explained what was happening.

      Kellan cleared her throat.  “We’ll want strong flyers and those who can pull on the ground as well.”

      The large dragon nodded solemnly and took to the sky after Lotus, who was flapping in excited circles.

      Next, Kellan turned to the steady, strong ones and asked them to gather around Karis and organize themselves into rock-moving teams.  Alonia nodded.  That was smart.  Karis would make sure nobody got hurt, and Karis and Afran could help dragons and villagers work together.

      Oceana cuddled in tight to Lily’s neck when Kellan looked their way.

      “She doesn’t like this.”  Lily seemed concerned for her dragon.  “I’m not sure why.”

      Kellan stepped down off her rock and came closer.  “I need someone very small who can go in between the rocks and see where the littles are.  It’s a really important job, and I’m too big.”

      Oceana’s head came up, and she chittered.

      Kellan smiled.  Then she turned to Alonia, and her face got solemn.  “I need you and Trift to work out the best ones for us to move.”

      Alonia stared.  She could already see people returning from the village with blankets and shovels and sleds.  “We don’t know anything about rock slides.”

      “Use your good rock and forest sense.”  Kellan was already headed off to meet the people returning with supplies.  Then she turned back to face them.  “And hurry.  The littles will be really scared under there.”

      Alonia stared at the back of her friend’s head.  At the bustling crowd of villagers and dragons ready to move a small mountain of rock.  She looked at the huge gray pile and felt her stomach curdle.  There were littles under those rocks.

      Trift’s head slid under her hand.  No words—just his solid presence.  ::Pretend the littles are mushrooms.  Well hidden, and we just need to be smart about where to look.::

      She didn’t use her head when she went mushroom hunting.  She let her feet show her the way.

      ::Exactly.::

      Oh.  She looked at Trift, dawning realization in her eyes.  ::That’s what Kellan wants us to do.::  She put her hand on his shoulder, swinging back around to face the rocks, and let her feet take a step.  Another.  Making her way along the outer edge of the slide.  Not too slowly—there were littles in distress.  But forest sense couldn’t be hurried.

      She stopped when she nearly ran into Karis over on the far side of the rocks.

      “We have teams ready,” her teacher said calmly.  “Where would you have us start?”

      Alonia willed herself to trust the answers of her feet.  “The middle is the least stable, but also has the smallest rocks.  We can stand on the top and take rocks away from the center.”  She moved her hands, adding clarity to her words.  Checking in with Trift, making sure their feet agreed.  “Have the dragons swoop up the biggest ones, but don’t let them land.”

      Karis nodded, waving teams up on to the rocks with their shovels.

      Alonia ducked as Lotus swooped in, all excited.  She normally loved the peach-pink dragon and her barrel rolls, but this was not the time.

      ::It’s how she handles difficult circumstances.:: Trift’s voice was gentle.

      Alonia gulped.  They weren’t the only ones who used silliness to deal with life.  She turned her back on Lotus.  They had bigger things to focus on.  Big, gray rocky things.

      Trift’s head tilted toward hers.  ::I think this bigger boulder at the front could be dragged away slowly.::

      Alonia shook her head.  ::Not until more up top is gone.::

      ::Agreed.  But they could get the ropes ready.::

      Ah, he was thinking ahead.  She swung around to Karis, who had stayed close, and was somehow directing the rock removal mostly with hand signals.  Kellan was right up on the rocks, her small form coordinating removal of the rocks dug out of the middle and moved to rough blankets.  “There are some bigger rocks to move.  With ropes.”  Alonia gulped.  “I have no idea how to do that.”

      Karis just looked at her, waiting patiently.

      ::Irin would know.::

      Alonia looked around.  The weapons master was nowhere to be found, but he wasn’t the only one who knew how to move heavy things.  She spied the blacksmith lifting rocks the size of his head and opened her mouth to yell, and then remembered what Karis had said at the beginning.  They were practicing leadership—and Kellan had stepped into that role while the rest of them were still frozen in place.

      Alonia cupped her hands to call up to her friend.  “Kellan.  We need someone who knows how to tie the ropes to move boulders safely.”

      Her friend looked down and nodded—and then pointed two fingers at the blacksmith’s young apprentice and the older woman who was the village wagon master.

      Alonia’s respect for her friend went up several more notches.  She would have taken a strong man away from work only he could do.  Kellan had found two who would make a bigger contribution with their brains than their backs.

      She looked at Karis.  “Kellan is really good at this.”

      “Yes, she is.  But she isn’t the only one impressing me.”

      Alonia felt the warmth of those words inside her ribs.  Karis rarely gave compliments.

      Then she heard a shout from behind them.  Eldred, running back from the direction of the dragon queen’s cave, looking for all the world like this emergency was real.  “Elhen says there’s a hatchling who’s hurt.  We need the rest of the rocks moved fast.”

      In a real disaster, it would be a very fortunate day if only one little was hurt, but that didn’t help Alonia’s heart beat any less rapidly.

      Kellan jumped off the rocks and put a hand on Eldred’s shoulder.  Then she turned to Karis.  “We need the dragons to start swooping up the big ones now.”

      ::We’ll need everyone off the rocks for that.::  Afran flew low overhead, a line of dragons forming behind him.

      Karis was already calling her teams down.  Then she turned to Kellan.  “There’s one rock up top that’s too big for any of the dragons.  It needs to be moved first.”

      Kellan squinted.

      Irin waved from the top of the pile, his hand on a boulder that didn’t look any bigger than several of the others.

      Alonia scowled.  She knew exactly where this was going.  Irin believed they needed to be ready to use their magic to save people—or hatchlings about to be crushed by giant rocks.

      Kellan nodded and turned to Alonia, sympathy in her eyes, and laid her hand on Trift’s nose.  “I need the two of you to try your magic.”

      Failure alone in the forest was one thing.  “We can’t.  We already know that.”  And the longer they spent trying to convince everyone else the longer that a hurt hatchling stayed buried under the rocks.

      “Some of the rocks won’t be safe to move any other way.  Or they’ll take too long.”  Kellan wasn’t backing down.  “You moved a whole island of rock.  You can do this.”

      ::We can only try.::  Trift set his head on her shoulder, already reaching for the bond between them.

      Alonia swallowed. He was willing, but she could already sense his doubt.  He didn’t believe they could do this any more than she did.

      A few deep breaths later, everyone else knew it too.

      She stared sadly at the boulder Irin had picked still sitting round and gray under his hand.

      “You tried,” Kellan said quietly.  “Thank you.”

      Alonia turned to walk away, needing the solitude of the forest to hide her tears.

      Karis’s hand landed on her shoulder, and it wasn’t particularly gentle.  “There are still hatchlings and littles under those rocks.”

      “I know.”  The words burst forth from Alonia like arrows.  “But we can’t do anything about it.”

      “Perhaps not magically.”  Karis’s dark eyes gave no quarter.  “But you are still in charge of deciding which rocks to move.  Are you abandoning that responsibility and leaving Kellan to cope without you?”

      Shame washed over Alonia and Trift and through the bond between them.

      “You’re not the only dragon and kin who have ever failed.”  Karis’s eyes gentled.  “Stop by my quarters sometime, and Afran and I will tell you stories of all the times we haven’t lived up to what was expected of us.  But for now, don’t let one failure turn into another.”

      Trift squared his shoulders beside her.  Alonia took a deep breath and did the same.

      They had rocks to move.  Tears could wait for later.
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      Alonia sighed into the emptiness of her new rondo.  It was bigger than the last one, which just made it worse.  Lily hadn’t slept in their old quarters often either, preferring her tent down by the hot pool, but their history had been there.  She missed her friend, and if she was honest, she missed the uncomplicated job of being a student who was waiting for her dragon.

      ::Don’t go wishing me out of your life, beautiful.::  Trift raised his head from his curled-up spot in the corner.

      She turned and crouched down, rubbing his eye crests with her hands.  ::I’m not.  I wouldn’t give you up for anything.  It’s the rest of it that’s hard.::

      He nudged her belly with his nose, nearly knocking her over.  “Want to run away with me?  We can travel the world.  Make people laugh with our magic tricks.”

      She eyed him.  “You’re mostly supposed to stay hidden from people, remember?”  The world wasn’t all that kind to dragons once they got over their shock.

      He winked at her.  ::Then we’ll make the trees laugh.::

      She sat down on the end of her bed and tucked her knees up under her chin.  It was tempting.  There was a new emptiness in her life here, and new demands. Uncomfortable ones they couldn’t meet, and Irin and Karis weren’t going to stop trying.

      ::They surely aren’t,:: Trift said dryly.

      She laughed.  “They are kind of persistent.”

      “They’re trying to do what they think is right.”  Trift’s tail swished in the way it sometimes did when he was thinking.  She was pleased to realize she knew that.  “But what’s right for them might not be right for us.”

      She nodded slowly.  “Maybe we protect the magic better by leaving.”

      “Maybe we do.”  His chin settled in her lap.  “We’re different, you and I.  We had each figured out a path that worked for us, but now that’s changing.”

      She smiled.  “Because we bonded.”

      He sighed softly into the folds of her nightgown.  “I don’t know if that’s changing who we are, but it’s definitely changing how others see us.  If we travel, we can be exactly who we need to be.”

      It sounded light and free and wonderful.  And scary.  “I’ve never really traveled.  I’ve gone places with my clan, and we went to my cousin’s wedding when Lily found Oceana, but I’ve never gone anywhere important on my own.”

      ::You go into the forest all the time.::

      She giggled.  ::That’s different.::

      ::Not really.  Traveling is just like that.  One step at a time, with your eyes open to new things and your heart walking free and easy in the trees.::

      She frowned.  ::What about food and places to sleep and all of that?::

      His nose wrinkled.  ::I don’t know.  I’ve never traveled with an elf before.  I guess you can’t just curl up on a rock or in a tree.::

      She smiled down at him fondly.  He was really smart about some things, but she was not sleeping in a tree.  Sapphire had tried that once, and she still grumbled when she told the story.  ::I don’t mind sleeping in a bedroll sometimes, but I do mind freezing, and winter is coming.::

      ::We can go south.  It’s warmer there.::

      She tilted her head and studied him.  ::You really want to go, don’t you?::

      He looked a little uneasy, or maybe she was just picking that up from their kin bond.  ::I’m not going anywhere without you, beautiful.  You’ve been here a long time.  You have friends and a life here.  It’s a bigger, harder choice for you.::

      It was, and yet the idea of walking down a forest trail and exploring the world with her dragon had a lot of appeal.  It made her feel like one of the travelers in the ballads.  Someone with a different kind of bravery than being a fighter or moving boulders with their magic.

      Trift sighed.  ::We might be able to do that with some practice and some peace and quiet.  I don’t think our magic likes to be pushed.::

      She made a face.  ::Karis might understand that.  I don’t think Irin knows how to teach things gently.::

      His laugh rumbled in her lap.  ::He doesn’t.  And it wasn’t only us they pushed on today.  Poor Kellan.::

      Alonia blinked.  ::Kellan volunteered.::

      He snorted.  ::She only did that because you and Sapphire and Lily were all staring at each other like the ghouls had stolen your minds.::

      ::We were not.::  She scowled, but he wasn’t far wrong.  ::There’s always someone else in charge—of the big things, anyhow.::

      ::Not today.::

      Definitely not—but Kellan had been amazing.  She’d figured out all the pieces and held them together and dealt with surprises and bossed around the villagers like she’d been doing it her whole life.  They’d moved the entire rock pile out of the way by midday and eaten their spiced berry pastries in the cool of the cave they’d uncovered.

      Alonia had only eaten one.  Failure had stolen the rest of her appetite.

      ::I ate four.::  Trift sounded staunchly pleased with himself.  ::We didn’t fail.  They don’t get to decide what we’re supposed to be able to do.::

      She could feel her grumpiness getting stirred up again, so she picked something else to think about instead.  ::It was a good day for Kellan.::  All of the villagers had looked at her small friend with a new respect as they’d eaten their berry tarts.  Including Irin and Karis.

      She closed her eyes.  No one had looked at her that way, and it hurt.

      ::Then we find new eyes to look at us.:: Trift’s nose brushed her cheek.  ::You’re an amazing elf with many talents.  I will always look at you and believe that.::

      She sighed—and made her decision.  “I’ll talk to Karis.”  Their teacher deserved to know she was leaving, and maybe even why.  “She’ll know what I need to go traveling.”

      ::That’s brave of you.::  Trift sounded amused.  ::I hope you don’t think that means I should talk to Irin.::

      She laughed.  “No.  He can ask Karis if he wants to know.”  She suspected the weapons master would understand just fine.  And he would never think them ready to go, no matter how long Trift had traveled on his own and stayed perfectly safe.  “I’ll tell Kellan, too.  She’ll know what food stores we can have.”

      Just thinking of that conversation squeezed her ribs.

      ::We can take a few days to get ready.::  Trift’s eyes were soft and green and a little bit sad.  ::We don’t need to leave right away.::

      She shook her head slowly.  Once they were away into the forest, she would be able to find her happiness again instead of this feeling where it was a little hard to breathe.  ::I don’t want to wait.::

      He nuzzled her shoulder.  ::We’ll make little rock families wherever we go.::

      She laughed—and found she could breathe again after all.
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      Alonia plunked down onto the blanket in front of the hearth fire.  Lily had grabbed her before she’d made it two steps out the front door of their rondo and dragged her off to the kitchen for a grumpfest.

      She peered at Sapphire and Kellan, sitting on a blanket facing them, pushing cheese onto sticks and looking entirely innocent.  Or at least like they had no idea she had decided to leave.  She took one of the sticks from Kellan and added another square of cheese.  “It’s kind of warm to do this, isn’t it?”

      Sapphire grinned.  “It’s never too hot to complain.”

      Lily snorted and shoved her stick into the fire.  She liked her cheese burnt.  “That’s my line.”

      They all laughed.  Lily was definitely the best complainer of them all, but at a grumpfest, something they’d created after a particularly evil day of lessons, they all tried to outdo her.  Which generally left all of them in a giggling pile on the floor and fixed any bad moods they’d come in with.

      Alonia settled in.  Grumpfests were meant for complaints, not for big announcements.  She could tell them later, after they’d all stuffed themselves full of cheese and settled in to their pile of blankets to sleep.

      One last taste of her old life first.

      ::Enjoy, beautiful.::  Trift said.

      She sent love down their bond.  They’d had a very big day.  He deserved his rest.  She had some grumping to do before she got hers, but that was fine.

      “So.”  Sapphire stretched out melty cheese with her fingers, hissing and sucking on her fingers when it was too hot.  “Who’s going first?”

      “Kellan should.”  Lily snorted.  “After being general of the rock pile this morning, I bet she has plenty to say.”

      Kellan smiled and pulled on her own cheese, which seemed to be only marginally cooler than Sapphire’s.  “It was scary to have everyone looking at me.”

      They all waited for her to turn that into an actual complaint.

      Kellan looked a little shy.  “I liked it.  I didn’t know I would.”

      Lily chuckled.  “That might be the worst complaint ever, small fry.”

      Kellan shrugged off the nickname she normally hated—and Lily normally never used.  “That’s just it.  I’m used to everyone in the village seeing me as small.  As a really helpful, useful child.  Today they saw me as something else.”

      Alonia thought back to Trift’s words.  How today hadn’t been just about the two of them.  “I think Irin and Karis wanted that to happen.”

      Three heads turned her way.  Lily rolled her eyes.  “Duh.”

      “They try so hard to shape us.”  Sapphire stuck out her lower lip like a pouty toddler.  “There are some days when I’m really tired of being their bread dough.  I just want to be a bowl of flour and water that doesn’t have to play nicely with the yeast and turn into something that smells good.”

      Lily took a sniff of Sapphire’s shoulder and fell over laughing.

      Kellan shook her head, merriment in her eyes.  “I had no idea you know so much about baking bread.  How come you’re never on kitchen duty?”

      Sapphire sat up like a prim and proper lady.  “I don’t smell.  And if I helped bake bread, I’d be leaving Lotus unsupervised.”

      Lily waved her hand in the air.  “That isn’t a complaint, missy.”

      “My dragon has the maturity of a tomato and the wisdom of a duckling who got lost because he put his head up his tail.”  Sapphire grinned.  “Better?”

      Alonia knew just the duckling she meant.  He walked in circles down by the river a lot.  She giggled.  “Lotus would totally set herself on fire if she tucked her head under her tail like that.”

      “Maybe then she’d learn some sense.”  Sapphire scowled darkly.  “Afran said she tried to barrel roll through a swarm of hornets on their flyabout, and I needed to have a serious chat with her about listening to her elders.”

      Alonia winced—and was very grateful she could communicate with her dragon in actual words.  Sapphire and Lotus used feelings, which wasn’t very precise, and which Lotus frequently ignored.

      Lily handed Sapphire some of her less-burned cheese.  “That will teach you to pluck dragon eggs out of trees.  You should have just left her there.”

      “Next time I will.”

      Kellan smiled silently, chin on her knees.  They all knew just how much Sapphire loved her dragon, but love didn’t make everything go smoothly, and grumpfests were about taking all the molehills and turning them into mountains so that friendship and too much melted cheese could crumble them away.

      Alonia pulled her stick out of the fire as her cheese slumped dangerously.  She twisted it, trying to get the fat part on top.  “My magic isn’t any more obedient than this cheese.  It does what it wants, when it wants, and it doesn’t care if I get left looking silly.”

      “Or if you have to eat cheese covered in floor grit,” Lily said dryly, positioning her stick under Alonia’s cheese in case it took a tumble.

      Alonia sighed.  She’d said one of the hard parts out loud and nothing terrible had happened.  She was protective of her magic, but a little mad at it too, and it was hard to be both at the same time.

      Grumpfests were a safe place to be anything you needed to be.  It didn’t have to be balanced or mature or responsible or right.  You just needed to say it out loud and eat toasted cheese.

      “My dragon’s highest life goal is to splash Kis and make him roar.”  Lily had the best complaining voice of them all.  “She doesn’t care that all the consequences for her actions land on me, or that the entire village thinks we’re odd and weird and a little creepy, and that doesn’t get any better when she skulks in rain barrels and soaks people when they’re on their way to the outhouse late at night.”

      Alonia tried to hold in her snicker, but it was no use.  Sapphire and Kellan lost the battle too.  “Did she really do that?”

      Lily sighed like the world was going to end with her next breath.  “She really did, and it was Inga she splashed, so you can all stop laughing now and feel properly sorry for me.”

      Kellan winced hardest.  She knew Inga best.  “Oh, that really sucks.  Sorry, Lils.”

      Lily rolled her eyes.  “Don’t be sorry.  Complain.”

      “Fine.”  Kellan took a deep breath.  “I haven’t grown out of my clothes in forever, but they don’t feel like they fit me anymore.  I’m not a child and I want people to have more respect for me, but that’s hard when my pants still have the flowers we embroidered on them five midwinters ago.”

      Sapphire made a face.  “Our embroidery skills really sucked back then.”

      Alonia liked having flowers on her clothes, but she understood how Kellan felt.  The whimsical pants of a child didn’t fit a budding leader.

      Lily nudged her with an elbow.  “I have the opposite problem.  My legs apparently think I want to be as tall as a tree and have to hunch over to walk into my rondo.  All my pants and skirts are getting too short.”

      And none of them had hems with childish embroidered flowers.  Alonia hid a smile and understood the elbow nudge.  “I could fix up Lily’s old clothes so they fit you, Kellan.”

      Then she gulped.  She couldn’t, not if she was leaving.  She opened her mouth to say so, but Sapphire got there first.  “Nobody’s taller than you, Lily, so I guess you’ll have to wrap yourself in a sheet or go shopping at the market.”

      They all giggled.  Lily hated shopping.  It would be hours of complaining to drag her through a few stalls and find enough clothes for the winter.  A process Alonia normally loved—and one she would miss.

      She sighed quietly.  It was the small things that dug most sharply into her heart.  The little bits of daily life with her friends she would no longer be a part of.

      “Lessons are getting even more evil.”  Sapphire tried to turn it into a grump, but it sounded more like a whimper.  “Hurling ourselves off a cliff and into the water apparently isn’t enough, so Irin has us flying up so high that one day we’re going to get stuck up there.  Just a new peach-pink star for you to look at every night.”

      That was actually kind of a sweet thought, except for the part where a friend would be so far away.

      Alonia gulped as realization hit.

      If she left, it wouldn’t just be hard for her.

      “You have it easy.”  Lily pulled another wedge of burnt cheese out of the fire.  “We get to spend our days with Kis breathing fire past our ears, and then my dragon spends the rest of the day being cranky and mean because I made her sit there while he did it.”

      Oceana could definitely be grumpy.  She didn’t speak in words either, but Alonia was pretty sure she complained just fine, even in pictures.

      Lily nudged her foot.  “Any complaints about Trift yet, or is he still too shiny and new?”

      She thought hard—really, she did.  “Nothing.  He’s completely wonderful.”

      They all laughed.  Lily shook her head.  “You sound just like you do when you’re mooning over cute boys.”

      “I don’t moon.”  This was an old tease, and one that didn’t come with any teeth.  “And I don’t have to moon over Trift.  He’s already mine.”

      “He made you a really pretty crown.”

      Alonia wondered if Kellan knew just how much wistfulness had been in those words.

      Sapphire leaned into the shoulder of the only one of them without a dragon.  “Don’t get your hopes up.  All Lotus ever gives me is big messes to clean up.”

      Kellan swallowed.  “At least she bothered to show up.  My dragon is apparently so excited to have me for their kin that they’ve detoured past the end of the world on their way here.”

      Lily snorted.  “Mine made me wade through swamp goop to get her.”

      Alonia sent a silent apology to Trift.  There were rules for grumpfests, and Kellan needed them all to wrap her dearest wish tenderly in their own complaints.  “My dragon can’t be bothered to fly, so instead of getting a nice ride places, I have to walk forever.”

      Lily rolled her eyes.  “That’s a really feeble complaint.”

      Alonia elbowed her and offered up a burnt corner of her cheese.  And let the fullness of what was happening on the floor of the kitchen in front of the fire all the way in to her heart.  She knew this for what it was.  It wasn’t about complaining at all.  It was about memories and friendships and bonds as deep as the one she had with Trift.

      Their very neat attempt to ask her to stay without ever saying the words.

      She reached out for her dragon.

      ::Of course, beautiful.::  He didn’t even wait for her hesitant request.  ::I go where you go, and I stay where you stay.::

      She had no words, just a glow she hoped he could feel.

      All she got back was a sleepy, wordless glow in return.
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      Lovissa woke sharply from her dream, annoyed by this storyline of no import that kept invading her sleep.  Annoyed—and oddly captivated.  The green dragon was one she would have wept over had he been hers.  A dreamer and a rascal, traveler and storyteller.  In her time, he would be allowed to become none of those.  His small body and big heart would have been recruited as a scout, his love of the forest turned into a weapon against the elves who lived there.

      Dreamers and storytellers were luxuries in a Veld at war.

      And the girl was more than just her foolish exterior.  Lovissa let her mind drift to the part of the dream where the elf had looked on a pile of rocks and feared in her heart for a hatchling.  It didn’t matter to the kindness and compassion inside the girl that the rocks were a drill and the hatchling a figment of a trainer’s imagination.

      It had hurt her, very much, to fail at saving a small dragon.

      Lovissa shuddered.  She could not let her heart grow soft to even one elf.  The ones of this time did not carry compassion inside their chests.  They carried dragonkiller arrows on their backs, and they used them to rob dragonkind of its dreamers and rascals and finest warriors.

      She permitted herself one final thought for the elf girl with hair of gold and her dragon.  She wished that she might speak with their trainers.  In a time when not every dragon must be a warrior, they perhaps pushed too hard, and they risked crushing something as precious as a hatchling buried by rocks.

      She snorted smoke into the warm summer morning.  Such thoughts must never be spoken aloud. To be soft was to watch your charges die too soon, and the two warrior elves who stood with the dragons of her dreams knew this well enough.

      She shuddered.  There were elves of this time who matched those two in wisdom and in cunning, and they were the ones she needed to dream of.  This quiet summer was unsettling in every way possible.  The gruff one had spoken of heroes, and those who were not marked, and Lovissa trembled because those words would haunt her waking.

      She had so many who were not marked.

      She sighed.  A queen must interpret her dreams wisely, and she knew it wasn’t the dragons to come that caused her disquiet.  It was the infernal elves and their game of waiting—and the small, unmarked purple-gray dragon who would one day be queen.  The highest honor of dragonkind, and perhaps also its heaviest weight.  It hurt her to see happy, laughing Quira splashing in the water, diving in a game of tag in the skies, unaware of the responsibilities that would be hers.  That must be rectified soon—her dragons must know of their new queen in waiting.  It would give them reason to fight.

      But she would let tiny Quira have one last end of summer first.  Foolish elf girls with kind hearts needed time to grow into their destinies, and so did tiny purple-gray dragons who would one day be queen.

      Which meant an old and tired dragon still had a job to do. She would leave the comfortable confines of her cave this day.  It had been far too long since she had taken to the skies.  It was a warm morning, and her bones had been far less achy of late.  She did not doubt her scouts, but she would worry less if she saw the elf encampments with her own eyes.

      Perhaps it would help her dreams to be less restless, too.
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      Alonia sighed and blew her hair out of her face as she warmed up with Lily on the practice field.  Their dragons curled up on the side of the field, Oceana a distance away from the others.  They needed to do something about that.  Later.  After Irin was done bruising their ribs again.

      At least she wasn’t wearing a dress this time.

      Lily huffed out a breath as they finished the form they were practicing.  She kept her sword up, though.  Irin didn’t find it acceptable for his students to lean on their weapons, even if they were just fancy wooden sticks.

      Sapphire, who was the newest to fighting and better than the rest of them combined, slid in under Karis’s guard and tapped their teacher’s shoulder with her longknife.  A real one, no less.  It was old and dull, but still far more dangerous than the wooden weapons all but the best students trained with.

      Karis nodded, acknowledging the hit.  “Well done, youngling.  You’re still dropping your weapons hand before you lunge, though.  Get that under control and you might have managed to hit me somewhere more important.”

      Sapphire scowled.  She was a perfectionist when it came to fighting.

      Alonia was most assuredly not.  Which explained why she was still the less-than-proud wielder of a dinged-up wooden knife, and the most frequent recipient of Irin’s ire.

      There was a loud clang as Irin sent the metal weapon of a more talented student sailing.  The weapons master offered the short bow he gave at the end of every decent bout and turned, scanning the field.

      The dragons stayed put, but humans and elves scooted in closer.  Irin didn’t ever repeat himself, and woe to the student who missed any of the instructions.

      “As the brighter of you will have surmised, we’re going to repeat the multiple-attackers exercise of a few days ago and see if you’ve learned anything from your first attempts.  Remember, you have allies.”

      Karis snorted.  “Uncertain ones.”

      Irin nodded at Kellan, who had neatly duped Karis and her dragon the first day.  “You’ll have a more challenging job this time.”

      Kellan looked rueful.  “I will.  I don’t have any berry tarts in my pocket today, either.”

      Irin actually chuckled at that, which had several people staring.  He was clearly in rare good humor.  Alonia suspected that didn’t mean anything good for her ribs, however.

      Groups formed quickly, most of them happy to escape to the far corners of the field.  Lily scooped up Oceana, plunked her dragon on her shoulder, and headed for the river, muttering things about not taking berry tarts from unreliable friends.

      “Eyes front, missy, or you won’t even see your death coming.”

      Alonia swallowed and swung around to face the man who clearly intended to chase her around with a longknife until she dropped.  It was a wooden one this time, which didn’t actually make a lot of difference to how the fight would go, but it did mean they likely couldn’t turn it into something cute.  Rocks were easy to change.  Tree branches were somehow a lot harder.

      Irin tossed her the metal sword she had wielded so terribly the first day, dropped into a ready stance, and lunged.  She managed to get her blade up, but all that did was knock the flat edge straight back into her own forehead.

      ::Ouch.::  Trift winced sympathetically as he came up behind the weapons master.  ::We need to be smarter today, beautiful, or you’re going to be all black and blue when we’re done, and those aren’t the best colors on you.::

      She laughed, even as she dodged Irin’s next blow and overbalanced herself.  He calmly kicked her legs out from under her and backed away.

      She sighed.  That meant she was supposed to go on the attack, which was a fruitless waste of energy.  She kept it simple—a wild stab that might distract someone less used to her ineptitude, and then a sweeping kick to the back of his knees.  Which didn’t so much as budge, so now her legs would have bruises to match the ones on her head.

      ::Let me do that part next time.:: Trift sounded resigned.  ::At least my tail isn’t as soft as you are.::

      She snickered in her head.  ::Are you calling me delicate?::

      He snorted smoke behind Irin and danced out of the way of the weapons master’s feet.  ::No.  I’m trying to save your hide, oh ungrateful scaleless one.::

      That made her laugh again, and this time Irin caught her ribs with a hard blow.

      She doubled over, all the air knocked out of her—and then shot up again as she heard Trift’s pained whimper.  This was ridiculous.  There had to be a better way.

      Trift shook out his foreleg and dodged yet another stroke of Irin’s longknife.  ::We have to change the game.  Put your sword down and start dancing.  Something pretty, like you were doing in the forest the day we met.  Act like your head is a little addled.::

      ::What?::  Clearly someone was a little addled, but it wasn’t her.

      Trift snorted inside her head.  ::Provide a distraction, silly.  I’ll see if I can run between his knees and get my claws on that evil knife of his.::

      That thought put a grin on her face.  She didn’t drop her blade, though.  She danced with it instead.  Carefully.  She wasn’t wearing her pretty green dress, but she still didn’t want to accidentally lop off anything important.  She sang loudly as she danced, one of the songs she’d learned at her cousin’s wedding.

      Irin took one confused step in her direction and then whirled to look at Trift, who hadn’t moved a muscle.  “Relax, old man.  The berries we ate yesterday were a little too ripe.  I think they’ve gone to her head.”

      “That would have happened yesterday, you scaled nitwit.”

      Alonia delighted at the worry in the weapon’s master’s tone—and the confusion.  She started stumbling a little.  Carefully.  Even berry-drunk elves didn’t want to slice off their legs by mistake.

      Irin stomped her way.  “Put down that sword, missy.  Right now.”

      She caught a green streak out of the corner of her eye and started waving the sword around exactly the way the weapons master taught them never to do.

      He growled, and his own weapon moved faster than she could track.  A loud clang and the sword was ripped out of her hands and tossed half the field away—and then a boot landed on Trift’s head just as he swiped a claw at the hilt of Irin’s knife.

      The weapons master glowered.

      “So,” Trift said brightly, sounding rather squished.  “I guess that didn’t work.”

      Irin lifted his boot.  “It might have if I didn’t know you for a scoundrel and a ground crawler.  Since I do, it would have been smarter to come over my head.  I wouldn’t have been expecting you to actually fly.”  He looked over at Alonia.  “That was a creditable bit of acting, missy.  You used your strengths.  That’s more than you usually think to do in my lessons.”

      She blinked.  He was critiquing their performance.  In the same reasonably polite growl he used with his best students.

      Irin sheathed his blade.  “Another round.  Your choice of weapons this time.”

      Her newfound sense of competence shriveled like a grape in the hot summer sun.  There was no weapon on earth that Irin couldn’t use to pound her into grit in two heartbeats.

      And then she remembered his words.  About her strengths.  They needed to change this up somehow.  Stop letting him set all the rules.

      ::Now you’re thinking.:: Trift sounded impressed.  ::What else are you good at, beautiful?::

      Being silly.  Composing foolish love ballads while she walked in the forest.

      ::The forest.::  Trift barely whispered, as if Irin might hear them even deep inside their kin bond.  ::We’ll be stronger there.  I can use the trees.::

      She remembered how he’d nibbled the onion tops right from her hand.  It was a good plan.  Not one that would ever beat Irin, but one that might at least slow him down and save their ribs a little.

      She looked at the weapons master standing there in his boots, and another thought came to her, so daring and silly and unexpected that it just might work.  She struck a pose, as if he’d asked her to dance.  “Your weapon, sir, is a mushroom.  Your first task is to find it.  And of course, since fighting conditions are never ideal, it seems someone has stolen your boots.” She kicked off her own footwear, laughing as they flew to join the hapless sword.  “That is your challenge.  Find a mushroom in the forest before we do.  In your bare feet.”

      She waited for his retort.  For his anger.  For him to slap a weapon in her hand and tell her to devise a challenge that conformed to the rules.

      He raised an eyebrow instead.  “Interesting strategy.  Create non-ideal conditions for your attacker while moving the battle to your turf.”  He nodded his head at the trees.  “But know this, missy.  I’m better in the woods than you think.”

      She gaped.

      ::Don’t just stand there.:: Trift nudged her shoulder, laughter ringing in his voice.  ::Move before he changes his mind.::

      She took off for the forest at a dead run, grinning.  Irin wasn’t as fast on his feet as a young elf, and he still needed to take off his boots.  She hit the edge of the small woods beside the stream, her dragon right beside her, both of them gasping for air.  ::What should we do?::

      ::I’ll go up.::  Trift headed for the nearest tree.  ::Are there actually any mushrooms in this patch of woods?::

      Alonia ducked behind a different tree.  ::There might be.  They sometimes grow close to the water.::

      ::So we need to distract him.  Keep him away from the water.::

      She frowned.  ::How?::  Irin was already dashing toward the forest, and he didn’t look like bare feet were slowing him down at all.  Drat.  It had seemed like such a good idea.  She whirled to face a tree just behind her.  ::Flying nut pods.::

      Trift leaned hard into their bond just as she did, intent colliding with haste and the deep desire to keep their ribs in one piece.  She winced as several dozen nut pods flew off the tree and zoomed at the weapons master.  They hadn’t gone nearly that fast the last time.

      Irin’s eyes widened, but he managed to duck behind a bush before the nut pods arrived.  She heard a muffled curse as a couple made it through the bush’s dense foliage.

      ::Good one, beautiful::  Trift sounded short of breath.  She looked up, watching him leap into a tree closer to the bush.  ::I’m going to blow some fire and singe his ear hairs.::

      She managed not to giggle somehow.  ::Don’t do that, silly.  You’ll set the forest on fire.::

      ::Maybe just that bush.  Then he’ll have to put it out.::

      No way.  They were not setting things on fire, not even small things near a river.  ::Next time he has a knife in his hand, you can shoot fire at that.  Make it so hot, he can’t hold it.::

      ::That’s a really good idea.:: Her dragon sounded impressed.

      She stared.  ::Can you aim your fire that well?::

      ::Yes.::  Trift sounded less out of breath now.  ::If you won’t let me set him on fire, how about we grow some flowers under his feet?::

      That would just make him mad.  ::Then he’ll come out from behind there and we’ll have to fight.::

      ::He’s not behind there anymore.  He climbed a tree.  He’s in the one beside the nut pods.  He’s trying to angle for the river.::

      Alonia peered upward, but she couldn’t see man or dragon.  ::How do we stop him?::

      Humor flowed down the bond between them.  ::Remember that game where one person or dragon sits on the end of a bendy sapling and then the rest let go?::

      She looked up, expecting to see a dragon launched through the air—and then moved sharply out of the way as a very irate weapons master tumbled out of a tree instead.  Trift landed right behind him and streaked for the nearest thorny berry thicket, shoving his way in deep enough that Irin couldn’t follow.

      The weapons master glowered and started circling the thicket.  “That wasn’t a wise move.  You’re trapped in there, waiting prey for whenever I decide to make my move.”

      Alonia wasn’t so sure.  That thicket was really thorny, and Irin was in his bare feet.  He was right about one thing, though.  Trift was good and thoroughly stuck.  Getting out of the thicket was going to be a lot harder than getting in.

      Unless they could slow down their attacker and the worrying gleam in his eyes.  ::Rock families.  Right in front of his feet.  So he has to watch where he’s going instead of keeping his eyes on you.::

      ::Hmm.  We need one to copy.::

      They knew that now, too.  She looked around, but there wasn’t a tripping-sized rock in sight.  Alonia waited until Irin’s back was turned and dashed for a nearby tree, scanning the ground from her new vantage point.  ::Found one.  I’ll hold the shape of the rock in my thoughts, and you put it where it needs to go.:: That was a little different from what they’d done before, but it might work.  It needed to work.  Trift couldn’t see any rocks from where he was, and she couldn’t look in two places at once.

      ::Can we make them pink?::

      She almost giggled out loud.  ::That would make them easier for him to see.  Boring gray, sorry.::

      ::Fine.::  Trift sounded amused, but then she heard him hiss.  ::Now would be good.::

      She thought rock-shape, hard, and then spun around at Irin’s loud cursing.

      Trift’s head popped out of the bush, staring at the rare sight of the weapons master sprawled face-first on the ground.

      Alonia had one small moment to be worried that they’d actually hurt him, and then Irin rolled over, grumbling as he pushed himself up to sitting.  “That was a dastardly trick, missy.  But it backfired.”  He held up his hand, a gleam in his eyes.  “I have a mushroom.”

      She took her hand from behind her back and held it up just like his, smiling sweetly.  “Mine is bigger.”

      He stared at her—and then he offered a small smile.  “Well done.  Victory is yours.”

      She beamed at her dragon.  Victory was theirs.  They’d used their strengths and their silly magic and their brains and they’d beat the weapons master at his own game—or at least, one he’d made them play.  It would probably never happen again for as long as she lived, but it was a good feeling.  A strong feeling.  One that said she and her dragon knew how to take care of themselves, even if everyone else might have their doubts.

      ::They might have fewer doubts if I wasn’t stuck in a thorny thicket,:: Trift said wryly.

      She laughed, delighting in the sound as it rang in the forest.  And then she walked over to help set her dragon free.
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      Alonia covered her eyes with one hand and counted slowly.  With her other, she nibbled on a bar of seeds and honey and dried fruit and sweet, sticky goodness, keeping her strength up for the evening’s entertainment.

      She and Trift had celebrated their morning’s victory with a long afternoon nap.  Then Lily had suggested a game of hide-and-seek with their dragons to help them become fast friends just like their kin.  Kellan had looked a little sad until a very large, dark-gray head had descended over the trees and Afran had announced that he missed a good game of hide-and-seek, and he would be honored to play.

      Alonia giggled as she kept her eyes covered.  Finding a dragon as big as a mountain couldn’t possibly be hard, but he’d made Kellan happy, and for that, she was going to work really hard not to find him first.  She swallowed the last bite of her bar and licked her fingers.  She’d lost track of her counting, but everyone did.  Half the fun was sneaking up on people while they were still looking for a good place to hide.

      She stood up from her tree stump, looking around the village she loved.  A day ago, it had felt empty and constricting—a place she was ready to leave.  Tonight, full up on victory and friendship, it was hard to remember why she had wanted to go.

      She scanned the sky overhead, her eyes picking out the Dragon Star twinkling on the horizon.  It hadn’t chosen her and Trift, but she felt like it was still watching them.  She hoped it had somehow seen their morning antics in the woods, but if all it saw was this evening’s friendly game of hide-and-seek, that was fine too.

      Her ears picked up a faint splashing sound over near one of the rondos.  She walked slowly, her feet still bare, making no noise as she edged closer to the sound.  She grinned as she lifted the half-lid of the rain barrel and spied Oceana lounging in the water she tended to treat as her own personal bathtub.  “You know you’re not supposed to swim in there, silly.  This is the kitchen barrel.  We don’t want dragon-flavored soup.”  Most of the villagers probably wouldn’t care, but Inga would have fits.  Alonia lifted the small dragon out of the barrel and set her on the ground.  “Go to your pool if you need a soak.”  Lily would be disappointed.  She had wanted the game of hide-and-seek to help her dragon learn to play somewhere other than in the water.

      Oceana started to walk away, but she cast a covert glance over her shoulder.

      Alonia’s eyes narrowed.  She turned her head, searching the shadows where Oceana had been looking.  Two eyes gleamed in the night, and they definitely didn’t belong to an elf.  She marched over to where her dragon sat behind one of the frames they used for hanging laundry, his legs and tail stuck out at strange angles, mimicking the poles and arms of the laundry hanger.  ::Silly dragon.  That’s a terrible hiding place.::

      ::It’s better than a prickly bush.::  He slurped his tongue up her cheek and made her giggle.  He also made someone else giggle.  Alonia turned toward the sound as it abruptly choked off.  Kellan was over there somewhere—in the kitchen garden, maybe.

      Alonia walked over purposefully, aware that Trift was trailing her, and so was Oceana.  Maybe Lily wouldn’t be disappointed after all.  Alonia made a show of looking for her friend in the garden.  “You’re kind of small, Kellan, but you don’t look much like a cabbage.”

      Oceana chittered.

      Lily popped out from behind a tree, staring at her dragon.  “Wait—how did you understand what Alonia just said?”

      ::I told her.::  Trift shrugged as they all looked at him.  ::What?::

      Alonia gaped at her dragon.  “Oceana doesn’t understand dragons or people unless they’re touching water.”

      He looked a little confused.  “She understands me just fine.”  He put his nose on the ground close to Oceana.  “Blue-green is one of my favorite colors.  Maybe she only likes talking to dragons who think she’s beautiful.”

      Lily’s dragon preened happily, wrapping herself around Trift’s legs.

      “Great.”  Lily sounded more happy than sarcastic.  “Maybe you can convince her to stop trying to splash everyone as they walk by.”

      Trift’s dragon laugh rumbled out into the night air.  “Why would I want to do that?”

      Lily rolled her eyes and looked over at Alonia.  “This must be killing Kellan.  You’d better find her before she dies of a need to see how cute they are together.”

      “Argh.”  Kellan popped out from behind a cellar door, her eyes already seeking Trift and Oceana.  “You’re terrible, Lily.”

      Alonia giggled.  At this rate, she’d have everyone found before she’d even done a full circle of the village.

      Trift lifted his nose and rested it on her shoulder.  “We can give you clues if this is too hard, beautiful.”

      She laughed as everyone currently visible objected—and then she realized what it meant.  She cast him a curious look.  ::You know where everyone is?::

      His eyes danced with green happiness.  ::Maybe.::

      They’d cooperated.  That was really sweet—and likely made her job harder.  Alonia looked around more carefully.  Lotus never managed to be hidden this long.  She usually fell out of wherever she was hiding as soon as anyone else emerged, much to Sapphire’s disgust.  But they were down to the last half hiding now, which meant trickery was fair game.  “Too bad Lotus is still hiding.  I heard Karis say earlier that on the night of the dark moon, dragons are allowed to fly one barrel roll over the village and have milk curds after.”

      There was a screech from high up on one of the rondos, and then what had looked like an unevenness in the roofline detached and hurled itself down the main path of the village.  Sapphire, laughing like a loon, clung to Lotus’s back and threatened mayhem.  Which didn’t stop her dragon at all.

      They all laughed as Lotus flipped over right in the middle of the village and zoomed away, leaving Sapphire sitting in the dirt.

      The first elf marked of the Dragon Star climbed to her feet, dusting off her clothes, and shot eye daggers at Alonia.  “That was just mean.  You wait.  I’m going to bribe your dragon and see how you like it.”

      Alonia grinned.  Sapphire was a terrible liar, especially when she was trying her hardest not to laugh.  “I don’t think Trift can be bribed.”

      Sapphire raised an eyebrow.  “Oh, really?  Afran and Lotus met a cute boy dragon on their flyabout.  I might happen to know where his cave is.”

      Trift fell to the ground, his short forelegs covering his heart.  ::You torture me, my lady.::

      Alonia giggled and knocked more dust off her friend.  “You’re last found, so you get to seek now.”

      “No, she’s not.”  Kellan shook her head, eyes bright.  “Afran is still hidden.”

      Alonia hit her palm to the side of her head.  How could she have forgotten to find a dragon as big as a house?  She looked around the village, mystified.  And stared as one of the rondos, the one with a rain barrel right beside it and a cellar door leaning against it that wasn’t actually attached, and a roofline that was now much more even, raised its head.

      She could feel her mouth gaping.  She looked over at the laundry frame right by Afran’s tail.  “Wait.  You all hid Afran?  You turned him into a house?”

      Lily started to snicker, and then the rest of them joined in—but it wasn’t the elves who had Alonia’s attention.  It was the four dragons.

      The ones smirking at each other like fast friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Alonia grinned as they made their way through the forest, a long line of elves and dragons cracking jokes and eating nut pods and playing short, impromptu games of tag around the trunks of fat trees.  She rarely had this much company in the woods, and it was delightful.

      It wasn’t all about play, however.  She cast a careful look over at Karis and Irin walking along with their heads together.  That was never a good sign, especially when they were eyeing the combined dragon antics with some interest.

      Despite the noise, there were only three.  Afran and Kis were off doing whatever big dragons did when they weren’t telling nursery tales or playing hide-and-seek.  Apparently, their presence had not been required for today’s lesson.

      Alonia caught a nut pod Kellan tossed her and tried not to fret.  Not all lessons were about bruised ribs and thinking on your feet and trying to avoid the weapons master’s revenge.

      She changed her mind about that as soon as they emerged from the woods.  They’d come out in a rocky valley she knew well, one that grew very little besides the occasional hardy patch of lichen.  The dragons of the village used it when they worked on controlling their fire.

      Trift raised an eyebrow crest.  She shook her head—she knew no more than he did.  Anything with dragon fire shouldn’t be too terrible, though.  It was one of Trift’s best skills.  Even their teachers knew that.

      Irin stepped up onto a low boulder, and all chatter immediately stopped.  He let his gaze travel the group, his gaze the one that made her feel about half her normal size.  “Yesterday, we worked with elf weapons.  Today, we’re going to work with dragon ones.”

      Sapphire made a face, but said nothing.

      Irin gave her a look anyhow.  “If you think I’m the only one who needs to know how to dance out of the way of my dragon’s fire, think again, missy.  We aren’t the dragons of old, but we don’t live in an entirely peaceful world, either.”

      Then he turned and looked off into the distance, and Alonia discovered where Kis had gone.  “Show them how it’s done, old man.”

      Kis raised his head, eyes fierce in the early morning light.  His throat clicked three times, and then an enormous blast of fire scorched the rock Irin was standing on.  Or the one he’d been standing on right before the flames hit.

      The weapons master calmly rolled to his feet in front of her.  “All dragon kin need to learn how well their dragons can aim.”  He nodded at Kellan.  “Afran awaits you just behind that line of boulders over there.  You’ll be flying and aiming fire wherever Karis tells you.”

      Kellan looked terrified and delighted as she took off running toward the break in the rocks that led to the larger part of the valley where Afran would have been able to land more comfortably.

      Irin nodded at Lotus and Sapphire.  “The two of you will be up in the skies too.  You’ll aim at the same rock Afran aims at.  Try not to turn Karis into burnt elf.”

      Alonia winced.  That was a very real possibility.  Lotus breathed fire the same way she did everything else—with boundless enthusiasm and very little thought for the consequences.

      The weapons master looked over at Lily.  “You and your dragon are going to be on fire watch.  Find yourselves a high perch, stay out of the way, and yell if anything goes up in flames that shouldn’t.”

      Lily looked enormously relieved.  Alonia knew it would be a hard job anyhow because Oceana hated fire, but at least it wasn’t one that involved a serious risk of getting crispy.

      Apparently, that was her job.  She looked at Irin and swallowed hard.

      His gaze traveled calmly over both her and her dragon.  “The two of you are going to work on using skills under pressure.  Trift has excellent control of his fire.  We’ll see what happens when he has to use it precisely to avoid serious consequences.”

      Something hard and tight lodged in Alonia’s throat.  That didn’t sound good at all.

      A green nose touched the back of her hand.  ::Easy, beautiful.  You haven’t even heard what he wants us to do yet.::

      Irin nodded his head toward the middle of the valley.  “You and I are going to go stand on a rock, missy.  Kis and Trift are going to take turns aiming at us.”

      She managed to breathe.  That didn’t sound so bad.  Trift would never hurt her.

      The weapons master cleared his throat ominously.  “Their task is to aim as close to us as possible without actually setting us on fire.”

      Her throat closed right back up again.

      He watched her.  Carefully.

      She had no idea what the point of this lesson was, but she didn’t like it at all.

      ::Throw that fit you’re thinking about, and my fire won’t miss.::

      That wasn’t Trift.  It was Kis, and he sounded as hard and as mean and as unyielding as his kin.

      She scowled and managed to stomp off after Irin without telling the world exactly what she thought of his plan.  It would be a waste of air, and she was going to need it to dodge fire.  Her head already hurt at the mere thought of diving around in these rocks.

      Irin stopped at the base of a wide, flat boulder and motioned her on top.  She climbed up, watchful as he hopped up after her, far more nimbly than she had done.  It was a big rock, large enough for the two of them to fit another elf or two between them.  She made no effort to get closer.  Her dragon was welcome to set one of the elves on this rock on fire.

      Something twitched in Irin’s cheek.  He turned to face the two dragons, who were an awfully long way away.  “Any time you’re ready, old man.”  He nodded with his chin.  “This side first.”

      Kis couldn’t possibly hear him—and then Alonia realized Irin was just speaking out loud for her benefit.  He would be talking with his dragon in his head, too.  Which was kind of a neat trick.

      She folded her arms and scowled.  She planned to stay mad, at least until the fire-breathing was done.

      A wall of flame had her diving off the rock away from the heat.  She managed to roll, sort of, and came up wincing from all the small rocks that had poked holes in her as she tumbled.

      Irin still stood exactly where he had been.  He raised an eyebrow and held out a hand to help her back up on the rock.  “Kis is offended that you think his aim is so poor.”

      She blinked.  “Aren’t we supposed to try to get out of the way?”

      “No.  You’re supposed to stand very still so you don’t accidentally get turned into roasted elf.”

      She stared.  “You just want me to stand here?  That’s all?”  That sounded suspiciously easy, and this teacher never taught his lessons gently.

      Irin nodded at her, and then at his dragon.

      This time, Alonia managed to hold still as the flames roared by her other side, close enough to make her ear itch.  She swallowed, newly respectful of Kis’s skills.

      Irin folded his arms and spread his legs.  “Tell your dragon to fire when ready.”

      She could do that.  Maybe he would be less nervous if she gave the instructions.  She stepped to the front edge of the rock, trying to get a little bit closer.  He really was a long way away.  ::This side.  As soon as you’re ready.::

      ::No problem, sweetness.::

      A much thinner stream of fire blew by her, a good deal farther away than Kis’s had been.

      Irin scowled.  “Again, and closer this time.”

      She winced.  ::That was really good, but he wants you to do it again.::

      ::I can hear him just fine,:: Trift said dryly.  ::This valley carries his voice all too well.::

      A second stream of fire came on the heels of his words, much closer this time.  Almost as close as Kis’s.  She smiled.  Her dragon was really good, and brave, too.

      “That was a decent warmup.”  Irin’s voice was entirely neutral.  He looked straight down the valley at Trift.  “Again.  Closer.”

      The next stream of fire came a tiny bit closer.  Maybe.

      Irin scowled and said nothing.

      She heard Trift’s sigh.  He opened his jaw, and she saw the fire start, but it never arrived.  A far bigger flame blew it right off track.

      Kis glared down at the smaller dragon.  ::Use what you have.  Don’t embarrass my teaching or his.::

      Alonia could almost see her dragon grow smaller.  Tears prickled her eyes.  This was a terrible lesson.

      Irin looked at her, his face entirely impassive.  Then he looked down the valley at Trift.  “This time, I want it close enough that she could reach out and touch it.”

      Alonia could feel her dragon’s horror coming down their kin bond.

      Trift shook his head.  ::No.  I won’t endanger her that way.::

      Irin shrugged, then nodded at his own dragon.

      A wall of flame headed straight for Alonia.  She froze, her knees melting right where she stood.  A hard body shoved her off the rock and onto the ground.  She lay on the ground, gasping for breath, wincing at the pain blooming all over her body.  “Why did you do that?”

      “So you didn’t turn to ash.”

      Irin reached down, hauled her up, and stood her right back where she’d been on the rock. Her legs trembled so hard, she knew she couldn’t even take a step.  Then he nodded at his dragon and stepped off the rock.

      Alonia didn’t have time to protest or think or even to scream.  She just had time to stare as the wall of fiery death came for her—and then a giant ball of flame ate it whole.

      Her legs gave out from the heat and the terror and the outrage howling through her bond with her dragon.  He flew to her on wings of flapping green vengeance, landing on the rock with the hardest look in his eyes she’d ever seen.

      Pointed at the man standing calmly on the ground.

      Irin held up a hand.  “I have two things to say.  Then you can speak.  First, she was never in any danger.”

      Alonia gaped at him.

      He pointed a single finger up at the sky.

      She managed to look up.  Afran circled overhead, a stunned, white Kellan riding on his back.

      “Second.”  When they looked back down, Irin nodded at Trift, and for the first time ever, there was serious respect in his eyes.  “You have the ability to protect her, and you did.  If a softer lesson might have worked to convince you of your own worth, I wouldn’t have had to use this one.”

      Something was starting to ease in Trift, but it wasn’t his fury.  He circled his body even more protectively around hers, glaring as a big yellow dragon made his way slowly toward them.  ::You shot fire at my kin.::

      Alonia blinked.  The threat in his voice was awful—and he was aiming it at a dragon ten times his size.

      Kis nodded solemnly.  ::I did what my kin asked of me.::

      ::Your kin was wrong.::  Trift practically flamed inside with the heat of his anger.

      “Perhaps.”  Irin inclined his head slightly.  “But I wasn’t wrong about you.  There is far more to you than you give yourself credit for.”

      Alonia had no idea what to do.  Trift was curled around her, lightning ready to strike at any moment, and whatever Irin and Kis might have done, that wasn’t the answer.  But the flame inside him needed somewhere to go.

      She reached through their kin bond.  Not to cool him, but to let him know he didn’t stand in the fire alone.  ::I think we should make a rock statue of the two of them.  Then we can show them just how close you can come with your fire.::

      For a long moment, her dragon teetered on a thin rope over a gaping pit of fury.

      Then she felt him start to quiver.

      Not the shakes of anger any longer. Slightly crazed laughter careened down the kin bond toward her.  And behind them—a statue grew.
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      Alonia swept the dust pile she’d collected toward the door of the nursery rondo.  There were hatchlings coming soon, according to Elhen, who knew these things.  Three of them, which was going to keep Kis and Irin a lot busier than they’d been lately.

      She made a face at no one in particular.  Maybe that would keep them from devising the kind of lessons that ended with nursery-cleaning penance.

      A chuckle from the doorway alerted her that she was no longer alone.

      “Sweeping isn’t that bad.”  Kellan crossed over to the rough table and set down a platter piled with some of Alonia’s favorite snacks.  “I brought you a few things to nibble on while you pout.”

      Alonia’s grin faded away.  “I’m not pouting.”

      Kellan just raised an eyebrow and picked up a second broom.

      Alonia wanted to growl like a dragon.  “Karis said something hard when we were leaving the valley.  I don’t understand why she’s getting so mean lately too.”  They kind of expected it from Irin, but there was a reason why Karis was their primary teacher.  She knew how to keep her students in order, but she knew how to encourage them, too.

      Kellan swept briskly, dealing with the half of the rondo floor Alonia hadn’t gotten to yet.  “What did she say?”

      Alonia sighed.  “That if we could use our magic to mock people, we needed to work harder on being able to use it to help them.”

      Which would be perfectly reasonable, except they had been working hard and nobody seemed to see that.  Effort didn’t matter, only results—and they didn’t have any that were deemed worthy.

      “She has a point,” Kellan said quietly.

      Alonia stared.  It was an unwritten rule that they stood by each other even when it wasn’t a grumpfest.  “We weren’t mocking Kis and Irin.  We were frustrated.”  And Trift had been the kind of angry that had been truly terrifying, which no one else seemed to appreciate either.

      “I know.”  Kellan picked up a slice of apple drizzled in honey from the snack platter.  “But you can’t just make something goofy and funny and a little bit mean every time you don’t like the lesson.”

      Alonia stared.  “Kis blew fire at me.  Enough to turn me to ashes just to see if Trift could save me.”

      Kellan nodded.  “I know.  I was right there, remember?”  She sighed and sat down on a stool.  “But remember when Sapphire and Lotus were learning to fly?  How many times they did they fall off the rocks, and how many days did they go back out there?”

      Alonia grumbled.  “At least Irin didn’t make them go.”

      “He would have.”  Kellan chewed her apple slowly.  “He didn’t have to, though.  Sapphire got stubborn and kept practicing.”

      It wasn’t just stubbornness that had motivated their friend to master flying.  “The nightmares scared her too.”

      “They still do.”

      Alonia winced.  She’d wondered.  “They’re marked by the Dragon Star.  I think that makes everything a lot bigger.”

      “You have magic.”  Kellan looked down at her hands, her voice quiet, but intense.  “That makes everything bigger too.”

      The frustration that had washed over Alonia as she’d stood by the statue they’d made, listening to Karis’s curt words, hit her again, but she didn’t know what to say.  How to make anyone understand.  “I know that.  I really do.  But when our magic doesn’t do what other people think it should do, they get grumpy with us.”

      She spun away from the table, knowing she was flailing with her words, but not knowing how to stop.  “We made a statue.  Why is that the wrong kind of big?  Why does everyone else get to decide that’s not good enough and we have to be warriors or rescuers or heroes?”

      There was a long silence in the rondo.  No sweeping, no chewing, just the fading sound of her words, yelled at brick walls that were far more used to listening to hatchlings chitter.

      She closed her eyes.  Kellan was the last person she should be yelling at.  “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t know their answer.”  Kellan wasn’t looking down now, and her eyes were strong and clear and steady.  “But I know what mine would be.”

      Alonia swallowed and slowly walked over to sit back down on the stool on the other side of the table.  Facing the friend who had brought her favorite snacks and come to help her clean.  “Tell me.”

      Kellan’s smile was small and tight and ineffably sad.  “You have a dragon.”

      Alonia’s throat felt like a forest vine had wrapped around and yanked tight.  Kellan didn’t have a dragon, and that was so unfair, it made her teeth hurt.  “Your dragon will come.”

      Kellan sighed.  “It’s not about that.  It’s about watching you have a dragon and act like it doesn’t need to matter.”

      It was as if one of Irin’s longknives had found its way into her chest.  Alonia gasped, trying to hold back the tears and the hurt.  “Trift matters a lot.”

      “Of course he does.”  Kellan’s eyes softened.  “But it’s special, having a dragon.  Really special.  I don’t think you and Trift are just meant to be special for each other.  Having a kin bond means you’re going to be special out there in the world.  Maybe you’ll make flowers and magic cups and make people laugh, and that’s really important and good.  But it might not be all you’re supposed to be, and I get mad when you pretend like all you really want to be is silly.”

      Her ribs still hurt.  A lot.  “It is mostly what I want to be.  Silly and simple and happy.”

      Kellan shrugged.  “Kis and Irin have a pretty simple life most days.  So do Karis and Afran.  But on a few days, they’ve had to do something big and important.  You don’t have to pick one or the other.  You can sing and dance and play and chase cute boys most of the time, and then maybe there will be a moment or a day or a season where you get to be a hero.”

      Alonia gulped.  “I don’t think I’m that kind of elf.”

      “Nobody does.  Lily and Sapphire didn’t, and I bet Irin and Karis didn’t either.”

      That was a strange thought.  “I bet Irin always wanted to be a warrior.”

      “Sure, but he probably listened to all the dumb stories about waving a sword around and winning before your ribs get bruised even once.”

      Alonia winced.  Kis told different stories sometimes, about sore feet and starved bellies and how it felt to watch friends die.  “I just want ordinary days.  Is that so bad?”

      “No.”  Kellan smiled softly.  “But you might not get a choice.”

      She didn’t like that thought at all.  But it was harder to ignore Kellan’s quiet words than all of Irin’s bluster and Kis’s fire.  “When did you get so wise?”

      Kellan made a face and shrugged.  “Sitting in the same boring lessons as you.  I just paid attention.”

      Alonia giggled.  “I am better at ignoring things than you are.”

      “I know.”  Kellan rolled her eyes.  Then her face got serious again.  “But I think maybe you need to stop doing that for a while.  These lessons might be really important.  Don’t get mad at everyone who wants you to be ready for the days that might not be ordinary.”

      Alonia nodded.  She had some thinking to do, and maybe so did her dragon.

      ::I’ve been listening.::  Trift sounded subdued.  ::I wish she didn’t sound quite so much like she might be right.::

      That made two of them.

      Alonia handed the last bit of honeyed apple to her friend.  “Thank you.  Now go do whatever important things you have to get done.  I have some thinking and sweeping to do, and Irin will just give me more work if you clean up half the nursery.”

      Kellan grinned.  “That might be fun.  The hatchlings will be here soon.”

      Alonia remembered when Lotus was tiny and woke up half the village screeching for milk curds at all hours of the day and night.  Dragonets were not known for their patience.  She moved over to the part of the rondo that still needed sweeping, although there might not be much point.  Hatchlings knew how to mess up a nice, neat floor faster than anything.   But she wasn’t going to complain.

      Sweeping was ordinary.  Just how she liked it.
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      Lovissa curled up on the flat rock on the beach.  It had become her favorite napping spot of late, although she would not be sleeping this day.  She was monitoring the littles as they splashed, which had been deemed suitable duty for a queen who had foolishly gone on a scouting flight and injured her wing in a most ungainly landing.

      The embarrassment was tempered only in part by what she had seen.  Or not seen.  The elves did precisely as her scouts reported—they prepared feverishly for winter in a year when their fields lay barren and dry.

      The dragons would not let down their guard, but she had permitted a training and hunting expedition to the far end of the Veld, of the kind she had gone on often in her youth, and rarely since.  Only a few dragons remained in the caves on the cliffs, a vulnerability that worried her heart even as she knew that a queen must not begrudge others their freedom.  The air currents in the northern mountains were majestic, and her dragons would soar there as they did nowhere else.

      Their queen might have joined them if she hadn’t been quite so foolish in her scouting.

      She snorted smoke out her nostrils.  Not so long ago, she would have easily avoided the tree that had sprung up out of nowhere—or at least mended more quickly from its damage.  Instead, her own warriors had escorted her on her limping flight back to the caves, and wisely said nothing when the sun rose again and she could not take to the skies at all.

      She stretched out her wings under the warm sun.  They felt better today.  Stronger.  Soon, she would fly again.  More sedately this time, in a fashion becoming of a queen whose warriors and scouts needed her, or so Baraken had said as he flew home at her wing.

      They had been words she needed to hear, even if they tasted bitter.

      Quira would be a fine queen one day, but she needed this time first, and then the careful honing and testing and training that would shape her for her destiny to come.

      Lovissa looked out at a small purple-gray form rolling about in the waves like one ocean born.  She raised her head and blew a bugle out over the water.  Not one of alarm—merely caution.  Quira and Mereyn were nearing the edge of the calm waters of the bay, and Mereyn had the reckless nature of his warrior mother in his blood.  For him, caution was merely an annoying stricture imposed by his elders.  Quira’s head turned, though.  She was a more biddable little, although one who benefitted from sober explanations of the reasons behind the rules.

      Mereyn’s green form ducked under the waves, and Lovissa tracked him carefully.  It would be just like him to come up farther from shore than he started.  A little who liked to test the boundaries, and one who knew the queen had a soft spot for troublesome dragonets.  Baraken was sterner with him.

      She puffed out her relief as he surfaced considerably closer to shore.  One imp, safe for the time being.

      Then she shifted her gaze to look for Quira, and panic gripped her throat.  The tiny purple-gray dragon had somehow been pushed out into the rough waters beyond the bay, and her little body tossed and turned in the much fiercer waves.  Lovissa stood on her rock, trumpeting a clarion call of command.

      One the little body being swept yet farther out to sea clearly couldn’t obey.

      Lovissa felt the slamming terror of the small one in the part of her that connected to every one of her dragons.  She searched her mind for who had been on the beach, not daring to take her eyes off Quira’s receding form.  Her wings would not hold for a snatch-and-grab, and she would not send another little into danger, but she could send them for help.  “Fenrit, to the caves.  Fetch the first able flier you see.”  His small black form zoomed over her head, wings flapping mightily.

      It was probably not necessary.  They were likely already responding to her call—but Quira had so little time.  Lovissa’s heart seized as the purple-gray head disappeared under a wave.  She stretched out her wings.  She would do what must be done, injury or not.

      And then her claws hit water and she realized there might be another way.
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        * * *

      

      ::Beautiful!::

      Alonia’s head snapped up.  She’d been lazing under a tree, one well out of sight of anyone who might find her more work to do.  Her jaw dropped as she saw the green form of her dragon flying full tilt in her direction.

      ::There’s a dragonet in trouble.  A current in the water has her.::

      She jumped to her feet as he landed.  “There aren’t any hatchlings in the village right now.”

      “Oceana sees it.”

      An image slammed into her head.  An ocean bay, one she’d never seen before.  She recognized the dragon standing on the shore, though.  The astonishment that Trift could pick up Oceana’s pictures from this far away skittered out of the way of the much larger shock.  “That’s the queen of the dragons of old.  The ones we’re meant to save.”  Her words tumbled, panic landing hot on the heels of comprehension.  “Not us.  The ones who are marked.”

      ::I need your assistance.::  The old queen sounded calm, but something in her tone snapped Alonia’s spine straight.  ::One of our littles is in the water.  She struggles.  I cannot fly, and my warriors may be too far away.::

      Alonia closed her eyes, unable to sort through the weirdness of an image in her mind laid over a familiar patch of forest.  She gasped as she saw the small purple head barely holding its nose above the water.  She tried to think.  Quickly.  Anything.  Her hands flew to touch to Trift.  ::Oceana.  She can push the water.  She splashed their evil warrior, the one who hates us.::

      ::She can’t.::  Afran’s voice this time.  ::She sleeps, and this connection comes through her dreams.  I’m afraid to wake her.::

      Alonia cried out as the purple head disappeared under the water again.  She gasped for breath as it came back up.  She could see the problem.  The dragonet was trying to fly, not to swim.   ::Tuck in your wings, tiny girl.  They won’t help you in the water.::

      The head stilled—and the beautiful, flailing, light-purple wings tucked in to the small dragon’s body.

      Alonia gaped at what she saw.  ::She can hear me.::

      The small head turned, looking for the voice, and got hit by a wave.

      ::Easy.:: Alonia crooned, just as she might to a fractious baby.  ::Keep your head facing shore, little one.  Look to your queen.::

      Panic.

      ::She can’t see.  The water blinds her.::  The old queen’s voice was calm.  Resolute.  ::My warriors come.  If you can help keep her on the surface for just a bit longer…::

      Alonia hoped Afran was still listening.  ::Where’s Lily?::  Oceana was the best teacher, but Lily knew how to teach a dragon to swim too.

      ::She’s gone to the village over the hills with Karis.::

      There was no one else.  The horrifying weight of that landed on Alonia’s shoulders—and then the need, stark and clear and unavoidable.  There was no one else.  A small, brave purple dragon would drown without her help.

      She felt a nose on her shoulder.  Trift.  ::Keep singing, sweetness.  She likes that.::

      Alonia hadn’t even realized she was doing it.  A lullaby. She added words to her song.  ::That’s it.  Just keep paddling your legs, back and forth.  You like the water.  It’s nice and cool in the hot sun.::

      Panic.  Scary water.

      ::I bet the skies felt big the first time you flew, didn’t they, sweet one?  But you spread your wings and showed them all just how strong you are.::

      Blurry glimpses of blue sky.  Exuberance.

      ::That’s right.  The water is just like that.  You know how to swim in the little water.  Now it’s time to swim like a great big dragon.::

      Confusion.

      ::Only our young ones swim.::  The old queen’s voice was hushed, but crystal clear.

      Alonia kept her eyes glued to the little dragon that was no longer in imminent danger of drowning.  ::Then you will be the best swimmer of your clan, tiny mighty one.::

      ::She is called Quira.::  Calm, still, but somehow Alonia could hear the gulping fear.  ::She will be our next queen.::

      Shock from the small one in the water.  Wide-eyed, stunned awe.  Acceptance.

      The little purple dragon hadn’t known.  She redoubled her efforts, paddling harder with her legs, sweeping her tail like a fish.

      Swimming admirably—and still moving farther away from shore.

      ::A current has her.::  Trift’s words were terse and worried.  ::I’ve seen boats caught in them.  She won’t swim free.::

      Alonia gulped.  Littles tired fast.  And for all the big, powerful dragons in this time she could see and feel and hear, there was only one way she could think of to save a hatchling queen of old.
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      Lovissa stood on the shore, her eyes still glued to the tiny head in the water—and rejoiced at the beating of wings behind her.

      “Where?”  Baret’s question was stark as her eyes scanned the water.  She hissed as she saw Quira bobbing in rolling waves far larger than the tiny dragon they carried.  “Jissian comes.  She has the best talent for picking.”

      It was a skill they trained to use in battle.  Plucking an elf from the ground—or his quiver of dragonkiller arrows.  Jissian was small and agile and loved Quira.  ::Have her be ready.::

      She felt Baret recoil.  ::She must go now.::

      ::No.::  Lovissa did not know why she hesitated.  The danger to Quira was grave, and Jissian’s first pass might miss.  But there was a place in every dragon queen, one of instinct and dreams and lineage, and hers was speaking very loudly.  ::It is not time yet.::

      ::I will go, then.::  Baret’s voice was implacable.  A dragon mother entirely unwilling to put a little at risk.  Jissian would follow the wishes of her queen.  Baret was old enough and stubborn enough that she might not.

      Lovissa took a small step forward.  Felt the water lapping over her claws.  For too long, she had not told her dragons the whole truth of her dreams.  Perhaps the dreams had decided to take matters into their own hands.  ::There is one who already helps her.  Come, put your feet in the water.::

      She could feel Baret’s scowl drilling into the scales on the back of her neck.  She did not repeat her instructions.  Queens were meant to be obeyed, and even her oldest friend needed to remember that.

      Baret hissed as her claws touched the water.  And then hissed again as a prelude to rage.

      Lovissa felt the fury of a warrior rising to do battle—with an elf standing in the forest of another time.  ::Use your eyes, Baret.  She stands in trees, and they don’t grow out there where Quira swims.::  If they did, the situation would not be nearly as dire.  ::You know I dream of the dragons to come.::

      Her friend still quivered with rage.  ::Yes.::

      ::The dragons of that time—they have made peace with the elves.  They have made kin bonds together.::

      Baret’s fire roared out over the water, a loss of control that had not happened for summers beyond reckoning.

      ::Look at the girl you see.  Look behind her.::

      The green dragon moved forward as if he could hear her words, fierceness in every scale.  Putting his body between his elf and Baret’s impending vengeance.

      Lovissa nodded her approval.  She had seen his fire.  He was a warrior to be respected, no matter his size or inclinations.  He might not name himself as such, but she would—and a queen’s words mattered.  ::He is kin with the one who teaches Quira to swim.::

      Baret’s eyes swung to the tiny purple head.  ::She’s swimming the wrong way.::

      ::There are currents.::  It shamed Lovissa that she had not understood those earlier.  The skies had currents too, sometimes fierce ones, and she had put the young ones at risk by not understanding everything that could be known about the water in which they played.  ::Swimming will not be enough.::

      ::Jissian must pick her.::  Baret’s stubbornness loomed again.

      ::No.::  Lovissa was not yet certain why she waited, but the part of her that spoke to the ashes demanded her patience.  She stared at the elf in the distance and her dragon.  She had seen them practice.  Seen them create immense statues out of rock with no more than a laugh and a thought—and seen them leave hatchlings buried under rocks they could not move.

      This hatchling was not a training exercise.  She was very real, and the entire future of dragonkind swam on her tiny shoulders.

      Lovissa held still, the instincts of a queen warring with every other part of her.  She could feel more dragons landing behind Baret, her guardians and those who served her cave.  The older younglings.  The breathless landings of those who would have been guarding the far perimeters, pulled away from their duties by their queen’s urgent call.

      A dozen dragons, maybe two.

      She held them all back with the sheer power of her will.

      Claws dipped into the water, following their queen’s silent, implacable directive.  Fury slammed everywhere as dragons saw one of their sworn enemy standing over the struggling, weakening body of the tiny one who would be queen.

      It went against every instinct she had to hold them back.

      Except for one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alonia could feel the panic building inside her, battered by the knowledge that the tiny dragon faltered, weary of fighting waves far too big.  But she could also feel conviction.  Certainty that made no sense because if magic wasn’t possible in the valley right here outside the village, it shouldn’t be possible in some ocean far away and through time that they couldn’t even see.

      She shuddered.  It wouldn’t work.  Her mind was playing awful tricks, wanting to be a hero because she would do anything she could to save a small dragon.  Kellan and Irin and Karis had all been exactly right, but none of that changed anything.  Their magic didn’t work like this.

      ::Work like how, beautiful?::  Trift’s voice in her head was gentle, but urgent.  ::What do you see?::

      ::It won’t work.::  She could hardly breathe with the bands tightening around her ribs, but still, she sent calm, wordless songs to the tiny swimming dragon.

      ::What won’t?::

      ::An island.::  A silly, goofy, impossible island right up under the hatchling’s feet.  An impossible fairy tale.

      ::Dragon shaped, of course.::  Trift sounded amused.  ::And purple, to match her pretty scales.::

      She wanted to scream.  He was making jokes as a hatchling floundered—and then she understood.  Their magic only worked in silliness.  They had to make this a game.

      She grimaced and jerked her eyebrows, hoping it looked at least a little bit like fluttering her eyelashes.  ::I think she would like that very much, kind sir.::

      ::We’ll have to make it a floating island, I think.  One that’s very fast so it can catch up with her in the current.::

      Her eyes tried to pop out of her head.  ::You want to make a rock island that can float and swim?::

      He snorted.  ::We made a flower out of a sword.::

      There was a thundering sound off in the distance, one that made her quail, even though she didn’t recognize it.  Then a single, sharp bellow made everything entirely silent.

      A calm voice carried to her ears from across water and time.  ::Quira’s favorite color is green.::

      Alonia’s eyes filled.  Of course it was.  She turned to her dragon, trusting the eyes that weren’t in her head to keep seeing the tiny dragon that mattered.  ::One floating island, covered in green dragon scales.::  Her grin was real this time.  ::I’ll imagine it.  You tell it where to land.::  He would understand currents better than she did.

      His green eyes met hers—and in them, she saw absolute faith.
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        * * *

      

      Lovissa felt the fear that had been holding her up burn away into awe as a massive shiny green rock rose out of the water.  It jutted up into the sky, a great mountain of a thing where a mountain should not be—and a flat edge, nearly even with the water, no more than two wingspans from where Quira bobbed.

      Her knees nearly buckled, but queens do not fall, even ones who have just done the will of the Dragon Star.

      She felt a presence at her side, leaning in.  Baret, shaking almost as hard as she was.  Offering her tremors to steady her queen.

      Lovissa took a long, hot breath and willed the small dragon in the water to do what she must do next.  The Star tested more than one youngling this day, and it would be the work of many nights and many dreams to recover from what it had cost to hold back her dragons and the beating of her own heart.

      Jissian lifted off the sand again, frantic to go rescue the exhausted swimmer.

      Lovissa kept her voice firm.  “No.  She is able.”

      “She’s barely more than a hatchling.”

      That was fierce rebellion from one who rarely bucked authority.  Lovissa kept her rebuke gentle.  “Your queen has spoken.”

      Baret still trembled at her side, but this was a test she would understand.  Queens must lead, and that didn’t come from size or age or temperament.  It came from courage and from will.

      Lovissa let her voice ring out over all gathered.  There were many secrets coming into the light this day, and this one was worthy of rejoicing.  “Quira hears dreams from the ashes.  In time, she will grow to be your queen.  Today, she will show that she is worthy.”  It was a test far graver than Lovissa would ever have devised, and it pained her deeply that the queens who had come before her believed it to be necessary.

      But the Dragon Star had spoken—and the ashes had agreed.

      She shook her head sternly, chasing away fear and awe.  That was for later.  For now, a purple-gray dragon swam for her life, and for the respect of those she would one day lead.

      Slowly, ever so frighteningly slowly, the distance between tiny dragon and impossible green mountain closed.  Lovissa winced as a stray wave knocked Quira head over scales—and then straightened in pride as a tiny tail whipped up and splashed the water right back.  A futile gesture, but one that put hope and life and faith into the heart of every dragon who watched her.

      She could hear the murmuring.  The churning in the water as every dragon on the shore swam their legs along with the one at sea.  She could feel, too, the incoming storm of Baraken’s dragons flying in from the north at speeds that would have them all falling over half-dead when they arrived.

      They would land just in time to honor their next queen.

      She raised her head as small claws finally made contact with hard rock.  Shuddered as those claws scrabbled, seeking purchase on a wet surface that looked nearly impossible to climb.  Hissed, along with the fire of two dozen dragons, as a purple ball of scales and tail tumbled back into the water.  And then laughed in desperate relief as a clearly annoyed dragonet thumped the water with her tail and neatly propelled herself onto dry land.

      Then, and only then, did Lovissa take her eyes off the small, purple-gray body.  She turned to Jissian and bowed her head.  “You may fetch the one who will one day be queen.”

      Jissian gulped, her wings shaking at the high honor.

      “Go.”  Lovissa added enough sternness to chase the young dragon into the sky.

      “One of her guardians?” Baret asked quietly.

      Lovissa nodded.  “I do believe so.”

      She let herself sink into that. To the new generation, already rising to face their destinies.

      ::Little punk.::

      Lovissa yanked herself back to the present at Baret’s fondly muttered words.  She watched in bemused surprise as Jissian circled a second time and Quira blew flames.

      She could hear the dragons on the beach.  Chuckling.  Cheering.  Offering Jissian tips she would never hear on how to make her charge behave.

      Then the small queen-to-be spread her wings out at the foot of a towering green rock, and the whole world hushed.

      One flap, two.

      A wild bugling began as a small purple dragon rose up over the green mountain, Jissian tucking in behind her like the guardian she would one day be.

      A yellow head appeared in the mists.  A dragon not of her time, but one she knew.  ::Raising that one will not be easy.::

      Lovissa allowed herself a single, heartfelt laugh.  ::Indeed.::

      ::You held your dragons back.::

      She met his eyes, barely visible in mists that did not exist.  ::I did.  They weren’t the ones meant to save her.::

      He nodded slowly.  ::It was a fine lesson.::

      It was indeed.  ::It was not one of my choosing.::

      He inclined his head again—and then he was gone.

      Lovissa contemplated the mysteries of the day for one last heartbeat.  Then she lifted her nose to the sky and bulged her gratitude and her relief and her celebration of a lineage that would not end with her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alonia felt her plump bottom hit the dirt.  Her face was next, as if her body no longer had any bones.

      Trift’s head landed beside hers, and all she could feel in their bond was tumbling, echoing, stunned relief.  It had worked.  They had made magic when it really, truly mattered.

      They had saved a dragon queen.
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      Alonia nestled in a little closer to Trift’s side.  The fire they were gathered around was warm, which was good.  Using magic across time apparently left you cold and very, very hungry.

      Karis squatted down by Trift’s nose with a bowl of fragrant stew.  “Afran says you’re weak yet and need to eat.”

      Her dragon snorted and didn’t move.  “I’m just sleepy, and Afran’s a worrywart.”

      “He is that.”  Karis chuckled.  “However, Inga would appreciate it very much if you would eat this so the fifteen dragons hovering outside her kitchen to make sure the two of you are taken care of can all go home.”

      Alonia grinned.  Saving the tiny dragon who would one day be queen had earned them some very special care and attention from the scaled inhabitants of their own village.  Elhen had sent down a packet of stew spices that had made Inga swoon, and it did smell awfully good.

      Karis held out her other hand.  “I’ve got a second bowl for you, youngling.  And Kellan will be coming with more bread as soon as it cools enough to touch.”

      “I’m here.”  Kellan sounded breathless, but she beamed as she crouched down and scratched Trift’s head.  “It’s not meat stew.  I made sure.  Root vegetables and lots of tomatoes, and Inga even found some dried mushrooms I didn’t know about.”

      Hiding mushrooms from Kellan was a hard job.  Alonia picked up a spoon and lifted what felt like a small boulder up to her mouth.  It tasted of the first juicy tomatoes of summer and lands far away.  Her tongue was hungry, even if the rest of her was almost too tired to sit up.

      “I’d send the two of you off to sleep,” Karis said quietly, “but I have it on good authority that the queen will be paying you a visit shortly.  She seems to be waiting for something, but Afran isn’t sure what.”

      Kellan pointed up at the sky.  “For her, maybe?”

      Alonia craned her head around to follow the direction of Kellan’s finger.  She knew that flying shape.  “Fendellen is here?”

      “Apparently.”  Karis sounded amused.  “Afran says Kis is rousing himself.  I think you’re about to be honored by the dragons.”

      On most days, that would be strange and exciting.  On this one, it meant she should probably stop using her dragon as a pillow and stand up, and that sounded far more challenging than usual.

      “Here.”  Irin’s gruff voice came from her other shoulder.

      She grasped the mug he thrust at her roughly and took a sniff.  It smelled strong, and not all that good.

      “Just drink it, missy.  Soldiers use it when they need a bit of extra energy.  Battles don’t end when the fighting is over.  This is the drink that gets you home again.”

      She took a sip and grimaced.  It tasted a lot worse than it smelled.

      “It doesn’t work on dragons, but if you stop pushing exhaustion down your kin bond, that will help him too.”  He looked up as a blast of air beat down on them and shook his head.  “She might be the next queen, but her flying manners haven’t improved any.”

      Alonia looked at Kellan and hid a grin.  Only Fendellen could behave badly and still have Irin smiling.

      The weapons master stood and hauled Alonia to her feet strongly enough that her arm nearly detached from her body.  Then he touched Trift’s shoulder far more gently.  “Up, youngling.  If you don’t, Fendellen’s likely to land on you by accident.”

      “Hush, old man.”  The ice-blue dragon who would one day be queen sounded amused.  “I only did that once.”

      Alonia grinned.  She didn’t know that story, and it was probably a good one.

      ::You’re feeling better.::  Trift still sounded as lazy as a turtle on a log on a summer afternoon.

      She took another sip from Irin’s mug and made a face.  It tasted like boiled boots, but it was helping to clear her head.  ::I just want to sleep, but they say we can’t leave quite yet.::

      A long silence on his part.  ::You really don’t know.::

      Her head still felt wrapped in goose down.  ::Know what?::

      He chuckled.  ::You remember when we had that talk about how we didn’t want to be heroes?::

      She made a face.  That still sounded like an excellent plan.

      ::Too late.::  Trift sounded amused and a little more awake.

      She stared at him.  ::People are just being nice.  They know we’re tired, so they’re keeping us warm and fed.::

      ::That’s the people.::  Trift worked his way to his feet, shaking the dust off his scales.  ::But I don’t think you understand yet how the dragons feel.::

      She stared at him.

      He stood at attention in a way she’d never seen him do before.  ::Look around, beautiful.::

      Slowly, with dawning realization, she turned her head.  There were dragons, three deep, all the way around them in a circle.

      When she got to Fendellen, the queen-to-be bowed her head respectfully.  “Formal thanks are yet to come, but as a hatchling who was once reckless and required more than one rescue, I offer you my particular gratitude.”

      Irin snorted across the circle.  “You’re still reckless, missy.”

      Fendellen snorted back.  “That might be, but these days, I don’t require rescuing.”

      “So speaks the hubris of youth,” said a wry voice from behind the circle.

      The dragons split, creating a pathway where one had not been moments before.  Alonia stared as Elhen made her stately way forward, flanked by guardians on either side.  They all looked shiny, like they’d been polished.

      ::They honor you.::  Kis’s mind voice was quiet, but it pushed on her to stand straighter.  She swallowed, suddenly very conscious of the dust on her skirt and on her dragon.

      Elhen cast Kis a wry look, and then she faced Trift.  “You need not ever worry about the brightness of your scales, youngling.  Tonight, your bravery sits on you very well indeed.  I am proud to claim you as mine.  You have earned the thanks of your queen.”

      Hot, awed embarrassment flowed down the kin bond.

      Alonia stood straighter, finally beginning to understand.

      The queen shifted her gaze to Alonia.  “We have long believed it is the very finest of the elves that we choose as our kin.  I have known of your sweet heart and your love of the forest and the wisdom you cultivate there, and I thought you a fine match for our Trift.  Today, you have proven your worth many times over.”

      Alonia nearly fell over from astonishment.  The pride flowing down the kin bond held her up.  She would not dishonor her dragon.

      Elhen cast her gaze slowly around the circle.  “There are those who would judge these two flighty, and perhaps overly indulgent in foolish pleasures.  Today, they used their magic, grown from pleasure and brightness, to save the tiny dragon who is grandmother to us all.”

      Alonia gasped as even more realization hit.  Lineage was something dragon queens took very seriously.

      “Yes.”  Elhen nodded her head more deeply than Alonia had ever seen.  “Quira is my grandmother’s grandmother back through twenty-three generations.  I do not know how the prophecy will finish or how the five will save all of dragonkind.  But everything in me believes you began that work today.”

      Alonia swallowed hard.  “Lovissa’s warriors were coming.  They would have saved her.”

      An odd light hit Elhen’s eyes.  “Perhaps.  But I believe it was meant to be you who did so.”

      Fendellen hissed out a soft, awed breath.

      Elhen turned to the ice-blue dragon, her eyebrow crests raised.  “You see it already, do you?”

      Fendellen looked instantly horrified.  “I have not seen it in dream. Only just now.”

      Elhen looked amused.  “Good.  I don’t believe either of us are ready for that just yet.”

      Something seemed to ease in all the dragons gathered.  Alonia was utterly clueless as to why.

      ::She speaks of her death.  When Fendellen will become queen.::  Trift was hushed.  Still.  Awed.  As wildly uncomfortable as she had ever felt him.

      Elhen’s gaze switched back to the two of them.  ::The one who will be queen after me sees as I see.  The Dragon Star has chosen.  The two of you are marked.::

      Alonia’s shaky legs promptly gave out.  She landed with an ignominious splat, no longer caring about the dust on her skirt.  Trift swayed where he stood, looking as unsteady as a sapling in a howling winter storm.

      “That can’t be true.”

      It took her a moment to realize it had been her voice doing the speaking.

      Elhen snorted.  “Do you doubt the word of a dragon queen?”

      Alonia knew better to answer that question.

      An ice-blue nose brushed her shoulder and then blew warm air over Trift’s neck crest.  “It is true.  There is a glow in you, and a sign on your foreheads that matches those of the first two pairs chosen.”

      Alonia searched the gathered crowd, suddenly desperate for her friends.  The circle parted again, and this time a peach-pink dragon streaked through.  She halted, nearly in Alonia’s lap, and gave Trift’s nose a long, wet lick.

      Her dragon finally came out of his dazed trance.  He looked at Lotus.  At Oceana, sticking her head out between two much larger dragons.  And turned a shade of green that looked entirely ready to be sick.

      She climbed to her feet and wrapped a firm arm around his neck.  ::This is just a strange dream, and we’ll wake up in the morning.::

      ::I’m pretty sure this isn’t because we ate too many nut pods.::  Trift’s voice got stronger as he spoke.  More like the dragon she knew.

      “I can see it.”

      Alonia turned.  Sapphire stood two steps away, staring at her forehead.  “I can’t see Lily’s or Lotus’s or Oceana’s or mine if I look at myself in the water, but I can see yours.”

      “Theirs are very bright.”  Elhen’s tone allowed for no doubt.  “I do believe the Dragon Star is pleased with the two of them.”

      Somehow, hearing it from Sapphire got the words through in a way that no dragon queen ever could.  Alonia felt herself swaying, one tiny puff of wind away from falling over again.

      Sapphire turned to Elhen.  “Why did it wait?  The rest of us were marked when we made our kin bonds.”

      Elhen nodded regally.  “Your wisdom is growing, little one.  You do your dragon proud.”  She turned to Alonia and Trift.  “These two bring much lightness and joy and silliness to the world, but they did not take themselves seriously.  It is my belief that the Dragon Star waited until the moment they did.”

      Alonia felt like her right to be silly and happy and light was draining out through the mark on her forehead.

      A metal flower landed on the dirt at her feet.  She stared at it, and then stared at the man who had thrown it.

      Irin glowered.  “I knew there was a reason I was keeping this darn thing.”

      Alonia gaped.  He was interrupting a queen and making no sense.

      “Keep it.”  He nodded down at the flower.  “Hang it on the wall of your rondo and use it to remember who you are.”

      She shook her head slowly.  “You don’t like it when we’re silly.”

      He snorted.  “I don’t like it when you leave a weapon lying at your feet.  You knew the power of your foolishness, but not of your own strength.  You needed to grasp both, missy.”  His stare got darker still.  “I’ll make the lessons as hard as I need to for you to keep holding on to both.”

      Alonia blinked hard, several times, trying to make any sense at all of his words—but only one thought managed to untangle itself.  “You’re going to teach us to be silly?”

      He snorted.  “You’re quite capable of keeping that weapon honed without any help from me.  My job is to make sure you remember it’s not your only one.”

      Trift leaned into her shoulder.

      Alonia just smiled and remembered the words of someone far smaller.

      They’d just finished one of their extraordinary days.  Tomorrow, they would wake up a dragon and an elf, and no matter what might be on their foreheads, most days they were going to work really hard at being entirely ordinary.

      Her dragon chuckled quietly in her head.  ::Does this mean we get to make more flying nut pods?::

      She turned and giggled into his shoulder.  ::Yes.::
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      Lovissa paused on the cliffs, collecting herself after the flight she had finally been able to make, although the landing had been rather crotchety.  The small purple-gray dragon who had been her companion in the sky had set her feet on the ground and barely stirred the dust.  A regal landing for one so young yet.

      Quira had taken well to the news that she would one day be queen.  The vision of her flying up into the sky, a great green-scaled mountain at her back and a fractious ocean at her feet, was one that Lovissa intended to add to the ashes.  It was a momentous beginning, a little one who had applied will to exhaustion and emerged victorious.  She looked down at the small head turning this way and that.  ::I first came here when I was much older than you.::

      Quira nodded solemnly.  ::You bring me because it’s dangerous.  Because the ashes must know me in case an arrow finds your heart.::

      Someone had prepared her well.  Baret, most likely.  Baraken would not wish to speak of such things to one so young.  ::Yes.  In times of war, protecting our lineage is the queen’s highest calling.::

      ::The elves do not fight.  They gather and they travel far in search of food.::

      Small ears had been listening around the fires.  ::They will fight again.  They are elves.::  Even as she said it, Lovissa sighed.

      Quira looked at her curiously.  ::An elf saved me.::

      That was dangerous thinking—and perhaps utterly necessary.  ::An elf kin-bonded to a dragon.  The elves of our time have no such loyalties.::

      The small purple-gray head tilted.  Thinking.  ::I will be careful.::

      Care would likely not be enough.  Dragon queens in a time of war did not tend to grow old enough to have poor landings.  ::Come.  The ashes await us.::

      She walked slowly, giving short legs time to travel the distance and a small, astonished face time to view the immense beauty of the cave and the large bowl of ashes in the center.  Lovissa breathed deeply, knowing she shared the air of every dragon queen who had ever walked into the presence of the ashes.  It was both a heavy thought and a comforting one.

      She was not the first.  She would not be the last.

      Quira stopped as they grew nearer, and Lovissa shook her head ruefully.  The small one was so tiny she could not yet see over the edge of the bowl.  Even in a moment of such import, the ordinary could not be forgotten.  She had not missed the words of a queen from another time—or the elf warrior that queen respected.

      The ordinary was needed as balance to the heroic.

      She nodded her head.  ::Come.  There is a flat rock on the far side that will make a fine ledge for you to see from.::

      Quira scampered around the bowl, heedless now of her regal bearing.  Lovissa tucked her amusement away.  The little one had done well to be serious for even a few moments.  She gave a push up onto the rock ledge with her nose.  It would not do for flapping wings to dislodge the ashes.

      She turned to face the bowl, assembling herself into the stance of a queen.  Quira straightened on the rock, taking her cues from the larger dragon.  Lovissa took note, well pleased.  The little one learned quickly and well.  She would not be nearly such a trial to her elders as the previous queen had been in her youth.  She inclined her head enough to catch the small one’s attention.  ::You may blow the first breath of fire.  Gently, and aim for the middle of the bowl.  We wish to let the queens know we are here.::

      Quira trembled, but she blew a very respectable stream of fire, well controlled and placed exactly in the center.  Lovissa blew a traveling circle of flame behind her.  Fancier than was needed, but this moment deserved to be recorded in the ashes.  They had come far too close to losing the tiny dragon to the fearsome waters.

      Runes lit as her fire traveled, and Quira’s gasp echoed through the cave.  Lovissa held herself still as her tiny companion quivered in delighted awe.  So had she done on her first visit to the bowl, and she had been far older than Quira.

      Ghostly Temar appeared first, her huge form overwhelming the bowl.

      Quira shivered, eyes wide, but she met the gaze of the first queen.

      Lovissa bowed her head.  ::I bring you Quira, who will be queen after me.  The line continues.::

      The great green dragon blew smoke out her nostrils.  ::She’s a tiny thing.::

      Lovissa could not help but be amused as Quira bristled.  ::So are most barely beyond their hatchling time.  Her bravery is not small, nor her wisdom.::

      Quira subsided, her eyes wide again.

      ::Very well.::  Temar stepped out of the bowl and took a position across from them.  ::Call the others.::

      That was an honor rarely granted the living.  Lovissa blew fire again.  They watched together as the next queens rose.  Elegant Citrin, and then tiny Alfalia—the smallest queen ever, and one of the most fondly remembered.  Then came the pearly scales of Oberon, and Timosa with her kind eyes and spiky, ridged tail.

      Lovissa named each as they rose, for herself and for the young, motionless dragon beside her.  Quira needed no words to be still now.  The parade of ghost dragons was more than enough.  The arrival of Arisen, and the end of the line, caught Lovissa’s breath.  One day, Quira would watch another dragon rise after Arisen’s rosy scales.

      ::That time is not yet, daughter.::  Arisen spoke with the same impatience as in life, but her eyes were gentle.  She turned her head to study Quira.  ::Ah.  Elym’s granddaughter, yes?::

      Quira gulped and nodded, wordless.

      ::You would do well to learn her courage.  And her knack for finding the first berries of spring.::

      Clearly, Quira had never expected a ghostly queen to know of such things.  Her eyes got even bigger, a state Lovissa was not sure could continue without causing the little one permanent harm.

      Arisen moved into her place in the circle of dragons.  When she had settled, it was Temar who spoke.  ::We welcome the newest of our line.  She will lead the dragons into a time of much change.::

      Lovissa’s heart clenched.  She knew of the doom coming for dragonkind—and of those who raced to save them.  ::There is a third now, chosen of the Dragon Star.::

      Temar looked amused.  ::We are aware.::

      Quira’s high voice rang into the cave.  “They saved me from the waters.”

      ::You saved yourself, young one.  It was well done.::

      Quira’s chest puffed with pride.

      Temar looked at the small purple-gray dragon and then at Lovissa.  ::She does not fear the elves as you do.  We believe that is the way the future must go.  It is time to stop the fighting.  Fight only to defend.  Let the elves know you mean to live in peace.::

      Lovissa stared.  She would not wish a war on any wings, much less those as small as Quira’s, but there were realities.  ::They will swarm us.::

      Arisen, who had also fought the elves, snorted.  ::You will not let them.::

      That was impossible.  Offensives were their most potent weapon.

      ::They have served their purpose.::  Temar’s words were quiet, but firm.  ::Now it is time to broker a peace.::

      Lovissa gaped at the fierce warrior, the one who had established Dragonveld and the first true era of peace for dragonkind.  She swallowed.  Pride did not belong here, not when one was still standing knee-deep in ignorance.  ::I do not know how.::

      A quiet rumble started—and grew louder.  An entire circle of dragon queens, gently laughing.

      Or perhaps rejoicing.

      Temar inclined her chin.  ::The young one knows.::

      Lovissa turned her head, heavy with astonishment, and regarded the small dragon beside her.  The one who no longer looked awed or overwhelmed at all.

      Arisen snorted.  ::Speak, small one.  When your words are wise, there is no need to keep them to yourself.::

      Lovissa flashed her old queen a look of amusement.  Younglings rarely needed encouragement to speak.

      “We should leave them a gift.”  Quira’s voice rang hatchling high and bright and queen strong.  She turned to face Lovissa.  “The scouts say the elves are hungry.  That their lands are too dry and they will need food for their babies in the winter.”

      Lovissa’s heart stuttered.

      Quira held her head a little higher.  “I am a good hunter.  Baret says so.  I could give them some of my rabbits.”

      A future queen, offering to share food with her sworn enemy.

      Lovissa stared as the very air around her seemed to stand witness to the small dragon’s words.  She had thought it a great kindness simply to refrain from attacking the elves in their weakness.  But Quira spoke sense.

      The kind that could only come from a heart not yet entirely full of hate.
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      We appreciate you reading!

      As you might have guessed, there are more Dragon Kin books on the way.  The next one features… well, we can’t tell you, but her name begins with Fendellen. ;)  To hear about the next release, head to audreyfayewrites.com and sign up for the New Releases email list.  You can also find Audrey on Facebook.

      If you’re a reader who likes to graze widely, you might enjoy some of Audrey’s other books while you wait.  There’s everything from spacefaring singers to assassins and mermaids.

      Shae & Audrey
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