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      Dragons don’t panic.  That was Kellan’s first—and only—thought as she woke up to scales-and-tails-filled chaos.

      It wasn’t the usual dragon making a mess of her bedroom, or at least not only Lotus.  Sapphire shrank back into a corner, eyes wide, as Oceana screeched and leaped around the room like her tail was on fire, and Lotus doubled the bedlam.

      “What’s going on?”  Kellan yelled in a valiant attempt to be heard.

      Sapphire shrugged, and then ducked and yelped as Oceana ran up her side and leaped off her shoulder.  “No idea.  Lotus doesn’t know either.  She’s just reacting to whatever Oceana is trying to tell us.”

      Kellan looked around desperately for water, the only way Oceana could communicate, but her mug from the night before was dry.  “I’ll go get Karis.”

      “Get everyone.”  Lily stood in the open doorway, eyes wide and full of terror.  “There’s a big wave coming, and it’s going to wash us all away.”

      Kellan stared.  They were a long way from the ocean.

      “Not us.”  Karis was suddenly in the middle of the chaos, helping Lily contain her rampaging dragon.  “Trift is seeing it too.  He says the land doesn’t match here.”

      Lily somehow got her arms around Oceana.

      Kellan bolted for the door, very sure it was safer in the fresh morning sun.  She nearly ran into Alonia, red-cheeked and gasping for air.  “Good.  You’re all awake.  Trift says something really bad is going to happen, but not here.  The land will split in two.”

      A large hand clamped down on both their shoulders.  “Where is Trift?”

      Alonia gazed up at Irin, shell-shocked and mute.

      The weapons master shook her a little.  “He’s the only dragon who’s seen whatever this is, or at least the only one who can talk clearly.”

      “He’s not.”

      Kellan gaped at the sky as Fendellen and Jae winged in for a landing.  Jae looked as pale as her feathers, and the dragon who would one day be queen exuded a fierce, crackling energy.  Lightning wearing scales.

      Irin nodded at her shortly.  “All those marked are seeing it, then.”

      Sapphire frowned.  “Not me.”

      “Just the dragons.”  Fendellen’s eyes snapped to Lotus.  “Be still, youngling.”

      The peach-pink dragon froze, along with half the elves and humans in earshot.

      Oceana trembled into Lily’s chest.

      Kellan looked around.  Alonia’s dragon was notably absent.

      The blonde elf straightened.  “He went to warn the dragons on the cliffs.”

      Kellan stared.  It had to be really bad if Trift was flying.

      “Elhen dreams.”  Fendellen’s words sliced through the air.  “Her guardians watch her.  She will not be disturbed until she wakes.”

      Kellan gulped.  Dragon queens didn’t have ordinary dreams.

      “She will know more soon.  Until then, let’s piece together what we do know.”  Karis nodded at the nearby rain barrel.  “Let’s hear from Oceana.  Afran says Trift is on his way back to the village.”

      Kellan wondered if she should get some bowls of stew or start more bread.

      Karis caught her eye and shook her head.  “Preparations can wait until we know what comes for us.”

      That made sense, but standing around while urgency snapped in the air was a hard task.  Kellan tried to quiet her mind.  She wouldn’t help anyone by bouncing around like a jumping bean.

      Lily set her dragon down on the rain barrel and stuck her hand in the water none too gently.  An ice-blue tail settled in next, and after a quick exchange of glances with Irin, Karis added her hand too.

      Kellan watched as all four of them, dragons and elves, turned sheet white.

      “A huge wall of water.”  Karis sounded like she was talking from the depths of a dusty cave.  “It blocks the sun and stretches as far as the eye can see.”

      “A wave of death.”  Irin didn’t look like a ghost, but his voice had edges in it that were like shards of ice.  “They can wipe out a whole village in seconds.”

      “It’s not here.”  Fendellen was absolutely still, focusing on Oceana like the small green-blue dragon held the secrets of the ages in her scales.  “That isn’t our land.”

      Karis frowned.  “I don’t see land.”

      Fendellen shuddered, but her tail stayed in the water.  “I see some of what Trift sees too.  He sees the land.  The moving under the land.”

      Alonia turned.  “He’s coming.”  Tears sprang into her eyes.  “He’s still really scared.”

      Kellan moved to her friend’s side, trying to offer comfort in the face of calamity she couldn’t see.  Karis took her hand out of the water and flanked Alonia’s other side.

      Trift landed with an ungainly thud no one even noticed.  His eyes went first to his kin, and then to Fendellen.  “Can you see it?”

      “Only dimly.”  An ice-blue nose reached out to a green one.  “I know that the land splits, rises up as mountains, and then vanishes.”

      Kellan felt her body sway.  The dragons were seeing the end of the world.

      A huge black nose steadied her.  Afran, somehow finding a place to put his bulk between the rondos.  His eyes gazed at Trift, two deep pools of stern kindness.  “Can you tell where it is?”

      “Not here.”  Trift shuddered.  “Far away.  I think.”  His eyes turned bleak.  “I don’t know.”

      ::I do.::

      Kellan spun, gaping in awe as a translucent white dragon flew over the kitchen rondo and glided in for a landing far more graceful than Trift’s.  Elhen gathered in her wings as her eyes met those of every dragon.  ::The dreams came to those of you who are marked.  The four pairs of prophecy.::

      Understanding dawned for Kellan—and with it, sheer terror.  Those people and dragons were her closest friends.

      She somehow felt Elhen’s presence gently steadying her even as the dragon queen looked elsewhere.  ::It is not this time that you see.  It is the threat coming for the dragons of old.::

      Chaos erupted again, words and wings and panic flung like lightning bolts.

      One look from Elhen and it all stopped.  ::I have seen what must happen next.  But first, we must be sure.::

      Kellan blinked.

      Elhen looked at Oceana and then at Trift, her eyes gentle and entirely regal.  ::We must go talk to the queen of old.  We must show her what it is that you see.::

      Trift looked horrified, but nodded slightly, Alonia’s arms wrapped tight around his neck.

      Oceana just buried her head in Lily’s dress.

      Kellan gulped.  Oceana ran away sometimes, or at least her mind did—and if the dragons of old were in danger, they needed to send a message to the queen on the other side of the waters.  She cleared her throat and took two steps closer to Lily and her dragon.  “I know where I might have put away a couple of the apple tarts from yesterday.”

      Nothing.  Oceana’s head stayed right where it was.

      Kellan felt like the most foolish elf of all time, trying to save dragonkind of old with apple tarts.  She had the wild thought that berry ones would work better, but it was still early spring.  There wouldn’t be fresh berries for several moons yet.  “I could go get those while you help Elhen talk to Queen Lovissa.”

      “That’s an excellent idea.”  Karis gave her an approving nod.  “We’ll go to the warm pool.  That connects well enough.”

      It did if Oceana was willing.  And if the queen of the old dragons knew to come to the waters.  And if the big wave of water wasn’t already raising mountains and making lands disappear.

      Kellan heard a quiet whimper and recognized it as her own.  She clamped her lips together.  The last thing anyone needed was a small elf being weak instead of helpful.

      ::You are anything but weak.::  A gentle nudge from the enormous nose at her back.  ::Go get the tarts, youngling.  Those were an inspired idea.::

      Tarts were no weapon to fight disaster, but Kellan’s feet flew anyway.  Oceana was old and distant and sometimes hard to understand, but she was like a hatchling when it came to yummy treats.

      And Kellan knew better than anyone not to underestimate weapons just because they were small.
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        * * *

      

      Lovissa shuddered as she landed on the water’s edge, yanked again from dream as she had been at midwinter.  

      It was obvious now that had only been faint warning.  Terror clanged in her ribs, a clarion call to battle against an enemy she couldn’t see.  She thrust her tail in the water, heedless of the cold or the slimy discomfort of being wet.  Those were small things, insignificant things.

      She could already hear the white queen calling.

      Air and mist shimmered in the early dawn light, and the shape of the translucent white dragon came into being.

      Lovissa dropped her chin.  Even in times of battle, it was right to offer respect to your allies.

      ::We have seen a vision.::  The old queen went right to the point, which chilled Lovissa’s blood.  That wasn’t the way of a queen—it was the way of a warrior.  ::It came to four dragons.  All those who are marked.::

      Four.  Not five.  It disturbed Lovissa greatly that already, they diverged from prophecy.  Perhaps they had missed one.

      ::Or perhaps one yet comes.::  Careful words, not quite chiding.  ::We must face what we know.::

      Fire snapped in Lovissa’s eyes.  She had fought more battles than Elhen would think possible.  She should not have needed such a reminder.  ::My apologies.  Please, tell me what your dragons have seen.::

      ::I would have them share with you directly.::  Elhen dropped her head slightly, and two more dragons came into view, the one of bright green scales that matched the moss in the forest in spring, and the small blue-green dragon who loved water.

      Lovissa bowed her head again.  ::Oceana.  Trift.  You do me honor.::  They did her no such thing, staring beyond her as if she barely existed, but she could feel their trembling.  She had seen fierce warriors rendered such.  What they had seen must be truly awful.  She girded herself.  ::Show me what I must know to save my dragons.::

      The green dragon steadied a little, but it was Oceana’s mind she saw first—and what lived there nearly drove Lovissa to her knees.  A wall of water, taller than a high mountain.  Or so it seemed.  There was nothing to measure the height.  Just racing, looming, overwhelming dread.

      ::It comes second.::  The green dragon spoke as if he dragged his words through frozen mud.  ::This is what comes before it.::

      Lovissa thought she was ready.  She had been warned by the ashes that the Veld would not survive, that her dragons would have to leave.

      Watching it die nearly took her heart with it.

      The old, wise queen on the other side of the water did not avert her eyes.  She stood, proud and fierce, a witness to Lovissa’s struggle to find her breath.  ::It is your lands.::

      ::Yes.::  The single word was all Lovissa could form in the rising terror.  And then two more thrust themselves through her chasming fear.  ::How long?::

      ::Not long.::  The green dragon’s eyes were bleak.  ::Not yet, but not long.  Days, perhaps.::

      Lovissa had faced impossible battles before—and she had won them.  She tried to find some of the brash and fierce and indefatigable warrior she had once been.  Lifting her head.  Bracing her wings.

      ::You must tell the elves.::  A face that was not a dragon this time.  The one who was kin to Trift.  ::They must move away from the mountains or they will die.::

      Lovissa closed her eyes.  It was impossibly hard to think of her sworn enemies in this moment, but queens were born to do impossible things.  She let herself see the terror in Trift’s sending again.  The Veld lay in a low valley between two mountain ranges.  The elf clans lived on the outer slopes of those mountains.  Beyond were lands vast and flat—and higher than the valley.

      Which was why the wall of water was going to wash through the Veld and split the lands in two.

      The Veld would still exist.  It would go on, but it would not be the home of the dragons any longer.  It would feed the creatures who lived under the water, instead.

      Her heart strained, cracking under the weight of her grief.

      ::Think to your dragons.::  Elhen’s words were quiet and merciless.  ::Think to the ones who come after you.::

      Quira.  Lovissa flung her last desperate shreds of courage around a small purple-gray body nowhere near large enough to handle such a burden.  The ashes had not spoken only of demise.  They had spoken of upheaval and change—and new lands.  Lovissa’s eyes shot to the queen across the water.

      Elhen nodded once.  ::We will come.::

      The four of prophecy.  Missing the fifth.

      It would have to do.  Lovissa dug ruthlessly for the strength that ran in the blood of all queens.  The will of her ancestors.  The reason a queen was able to take on burdens that would crush a single dragon.  ::We will be ready.::

      For what, she had no idea.

      She only knew it was a promise she would, if necessary, give her life to keep.
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      Kellan plopped down on a picnic blanket next to her four closest friends.  Fear lived in all their eyes, but they were doing their very best to hide it.  She set down the tray of treats she had ruthlessly commandeered from the kitchen.  Inga had said not a word, and there were tasty bits and pieces on the tray Kellan knew she hadn’t put there.

      There were others, but not many.  Afran had quietly, sternly herded the people and dragons who were currently gathering in the flat area below Elhen’s cave.  It was crisp yet, the snow barely melted, but the dragons sunned themselves on these rocks for a reason.

      Kellan cuddled into her cloak, knowing the cold she felt came more from the fear in her belly than the winds at her back.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, very grateful she was just a small, useful elf who could cook and organize instead of a dragon who could see visions of watery walls of death and land folding in on itself.

      Karis lay down a blanket right next to them, Irin already heading over from where he had been speaking with Kis.  It made Kellan feel better to see them.  The eight who were marked seemed like so very little to throw against the fury of the earth itself.  It was good to know they had elves and dragons of wisdom and power to support them.

      And ones who could cook, too.

      She was not mighty, but she would offer whatever she was able.

      Irin nodded at her, approval in his eyes, as if he had heard her thoughts.  Then he shot a pointed look at the tray of food in front of her.

      Right.  Elves who weren’t marked by dragon stars needed to make sure the rest ate.  She started putting favorites on plates, knowing her friends were far too distracted to fend for themselves.  She added morsels for their dragons too.  Oceana huddled under Lily’s skirts.  Lotus lay solemn and quiet, her head in Sapphire’s lap.  Trift curled around Alonia on a round rock a small distance from the blanket, and Fendellen stood tall and proud, Jae at her shoulder.

      Those two looked like queen and kin.  The rest of them looked like scared little bunnies, which was exactly the way Kellan felt.

      ::Everyone feels the fear, youngling.::  Afran’s tones were quiet in her head.  ::Some just have more practice in not showing it.::

      Kellan looked up as the enormous dragon settled behind Karis in a shallow dip made to fit his bulk.  It soothed her to have him here.  He might not be her dragon, but he had steadied her that morning, and he was sharing words in her head far more freely than he usually did.

      She reached for the treats on her own plate and held up a meat pie.

      She thought he might protest, but he didn’t.  His dark head glided in and picked up the pastry so nimbly she barely felt it.  ::Thank you.::

      In those two words, she finally felt his fear—and his courage.  The ice in her belly tried to grow, but she refused to let it.  If she could offer nothing more than meat pies and a lack of trembling, those were what she would offer.  ::I can get you more.::

      ::One is enough.::  Something flashed in his eyes.  ::Elhen comes, and she wants you here.::

      Kellan’s heart stuttered and steadied again.  There was a journey ahead, and she was an elf with a good head for logistics, something her friends struggled with at the best of times, never mind when their insides felt like swamp ooze.  ::I will do everything I can to help.::

      A gentle brush, and then he was gone, his attention turned to the cliffs.

      Kellan watched in shock as the elderly dragon queen flew for the second time that day, gliding down from the cliffs like one making a nonchalant visit to a sunning rock.  Her guardians flanked her, although Kellan was pretty sure even they couldn’t keep a falling queen from bruises if Elhen’s wings failed her.  It seemed that wasn’t going to happen, though.

      They all had different ways of holding steady.

      The queen didn’t make them wait.  She settled into place on her rock and pinned them all with a calm, regal gaze.  “I did not receive the same dream as those of you who are marked.  Yours showed what will come for the dragons of old.  Mine showed what we must do to begin to save them.”

      Kellan’s spine snapped straight, and so did that of every elf, human, and dragon on the rocks.

      ::I know the prophecy speaks of five.::  Elhen paused, but there was not a whisper of uncertainty in her.  ::But my dreams did not.  They spoke of seven.  Seven who will stay, and seven who will go.::

      Kellan’s mind, so very handy at logistics, frantically started counting—and came up blank.  She could see the bewilderment on the faces around her.  No one knew what the queen meant.

      ::I saw only two visions of what comes next, but I saw them very clearly.  First, I saw the seven on the shore.::  She nodded at three dragons, each in turn.  ::Our finest warrior, our dragon of earth magics, and our speaker through the waters.  The three of you and each of your kin.::  She paused again.  ::I will be the seventh.::

      Kellan’s brain scrambled to find comfort in the details.  They made sense.  The dragons of old were far away, and clearly Trift and Oceana couldn’t fly that far.  Neither could their kin.  Kis and Irin might be a surprise if you believed in prophecies, but Kellan thought they were a very good choice.  As was Elhen.  Her body might be tired, but her will was fierce.

      ::Thank you, youngling.::  The queen sounded amused.  ::I’m glad you approve.::

      Kellan’s cheeks flushed fiery red.

      Elhen gave her one last look, eyes glinting, and then gazed into the eyes of each of the six she had named.  ::We are the seven who will wait.  The seven who, I believe, will help bring the others home, but that is only speculation.  The visions told me nothing beyond how we must start.::

      A great yellow head nodded.  ::Battle plans rarely last longer than the beginning of the battle.  It is enough to know that we must be ready.::

      A queen’s regal gaze, with more than a hint of fondness.  ::You were born ready, old man, and one day, you will die that way too.  It will be good to stand at your side.::

      It would be good for Kellan’s friends, too.  Lily was tough and Sapphire was brave and their dragons were wonderful, but none of them had ever faced anything like this.

      There was a long silence—and then Fendellen spoke.  ::You had two visions.::

      ::Yes.::  Elhen scanned the gathered faces again.  ::There are seven who will stay—and there are seven who will go.  Our bravest flier, our wisest dragon, and the one who will be queen after me.  Those three and their kin.::  She paused, and her gaze shifted one last time.  ::And you, young Kellan.  You will be the seventh.::

      Everything inside Kellan’s head turned to oatmeal mush.

      She shook her head.  “That can’t be right.  I don’t have a dragon.”

      “Queens are rarely mistaken.”  Elhen spoke briskly.  “You will fly with Afran and Karis.  You’re such a tiny thing that you won’t affect his flight overmuch.”

      Logistics were beyond the grasp of Kellan’s dazed mind.  Always, she had been the one not chosen.  She had no idea how to be in this moment.

      ::As you would be in any other.::  Afran, his low rumble helping her head find some order again.  ::You do the first thing that is needed, and then the next one.::

      Kellan shook like a puppy shedding water.  This truly couldn’t be right.  She looked over at Elhen, far too respectful to accuse a dragon queen of being ancient and short-sighted, but needing to ask anyhow.  “Are you sure?”

      “Quite,” Elhen said dryly.  “I am not so far gone that I can’t tell one elf from another, youngling.  And you do yourself little credit with your question.  I find you a creditable and interesting choice for the journey.  You fly into a dragonkind that has known only war with the elves—and I have never known a dragon you cannot befriend.”

      Kellan blinked.  

      Elhen exchanged a glance with Fendellen, and then her piercing eyes were pointed back at Kellan.  “There is also another possibility.”

      Alonia hissed in a breath.

      Elhen nodded as the round blonde elf clapped a hand over her mouth.  “You’re quite right.  Kellan has waited long for a dragon, and we have all wondered why she has not formed a bond with one.  Perhaps the answer lies across the water.”

      The few, ragtag parts of Kellan’s brain that had managed to arrange themselves in some semblance of order promptly tumbled off the edge of a cliff into chaos again.  And then horror hit.  She might have a dragon.  In a land that was about to cease to exist.

      She was on her feet before that thought finished forming.  “We have to go.  Now.”

      “Soon.”  The queen dropped her chin.  “First, you must ready yourself.”

      “Ready for what?”  Sapphire sounded as agitated as Kellan had ever heard her.  “And to go where?”

      “We don’t know.”  Karis had also stood, although she looked far less panicked than her students.  She glanced at Elhen.

      The queen dropped her chin again.  ::You know all that I know.  I was not granted the sight of where you go or what you will do when you get there.  I trust the star has chosen wisely.::

      Fendellen stepped forward.  A small step, but big enough to pull all eyes her way.  “We must trust that we were picked for a reason.”

      Kellan had spent far too much of her life not being picked to take that on faith.  She would leave that to the others.  Her job was simple.  To get them ready.  “We’ll need food.  Provisions and a way to carry them.”

      ::Not so many, I think.::  Fendellen’s voice was quiet as she glanced at Afran.

      The enormous dragon nodded.  ::We fly.  We know only the direction, and that it will be a very long flight.  It is best that we travel light.::

      An extra elf wasn’t light.  Kellan gulped.  She remembered the fliers, back when Sapphire and Lotus first bonded, heading out over the ocean, following a star map seen in dream.  Coming back exhausted with tales of endless water and nothing else.  “I’ll be too heavy.”  They could take a lot of food and water in her place.  “I’ll stay with the others.”

      Three sets of dragon eyebrows raised in unison.  Translucent white, ice blue, and yellow gold.

      Kellan gulped.

      Karis chuckled.  “I don’t think they agree with you.”

      ::Indeed.::  Afran’s look was even more daunting than the first three had been.  ::The dreams of a queen aren’t to be taken lightly.::

      Something inside Kellan deflated—and then turned into a small, bright fire instead.  There was no time for dithering.  She had been chosen.  And they needed to go.  She raised her chin and looked at the ice-blue dragon who would lead them.  “When do we leave?”

      Fendellen turned her head slowly, meeting six pairs of eyes.  “We will eat.  Then we will pack what things we need.  We lift our wings as the sun peaks in the sky.”

      That felt right, somewhere deep inside Kellan.

      “Pack and eat.”  All heads swiveled back to the queen.  “And then I will require a few more moments of your time before you go.”

      Kellan didn’t take time to think about why.  Her feet were already heading for the kitchens as fast as they could go.

      She had dragons to feed.
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      Lovissa landed on the cliff, a little breathless from the fast flight.  There had been much going on when Quira had rushed into her cave.  She had been huddled with her most trusted and steady few, buffering their shock and rallying to ready the dragons for the end of the world as they knew it.

      Baraken had taken it hardest.  He could not fight an enemy they could not see.

      Perhaps the ashes would know when the wall of watery death would arrive.  Lovissa looked over at the small and solemn dragon on the cliffs beside her.  Quira had marched into a meeting of the highest urgency and calmly insisted that the queen listen.  The ashes were calling.

      They had been—and a queen overwhelmed by the fury and grief of those around her had not heard them.  She bowed her head to the small one at her side and said the words she had not dared say while surrounded by barely controlled panic.  “It is good that you heard the queens calling.  Thank you.”

      Quira’s dark eyes met hers.  “There’s something bad happening.”

      It wasn’t a question.  “Yes.  We will tell everyone soon.”

      “You had to talk with the dragons who know how to stay smart and calm first.”

      Apparently, she had excluded one of their number.  Just as Fendellen had looked into the eyes of her kin and seen readiness, so now Lovissa saw a dragon that might be small in stature, but who turned to face whatever came.  She took a deep breath and honored that brave steadiness.  “The earth is going to move and shake and send waters to hide the Veld forever.”

      A small purple-gray body that should never have to hear such news trembled.  “When?”

      The first question every time she had spoken the awful news.  “We do not know.  It is the dragons to come who have seen this fate.”

      “The Chosen.”  Quira sounded awed.  “They come?”

      Lovissa did not mention that there were not yet the five of prophecy.  “Yes.  But we must also be ready to save ourselves.”  She turned to face the cave opening in front of them.  “The ashes call us.  Let us hear what they have to say.”

      Three steps into the cave and she froze, her feet glued to the rocks in shock.  The ashes flamed already, and gathered around the enormous bowl, the ghostly queens.  Temar, the first, turned their way and nodded calmly.  “Come.  A wondrous thing happens this day, and it has been given to us to watch.”

      Command unglued Lovissa’s feet.  And curiosity.  And fear.  They did not have time for wondrous.  “A wall of death comes toward us.”

      Alfalia this time, her eyes unfathomably sad.  “We know.”

      It was Lovissa’s turn to ask the only question that mattered.  “Do you know when?”

      Alfalia, not much bigger than Quira, shook her head.  “We do not.”

      She should go back.  Lovissa could feel the demands in her blood nearly pulling her apart.

      “Come.”  Arisen, stern and unyielding.  “Today is a day for fear, but it is also a day for hope.  Do not lose sight of either, daughter.  Come watch.”

      She could not fight the pull of every queen who had come before her.  Nor did she want to.  Right now, all she had to offer her dragons were dreams of destruction.  Perhaps the ashes would give her more.

      Perhaps they would offer hope.
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        * * *

      

      It was so strange to be one of those leaving.  Kellan took the neat bedroll Lily handed her and resisted the urge to unroll it and double-check the contents.  Lily knew plenty about camping, and Ana and Karis had eyes on all the provisions.  They didn’t need a small, dazed elf sticking her nose into their planning.

      Karis strode by and nodded at the bedroll.  “Light and warm.  Good.  We don’t know what we’ll find when we get there, and I’d rather not sleep under leaves if we can help it.”

      Kellan had done that once with her friends.  Alonia had complained for weeks after.  It hadn’t been quite that bad, but a blanket would be welcome.  Except for the worries that it would add strain to Afran’s wings.  She knew well how heavy a rucksack could feel after a whole day of marching, and blankets and food were more optional than water.

      She still felt that a stray elf without a dragon should be considered unnecessary extra weight too, but she’d stopped saying so out loud.  There was no arguing with a queen’s pronouncements, especially when every other dragon and kin appeared to agree with her.

      Kellan hoped dearly they weren’t just being kind to the one who never got chosen for anything.  This was far too important for pity.

      ::Or self pity.::  The deep voice reminded her that she wasn’t alone in her head today.  Afran stood patiently on the side of the large clearing, Ana working to attach straps that would anchor travel bags behind his riders and a watering system that would let him drink in mid-flight.

      That had been Lily’s idea.  They couldn’t very well have dragons drinking out of canteens as they flew, and it might be a very long flight.  Afran and Fendellen would carry the water, and the carefully lashed hollow reeds would serve as dragon-sized drinking straws.  

      Kellan turned back to her packing.  Her job was assembling the nutrient-dense travel food into small, watertight packages.  She fingered the leather pouches usually used by travelers and frowned.  They were watertight, but they were also heavy.  She looked around for Alonia.  Fabric pouches would be lighter, and with a little waxing, would keep the food fairly safe from rain as well.  Not that it should matter.  They only carried enough water for two days.  The dragons couldn’t reasonably carry more, and even Afran had looked doubtful at their ability to fly any longer, burdened or not.

      She repeated Fendellen’s words, the ones that had become a drumbeat in her heart.  We must trust that we were picked for a reason.

      Hopefully that reason didn’t include seven falling from the sky where no one could see them.

      ::They’ll see us.::  Fendellen puffed warm air over Kellan’s shoulder.  ::We will dip down often and put a tail in the water so Oceana will know where we are.::

      That was a good idea, but it also sounded like a tiring one.  

      “Jae has volunteered.”  Her dragon sounded proud.  “She has the best maneuvering skills of any of us, and the least fear of water.”

      Sapphire grinned and plopped down beside the pile of trail rations.  “You mean she listens better than Lotus does.”

      Karis snorted and laid down a stack of clothing.  “Everyone listens better than Lotus does.  Here are all the spare woolens.  Find pants and close-fitting shirts.  Three layers.  It’s cold up there.”

      It would be, even with the wagon tarps they would wrap around themselves to block the wind.  Kellan ignored the clothes.  They would all be too big for her, and she already had her woolens, one layer on and two to add before they left.

      Karis winked at her.  “Two steps ahead of me, are you, youngling?”

      It was a wonder they weren’t tripping over each other every which way.  Two hours to get ready and every single one of them with strong ideas, including the dragons.

      Fendellen hung her head over Kellan’s shoulder and blinked rapidly.

      Kellan giggled, recognizing the dragon version of Alonia’s flirty eyes.  She held up one of the meat pastries that were meant to be consumed before they left.  “You should be more than full already.”

      The ice-blue dragon neatly slurped the pastry off her palm.  “What does that have to do with meat pies?”

      Irin snorted.  “Don’t eat too much, missy, or you’ll be flying with a bellyache.”  He strode over and set down four blades, all in neat leather sheaths.

      Kellan eyed the knives with distaste.  She wasn’t particularly good with them, and neither was Sapphire.

      “Don’t think of them as weapons.”  Irin slapped one in her hand.  “They’re survival tools.  Good, all-purpose blades.  You can catch supper with one or whittle through wet wood to dry, or give an intruder a good scare.”

      Fires were good.  The rest of what he’d said weren’t things she wanted to think about.

      Irin raised an eyebrow.  “If you don’t need them, you can throw them overboard on your way home.  Until then, I expect you to remember what I’ve taught you.”

      Jae looked even more worried than Kellan, but she picked up a knife.  “I could harvest plants with one.”

      A blade half the size would do that job nicely, but Kellan refused to spend any more time worrying about things she couldn’t control.  “Once we get there, I’m sure knives will be useful.”

      Irin gave her an approving glance as he stood.

      He looked for all the world like they were headed away on a jaunt into the woods for a night or two—if you didn’t happen to notice his hand sneaking out to scratch Fendellen’s eyebrow crest.  He’d been doing a lot of that.  Hands on shoulders.  Calm words.  Double-checking things that didn’t need double-checking.

      Even the weapons master was afraid.

      Kellan swallowed.  She understood his fear.  It was hard to be the ones worrying.  The ones left behind.  The ones who could only stand and wait.  She got to her feet and faced him.  “I might not know how to use a knife as well as you would like, but I know something more important.”

      A lot of heads turned her way.

      She gulped, but she would say her piece.  “Everyone says you and Kis are the bravest dragon and kin ever, and they’re right.  But I think maybe you’re also the toughest.  You know what it is to keep opening your eyes and greeting a new day, even when it’s so hard to do you’d rather not.”

      Irin stared at her, stone faced, his eyes full of astonishment.

      She could feel the words rising out of her on strength she hadn’t known was hers.  “We’re going to get really tired on this journey.  We’re going to want to stop.”  She swallowed.  “We’re going to have to watch dragons and friends we love hurt, maybe a lot.”

      She could feel Karis and Sapphire and Jae, stepping in to her shoulders, wordlessly adding power to her words.

      Kellan looked at Irin, and then she looked over at the big yellow dragon standing beside Afran.  “When it gets the very hardest, we’re going to remember the two of you, and we’re going to be able to keep going a little longer because you’ve shown us how.”

      Irin said nothing—but his jaw trembled.  Finally, he nodded his head, just once.  “Thank you, missy.”

      Whatever had been pushing on her to speak was finally done.  She nodded wordlessly at man and dragon and sank back to the ground, ready to finish her packing.

      And felt the silence change.

      She looked up to find two dark eyes reading her soul.

      Kellan scrambled back to her feet, her eyes glued to the translucent white queen and the power shimmering off her scales.  Elhen, with a throng of dragons behind her.  She had a moment to think she’d done something horribly wrong, and then she realized they weren’t there for her.  

      Irin inhaled sharply, his eyes turning to Fendellen.

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Fendellen.

      “It is time.”  The words came from somewhere deeper than a single dragon.

      Fendellen shuddered and Jae stepped in front of her kin, glaring at the elderly queen.  “It isn’t.  I can feel the living force within you.  Your time is not done.”

      Elhen gave the healer a fond look.  “Indeed, it is not.”

      Kellan could feel the relief that rippled over the dragons.

      “My time as a dragon who breathes and flies in this world is not yet done.”  Elhen’s words rang out so all could hear them.  “But my time as your queen ends today.”  

      The only sound was Fendellen’s sharp inhale.

      Dark eyes bored into ice-blue ones.  “You must lead now.  Never has a strong young leader been more important to dragonkind.”

      Fendellen’s throat clicked like the babies when they were scared.  Then she looked at Irin and straightened.

      Jae stepped back to her dragon’s shoulder, her hand reaching blindly for ice-blue scales.

      “I have known this moment was coming,” Elhen said quietly.  “Always, the wisdom of queens has passed one to the next, the last breath of the old queen matching the first breath of the new one.  There is strength in that unbroken chain with our ancestors, and I would not see it break because I am too old to take to the skies and do what must be done.”

      Ice-blue eyes snapped with cold fire.  “I can go as the one who will be queen after you.  That is enough.”

      “It might be.”  Elhen’s voice was gentle.  “But the star says it is time, and I will not argue.  You have felt the bonds of a queen ever since you broke free of your egg.”  She nodded at Jae.  “And you have one who loves you dearly.  Who undertakes this journey with you.”

      Fendellen’s breath shuddered out.

      Kellan held hers.  

      The ice-blue dragon’s head lifted.  She said nothing, but some of the power shimmering over Elhen’s scales moved.

      The gathered dragons roared their approval.

      Elhen stepped forward, closing the gap between them.

      Fendellen matched her.  “This might not work.”

      The old queen raised a wry eyebrow.  “There is only one way to find out.”

      With painstaking, regal slowness, the two queens moved, one into the other.  Foreheads first, and then wingtips, and then the scales of their chests.  Leaning in, as if they could become one body.

      Kellan blinked as the two forms blurred—and then they were separate again.

      Except all the power shimmered from ice-blue scales now.

      The gathered dragons trumpeted their new queen.

      And somewhere over their heads, in mists that had not been there before, a dozen ghostly dragons joined them.
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      Kellan shivered and wrapped the tarp tighter around her shoulders.  It might be early spring down on the ground, but it surely wasn’t up here in the sky.  The exhilaration of their leave-taking had long since been chipped away by the cold air.  Much of the wind was blocked by Afran’s huge neck, but that didn’t make the basic temperature any warmer.

      She shook her head and straightened her spine, meeting Karis’s look as the older woman glanced over her shoulder.  “Sorry.  A few hours into the journey, and I’m already complaining.”  Maybe only in her own head, but with dragons, that was almost the same as doing it out loud.

      Karis somehow managed to turn around so she was facing Kellan.  “Irin says that warriors on the battlefield often grumble so they don’t have to think about anything else.”

      Kellan swallowed.  She knew what she didn’t want to think about.  The seven waiting on the shore, growing smaller with every flap of Afran’s mighty wings, until they had finally vanished out of sight.

      “I can swoop down and make sure they’re all well.”  Jae hovered beside them.

      Karis shook her head.  “We need to save your energy, and we’ve only been flying a few hours.  They’re expecting word from us as night falls.”

      A schedule, agreed to just as they were leaving.  In case Oceana tired, or needed a nap, or just turned away and shut out the world like she sometimes did.

      Jae nodded.  “Fendellen says the same.  Would you like some hot tea?”

      Kellan sat up straighter—and then she remembered where they were.

      Jae grinned.  “Sapphire had an idea.  She has a metal mug, and Fendellen is going to try to blow on it to warm us up some water.”

      The sound of Afran’s sigh was loud inside her head, but he said nothing.

      Karis shook her head, chuckling.  “That will most likely melt the cup or turn the water to steam.  Fire is a wondrous thing, but this is not the time or the place.  Perhaps if we spot a small island.”

      Sapphire shook her head, seated on her peach-pink dragon’s shoulders off Afran’s other wing.  “Nothing yet.”

      They were the scouts.  It had helped Lotus with the boredom of the early flying, when Afran had insisted they fly in formation, and Sapphire had really sharp eyes.  Kellan was pretty sure they wouldn’t see any islands yet, though.  A lot of dragons had flown out this far, looking.

      Jae glanced upward into blue sky that looked exactly the same as all they’d flown through.  “I think there’s an updraft forming.  A current we can ride.”

      That was Jae’s job.  She had the best air sense of any of them, even Fendellen.

      Jae pondered a moment longer and shook her head.  “The tailwind down here is better.”

      Kellan wasn’t sure if that was the best choice for the fliers, or just a way to try to keep the elves on their backs warmer.

      ::Some of both,::  said Afran’s deep voice.  ::It is good that you ask.  For now, it is those of you who are cold and trembling we protect.  We will need your strength later.::

      There was so very little she could do to keep a dragon in the sky.  Kellan reached for one of the travel bags strapped behind her legs.  “Is anyone hungry?”  She’d asked Irin, and he said it was best to spread the food out over the journey and not let anyone get too hungry.  

      Jae shook her head and patted the pouch on her waist.  “We’re good.”

      Kellan looked around, not exactly sure where their new queen had gotten to.

      Karis chuckled again and pointed up.  

      Fendellen was right over their heads, and the glint in her eye said she was through with the quiet mood that had grabbed her not long after they’d left the cliffs of home.  

      Sapphire’s eyes widened in alarm, and she clapped a hand down on Lotus’s neck.  “Oh no, you don’t, silly.  No dumping me into the ocean.”

      Kellan mostly managed to hide her grin.  Lotus wasn’t carrying any of the food or water because she was the smallest, and because nobody wanted to risk losing supplies if she barrel rolled into a wave.  But that didn’t mean Sapphire had an easy job trying to keep her dragon on good behavior.  Kellan knew her friend could hold on even through a barrel roll these days, but it was energy better not wasted.

      “Fendellen knows what she’s doing,” Karis said quietly as the ice-blue dragon streaked ahead, a peach-pink chaser hot on her tail.  “She’ll help Lotus blow off a little steam, and she’s making sure it all gets pointed where we’re headed.”

      That made sense.  Good behavior took a lot of energy too, especially if you were a teenage dragon with a penchant for zooming without thinking first.

      Jae laughed and shot forward to join the chase, her wings doing a lot less work than the two dragons up ahead.

      Afran just kept his steady pace, one Kellan was quite sure ate up the distance nicely without tiring him out.  He carried most of the food and water and two elves besides.  Kellan dug into the special pouch, the one she’d made sure to pack herself.  She pulled out the two meat pies tucked away on top, full of spicy goodness.  They smelled wonderful.  Her belly growled, but it could be fed travel rations.  These were for the dragon who carried her.

      She held them out, and Karis’s eyes softened.  “He’ll be very happy to see those.”  She took hold of the leather harness, and with a move that made Kellan dizzy just to watch, swung down to Afran’s chest.  She tied herself off to a strap there and then carefully held out the meat pies with both hands, making the transfer into Afran’s waiting claws.

      Kellan held her breath as the meat pies traversed the distance from claws to tongue, and then as Karis clambered back aboard the enormous dragon.

      But it was all worth it to feel Afran’s distinct pleasure.

      She smiled.  That bag had more treats.  She would wait until they were needed.
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        * * *

      

      One queen had done her duty.  Now it was time for another.

      Lovissa surveyed all the dragons gathered below her, round and happy from a winter of eating and telling stories around the fires.

      It was well they had done so.  For this kind of battle, bone-deep comfort and kin ties were the strongest weapons they had.  She raised her head, and the chatter below silenced.  Her dragons all knew something was afoot—they had not missed the gathering of her most trusted advisors, or Quira’s pell-mell flight through the valley and their hurried trip to the ashes.

      But they had waited, holding themselves steady on the weight of a trust built over a long lifetime.

      A trust she was about to shatter.

      She was about to break the most inviolate promise of a queen, or at least that was how it felt, looking on the upturned gazes of warriors and storytellers, lithe young scouts and grizzled veterans.

      Baraken stood at the back of those gathered, his head held high.  Baret stood beside him, eyes on her young charges, and on the ones who had once been hers to watch.

      Lovissa had felt the agony of her hatching friend when she had shared what would come.  Not anguish for herself—Baret would meet the future with the same unshakeable briskness with which she met everything else.  Her fear had been for those who must go, and who would never come back.

      Lovissa raised her head.  She had seen the new queen.  Felt her strength.  She must trust that Fendellen would take care of her dragons on their new shores.

      Assuming the Chosen got here.  The mists were so very quiet on that point.

      But preparing her dragons could not wait.  Scouts had already been sent to warn the elves to flee the mountain slopes, and she would not have her enemies learn of the Veld’s demise before its inhabitants.  She raised her head one more time and pulled the strength of all the queens into her scales.  ::My dragons.  I would speak to you of dreams.  The time spoken of in prophecy has arrived.::

      Deathly silence, full of the terrible energy of a battle about to begin.

      They were not wrong.  The rest of the words rose in her throat and refused to come out.  She yanked on them with the sheer will of one who would not give up on the blood in her veins so easily.  ::The dragons who will come after us have seen our future.  The earth will shake, far more fiercely than it ever has.  A great wall of water will lift from the sea and race through our valley.::  She paused, looking one last time at her dragons before she changed them forever.  ::Our Veld will be no more.::

      Cacophony—from some.  It was the silent ones who scared her more.  The ones frozen in the knowledge that their world was about to change irrevocably.

      She gathered up the one beacon of shining hope she had and held it up for all to see.  ::The ones of prophecy, they are coming.  They fly, even now, across the great waters.  One who is young and full of energy.  One who is of Baraken’s line, fierce and wise.  And their new queen.::

      Billowing sorrow.

      She held out her wings.  ::The old queen has not passed to ashes.  She waits across the waters for all who will be able to make the journey.::

      Relief—and then horror as the strong and swift amongst them realized how many would not be able to fly so far.  The old, the young, the injured.

      She nodded.  They needed her strength now, not her trembling.  ::I am old, and my wings are not as strong as they once were.  But the prophecy did not speak of the death of dragons.  It spoke of our living.  Our surviving.  I have seen the dragons who will one day come of our lines, and they bear scales in every color I see before me.::

      She swallowed, her throat a terrible desert, and borrowed a line from dragonkind’s newest queen.  ::We must trust that those who come were picked for a reason.  That they hold within their number solutions that we cannot imagine.::  She raised her wings high.  ::And we trust in the strength of who we are.  They are coming, and we will be ready.::

      It was Marphus who spoke first, as they had planned.  ::We could send some to the flatlands.  There are forests.  Perhaps caves.::

      He already knew her answer.  She would not hide her dragons amongst the elves.  Broken dragonkiller arrows were not enough.  Not in a time of turmoil, and not when the ones left behind would be their old and small and weak.  Better that they perish valiantly than in starved, hunted, haunted remembering.  ::No.  We will all go.  Some of us may not finish the journey—but we will all begin it.::

      A small, timid voice.  ::We fly out over the waters?::

      Lovissa held back her shudder with the sheer force of her will.  ::Yes.  To the lands where dragons will grow strong and prosper.  And where, today, a dragon of ice-blue scales and wisdom and flying skills to match our finest warriors has become queen.::

      She wanted them to know that.  That a queen came for them, and that a queen would take them home.

      For them, she would have faith in the promises of the stars.

      For herself, she expected the horrors of a cold, wet grave.  But before she landed in it, she would ready her dragons.
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      It wasn’t cold anymore, or it was, but Kellan could no longer muster any worry.  There were too many other things going wrong.  They had flown through one night, and the sun peeking over the edge of the earth in the morning had been the most beautiful sight she had ever seen.  It had touched the dragons, too, breathing new life into tired wings as they’d nibbled on travel rations.  She’d pulled the precious candies and jellies and honey out of her pouch of treats and they had flown into the dawn hopeful, searching the endless water below with new vigor.

      Now they flew into the last rays of the setting sun, and bleak despair reached for them.

      Karis turned, shaking her head almost imperceptibly in the dark.  “It’s Sapphire’s fear we are feeling.  Not our own.”

      Kellan bit back a gasp.  “Her nightmares.”  For years, long after they’d mastered high flight, her friend had woken sweaty and sometimes screaming, stammering words about falling out of the sky.  Being eaten by the teeth of death.

      She squared her shoulders.  This wasn’t a storm, and there were no teeth in the dark.  She looked over at the pale elf riding on the peach-pink dragon tucked in just behind Afran’s beating wings.  There was more buffeting there, but Lotus had refused to move away from his bulk and comfort.  Kellan raised her voice.  “Alonia taught me a new song.”

      Sapphire looked at her like she’d gone entirely bonkers.

      Perhaps she had, but songs and stories added no weight to a pouch, and she’d packed several favorites and a new one she knew would tickle Sapphire’s sense of humor and perhaps please Lotus too.

      At the very least, it would be a distraction.

      “It has parts,” Kellan said, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt.  “Three of them.”

      Karis snorted.  “I have the voice of a croaky frog, youngling.  You’d be better off asking Afran to sing.”

      Dragons didn’t sing, but all three of them were paying attention, and looking a little less droopy than they had before. So was Jae, who had resolutely refused to ride—and who seemed to be holding up the best of all of them.  “The parts are easy, and a frog will do just fine.  You can be the low one.”  She ran through the two simple lines, doing her best to remember what Alonia had taught her.

      Karis was laughing before she was half done.  “I don’t think that’s a song anyone is meant to sing sober.”

      When you needed new material urgently, there wasn’t always time to go find a bard.  And this was a song that could go on endlessly.  Which might be necessary.  Kellan hid a shiver as the last rays of the setting sun disappeared and gloom swallowed them.  “There’s a middle part, which is sort of an answer to the low part.”

      Sapphire just shot her a dirty look.  “I don’t sing.  You know that.”

      She would once she heard the improvisational final part.  Nobody made things up on the fly better than her dragon-riding friend.

      Kellan shot a look over at Jae.  She wasn’t sure if her newest friend was a singer or not.  She told good stories, though, and this middle part was funny.  Kellan sang it through once quietly to get it right, and then more loudly for everyone to hear.

      Sapphire held her belly and chortled.  “Stop. Peeing off the side of a dragon is hard.”

      Just one of the many things they’d had to work out as they traveled.  Kellan had even swung around on Afran’s leather harness, which had been terrifying, but better than the alternatives.  Although Lotus getting an attack of the farts had been pretty funny.

      ::Focus, youngling.:: Afran sounded amused.

      She felt her cheeks heat in the dark.  Then she started Karis on her part.  Jae came in just right on hers, which was a surprise, but a good one.  Kellan grinned and added the words of the final part overtop.  Simple, two-line rhymes that made Karis and Jae sound like hiccupping drunkards, which was funny all by itself, and even funnier when Fendellen started adding intermittent dragon burps.

      They went round and round, Lotus trying to burp along with Fendellen and missing, which made the whole song sound like it was stumbling around in its cups.  Jae kept dissolving into random giggles, which didn’t discourage the dragons any.

      Sapphire finally flopped down on her dragon’s neck, snickering helplessly.

      Pride warmed Kellan right down to her toes.  She winked at her best friend.  “You can make up new verses if you want.”

      Sapphire shook her head, her color noticeably better than it had been, even in the dark.  She stroked Lotus’s neck, which made her dragon preen.  “I’m happy to listen.”  She met Kellan’s eyes, and there was a deep somberness there, under the glinting hilarity.  “Thank you.  It’s easier to be brave when we’re laughing.”

      Kellan’s stomach thudded into her ribs. She didn’t want anyone to have to be brave this night.

      Sapphire glanced up into the fierce, dark sky.  “I think it’s time.”

      Fendellen closed in from Lotus’s other side.  Jae hovered beside her, worried.  “Time for what?”

      The healer from the mountains hadn’t lived through the nightmares.  She had no reason to know.  Kellan looked at Sapphire and gulped.  She knew exactly what it would cost her friend just to say the words.

      Sapphire closed her eyes and gripped her dragon’s neck.  Then she sat up, strong and steady, and looked off into the night.  “It’s time to fly high.  It’s what we’re meant to do.”

      Jae was already angling.  “I can go.”

      Sapphire shook her head.  “It’s not for you to do.”  She looked straight at the Dragon Star this time.  “It’s for us.  We’re the only ones who maybe can.  We’re light, and strong, and we’re expendable if we fall out of the sky.”  She swallowed hard and met Jae’s horrified eyes.  “Fendellen isn’t, and she needs you.”

      Never had Kellan felt so helpless.  “Why do you need to go high?  It’s dark, and you can’t even see anything.  If there’s land, we’ll see it in the morning.”  If they got there.  There were stutters in Afran’s flapping that hadn’t been there before the sun set.

      “It needs to be now.  I don’t know why.”

      Karis had a strange, pinched look on her face, but she said nothing.  Which meant Afran agreed.  Kellan wanted to throw up, to scream, to grow wings so she could be the one to hurl herself toward the stars and fall down into the maw.  But none of those things would help.

      She reached back, one last time, for her pouch of precious treats.  The small bag of milk curds she pulled out seemed entirely inadequate to the task ahead, but Lotus’s head turned, eagerness in her eyes.

      Sapphire sniffed, her eyes suspiciously bright.  “You brought milk curds?”

      Kellan nodded, not at all sure she could speak.  “Kis toasted them.  Just the way she likes them.”  Or at least that had been true two days ago.  Now they were probably just soggy and cold and not very fresh.

      “Here.”  Jae hung almost upside down and held out a hand.  “I’ll feed her.  That way, we won’t lose any.”

      Kellan carefully handed over the precious bag.  Then she watched in awe as Jae moved under Lotus, belly to belly, and hand-fed the peach-pink dragon like she was a hatchling.  Lotus slurped up every bit and licked the bag for good measure.

      Then she slurped Jae’s cheek.

      Kellan managed to hold back her tears.  Just like Fendellen, Lotus liked to be babied now and then.  A reminder of a time when everything was safe and comfortable, at least if you stayed out of tall trees.

      She swallowed, not sure if they needed any more reminders, but reached one more time into her pouch and came out with a small apple.  It was the best she had been able to find, but it was winter weary, its skin wrinkled and dull, the crinkled brown leaf on the stem a reminder of just how long winter had been.

      It didn’t matter.

      Sapphire stared at the apple, hand over her mouth, every bit of her trembling.

      Then she nodded, and held out her hands.

      Kellan dug into the very last of her courage and tossed the apple.

      Two hands caught it and held it tight.  Sapphire took a bite as she and Lotus flew up into the stars.
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      Chaos.  Lovissa knew what it was to be a queen who asked too much of her dragons.  She had done it her entire life, asking them to throw themselves into battle, and far too often, they had not come back.

      This was different.

      Some of her dragons simply could not bear a battle where winning meant they would lose everything they had ever known—and losing would be even worse.  None of them could see the enemy, and a wall of water seen in dream did not invoke the same sense of united purpose as an incoming swarm of lethally armed elves.

      So far, she clung to control and kept her dragons away from the brink of utter panic.  But it was a close thing.  Far too close.  She glanced over at Baraken, but he was too busy finding tasks to keep their warriors busy to spend any more time soothing her fears.  She would not ask it of him anyway, even if she felt like a queen with no bones.

      Marphus flew up and landed with the precise grace that had made him her lead scout since the day she had let that title go.  “Timot is back.  Even a half-day flight out over the waters, he sees no sign of those who come.”  His throat clicked.  “He says the water is agitated.  On a warm spring day with little wind.  The disturbance comes from below.”

      Lovissa could not hide her shiver.  “How go our preparations?”  Their caves were near empty of foodstuffs after the long winter, so the scouts had headed to the forests, hunting.  Filling bellies.  For most of her dragons, if they began the journey well fed, their bellies would outlast their wings.  And unlike the strange contraptions she had seen on the great black dragon who flew their way, her warriors had no way to carry water.

      She held tight to the words pulsing in her blood.  They must believe this was possible.  Anything else was unthinkable.  “Baret readies the littles.”  The small ones had been astonishingly resilient, readily allowing themselves to be herded by a story of great adventure.  It was her warriors that were the most defiant.    The ones who had fought hardest and longest for the lands they were about to abandon.

      Marphus’s head came up sharply, and Lovissa followed his gaze.  A shadowed form winged in their direction in the dark.

      Lovissa’s breath caught.  They had left their best swimmers at the water’s edge in case a message came.

      Denissa landed in a rush, her scales still wet.  “The smallest flier who comes—she is in trouble.  We need to help her.  She flies high, into the stars.  And she is so very afraid.”

      Lovissa had shared more than one of the falling dreams, and developed a deep fondness for the peach-pink dragon, reckless and brave.  She threw herself into the air, an ungainly takeoff, but one that did not crash back down again, for which she was grateful.  She had no idea what might be done—if it was possible to use the powers of a queen to keep a dragon in the air, she would have done so long before now.  But she would go.

      She could feel dozens of wings beating the air all around her.  Some escorting the queen, some responding to the urgency in the dragon streaking ahead of them all, some simply desperate to do anything, fight any enemy.  A horde of dragons, racing for the ocean waters as fast as their queen could fly.

      Which was far too slowly.  She could feel the pull now, one that came not through water, but through the blood of queens that lived in her.  And from the sky.

      She flew straight at the cold gleam of the Dragon Star and tried to master her fear.  More than once, the star of prophecy had played fast and loose with the lives of those it called.

      She landed at the edge of the water with a splash that had several dragons hissing.  She ignored them utterly and let the cold water that would come soon to kill her homeland wrap around her legs.

      The first face she saw painted against the dark night wasn’t dragon.  It wasn’t elf, either.  The newest Chosen, called in midwinter.  The human with wings.  She hovered over the water, only her toes touching, her face etched in fear.  “Sapphire and Lotus have gone up to the stars to try to find you.  They are so very tired.”

      Flying high was an excellent strategy in daytime, but this was the blackest night.  ::She will see nothing.::

      ::The star called her.::  The grim face of the ice-blue dragon who was newly queen, speaking through her kin with a ringing clarity that landed in the ears of all gathered on the shore.  Lovissa could hear the hissing.  The shuffling.  The awe.

      “We cannot help her from here.”  An elf this time, and one on the far shores.  The elder warrior.  As fire shot out all around her, Lovissa knew that he, too, was seen by all her dragons.

      He straightened, and menace shot from his eyes.  “I am not your enemy, and the one who trembles and might fall out of the sky at any moment is risking her life to save you.”

      Lovissa stepped forward, deeper into the water, and inclined her head.  “We thank you, warrior.”  She also sent wordless thanks to the small blue-green dragon on the far shore, seen only dimly, who was somehow making it possible for them to speak and hear and see.

      A dragon on the far shore stepped up to his shoulder.  Trift, young and green and with much magic, his kin touching his neck.  “We can’t push the land up under her.  She’s too high.  It would only make it worse.”

      She could feel his anguish—and the debt he called in.  The last mountain he had raised had been under Quira’s feet.

      She let her dragons look into the eyes of the ones who had saved their future queen.  Let that calm their fire and replace it with grim determination instead.  She nodded.  “We will do what we can.”  She had no idea what that might be, but the star had called, and every dragon who stood on this shore would answer.

      Even the smallest.  Quira stood right beside her, in the water up to her neck, staring intently at the sky.

      The sky.

      Lovissa felt the knowledge of all the queens rising up inside her.  They had sent a message once to the dragons across the water.  A map of the stars, sent as every dragon linked and looking up at their sky.

      Together, they were stronger.

      She reached out with the bonds inside her, the ones that had been forged through a lifetime of fire and battle.  Her dragons responded, a primal offering of life force that did not understand doubt.  For a moment, Lovissa felt as if she could fling herself up into the sky and catch a peach-pink dragon in her own claws.  She fought to control the power.  They would do no good this night by being reckless.

      “Fendellen can see her.”  The human with wings spoke through the mists, her voice laced with terror.  “She tires.  She sees the teeth in the dark.”

      The teeth of dream.  Lovissa hurled truth like a shining lance into the night, seeking tired wings.  ::It is not teeth you see, young one.  It is only the night.::

      Her words splattered against an exhaustion so profound, it was a deep wonder Lotus and her elf still flew.

      ::She must come down.  Now.::

      Baraken at her side, ever faithful.  ::She can’t.  There is nowhere for her to land.::

      ::There must be.::  A warrior who would not see a valiant one die this night.  ::Perhaps she can angle down slowly.  To the others.  The great dark one could carry her for a while.::

      That was a feat only a very few dragons had ever managed, but Baraken was one of them.  Lovissa honed her attention arrow-tight again.  ::You fly higher than any dragon has ever gone.  Come down slowly.  Toward my voice.  The star will guide you.::  Time for the rest to figure out how to catch her.

      She felt the stuttering of a dragon who felt the orders of a queen—and did not have the life energy left to respond to them.

      And then there was a second life force.  One desperate, filled with exhaustion of her own, but digging for a warrior’s reserves.

      The elf who was kin to the peach-pink flier.

      The dragons feeding Lovissa’s power shuddered.  Seethed.  Fought connection to the soul of an enemy.

      She held them tight, ruthless in her need.  ::They are called by the Dragon Star.  They come to save us.  We will not falter.::  She pushed what strength she could through the dark night.  Not to the wavering dragon this time.  To her kin.

      The elf riding on her dragon’s back curled in tight to her neck and winced.  Shuddered.  ::Too.  Much.  Hate.::  A long pause.  ::Hurts.::

      Shame flooded through Lovissa’s dragons—and the black river of hatred they sent her ebbed.

      ::We can see her now.::  Fendellen, strained, another flyer on the edge of her reserves.

      Eyes were no longer necessary.  Lovissa could feel the light of one dragon, growing dim—and the elf on her back, who was suddenly shining star bright.

      The elf who had just figured out how to make her dragon’s load lighter.

      Quira’s screech rang into the night, a fierce and useless protest.

      Lovissa reached for the elf who had thrown herself off her dragon’s back, but claws could not cross the barrier of night.

      And then she knew what could.

      A queen, old and wise, raised her head, looked at the star shining brightest in the night sky—and bowed her head.  Willing to pay the price.
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      Kellan screamed, her heart ripped out of her chest.  Sapphire fell, her face stark white, looking down into the maw of the nightmare that would eat her whole.

      Afran flew, a mighty, roaring mountain in the sky, but he would not get there in time.  Nor would Fendellen, streaking ahead of him, finding energy they had lost with the dying of the sun.

      It must not end like this.  It simply must not.

      Kellan locked her feet under a leather strap, stood up on the broad back of a hurtling dragon, and screamed her fury at the star.  

      She felt hands on her shoulders—Karis trying to calm her—but her soul was falling through the sky with her best friend, and it ripped through her like a sword.  For one awful moment, she saw through Sapphire’s eyes.  Vast, desolate, never-ending dark.

      A tumbling peach-pink streak hurled down just above her, Lotus desperately trying to catch her kin, stuttering and rolling in disarray on air currents she could no longer find the strength to ride.  Her keening screech, drilling into the night and said everything.

      She would not be in time either.  And she would never stop trying.

      They would both die.

      ::Not if we can help it.::  

      Kellan yanked her eyes to the edge of the sky.  To the dragons appearing there, rows deep.  Not the ones of home.  The dragons of old, every eye and wing pointed at the two who fell from the sky, and every heart joined with the dragon who stood in front of them all, belly deep in water, majesty shining from every scale.  

      Awe pierced through Kellan’s frayed screams and rendered her mute.

      Power shimmered, a visible blanket of it, flaring from every dragon and tightening around one.  The queen of old took the living light of each of her dragons into her own heart—and then she shot a rope of light across the sky.

      The light wrapped around Lotus with fierce power.

      The strength of a hundred dragons or more, gifted to one.

      Lotus jolted like one lightning struck—and then the peach-pink dragon snapped into formation, nose straight down, wings tucked in close to her body.  Not a tumbling form now, a dragon arrow, newly shot from a monstrous bow.  Kellan swallowed her tongue as Lotus gained on her falling kin.

      Maybe.  Just maybe.

      “Not enough.”  Karis’s fingers dug into Kellan’s shoulders like claws.  “They will hit the water first.”

      Kellan squeezed her hands into fists of prayer, willing everything in her into those desperate peach-pink scales.  Needing it to be enough.  Knowing it wasn’t.

      The rope of light let go of Lotus—and reached toward the helplessly tumbling elf instead.  A beam of salvation, stretching into the maw.

      And then it wavered.

      The queen on the edge of the sky bugled, but it wasn’t a sound of fear.  It was one of rage—and violent, implacable demand.

      Kellan felt it punch her in the stomach.

      Afran shuddered underneath her.

      ::She calls to the energy of the dragons.  They fight her.::  Jae mindspoke through her weeping.  ::Some of them cannot bear to save an elf.::

      Kellan turned every ounce of her fury toward the dragons of old.  ::She is not some nameless elf.  Her name is Sapphire, and SHE. IS. MY.  FRIEND.::

      Stunned silence as the entire sky stared at the small elf of no importance, and no dragon, who had just yelled at the entire world.

      A large, dark shadow rose from the ranks of the massed dragons.  One almost as large as Afran.

      Kellan felt a warm breath on her cheek.  A moment.  A promise.

      The dragon queen bugled again, and this time it was an order that froze Kellan’s blood.  It froze the dark shadow, and then pushed him inexorably back to the ground.

      A dragon, bowing to the will of his queen.

      With utter, heart-wrenching sadness.

      With acceptance.

      With grief-torn words, whispered by the dark shadow.

      She is the better flier.

      A ghost dragon shot into the sky, flying through the night at impossible speeds.  One with the skills of Fendellen and the precision of Afran and the zinging, ferocious sky-eating pace of a bolt of lightning.

      An arrow’s flight that somehow scooped a limp elf out of the maw as if it were no more trouble than picking a flower.  A dive alongside a plummeting peach-pink dragon and a rope of light that tied Lotus to the flight of one who owned the night sky and everything in it.

      They arched out of their dive, graceful and true, skimming the waves no more than a hand’s-breadth below their bellies.  Two dragons, one stunned and only flapping her wings because the arrow beside her demanded it, the other holding an elf as gently as a tiny babe.

      Kellan could feel the tears on her cheeks and the great, gulping sobs rising in her throat.  She sat with Karis and held on tight as Afran and Fendellen winged straight for the two who had fallen out of the sky and somehow not died.

      The healer shot forward, getting there first and reaching for the limp body the ghost queen carried.  ::She breathes yet.  And she is warm enough.::

      Kellan tried to breathe too, but the parts of her that knew how to do it felt like they hadn’t stopped falling.

      So she focused on the details.

      The energy in Lotus’s eyes.  The awe.

      The gleam of starlight on ghostly scales.

      The apple, still clutched in Sapphire’s unconscious fingers.

      Jae took her hand off Sapphire’s forehead.  ::She sleeps, and she has locked her mind deep inside.  We need to get her to the ground.::

      Kellan swallowed a hysterical laugh.  Sapphire would never willingly leave the ground again.

      The ghost dragon cuddled her burden close to her chest.  ::It is my lands you seek.  I will take you there.  It is not far.::

      Kellan stared as all that had just happened sorted itself into sense.  Sapphire and Lotus had tumbled out of the sky—and lived.  Saved by the ghost queen from across the waters.

      Dark eyes met her own.  ::Queen no more, young one.  I believe that will fall to Fendellen now.::

      Kellan gaped.  “You died?”  She slapped her hand over her mouth.

      A regal gaze met hers.  ::I chose to come in the form that would be most useful.  I used to be a fine flier once.  This night, I got to be such a flier one more time.::

      A flight with an impossible price.

      Kellan bowed her head toward the two who had been willing to die this night so others might live.  And hoped, if it was ever needed, that she could be a small fraction so brave.

      ::Oh, I believe your bravery will be needed.::

      Kellan’s head snapped up.

      ::The Dragon Star permits me one last act as queen.::  The ghost dragon looked off at the brightest light in the dark sky, and then her gaze returned to Kellan.  ::The prophecy spoke of five, young one.  It appears you are the last.::
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      She had known this moment would come, but actually facing it was a different matter entirely.  Lovissa opened her eyes and met all the gazes she could feel upon her.

      Temar, always the most solid of the queens in the ashes.  Alfalia, who looked truly pleased to see her.  Citrin, distant, and yet somehow still offering comfort.  

      Lovissa stopped at Arisen, who had known her in life.  ::I have joined the ashes.::

      Arisen nodded.  ::You have.  We would not lose you, daughter.::

      She had worried, flying over the dark, tumultuous waters.  She swallowed.  ::Did you see my dragons?  Are they well?::

      Empathy filled Alfalia’s eyes as the tiny queen stepped forward.  ::It is given to us to see these things only rarely.::

      Temar’s head rose.  ::Our wisdom is needed in other ways.  Look within you, daughter.  The answer to your question lies there.::

      Lovissa reached, almost automatically, for the bonds of a queen.  And found them hollow.  Lacking.  Echoes of what had once been.

      ::So, we too are echoes.::  Arisen, moving closer.  ::But we are not gone, and neither is what you know.  You can feel them.::

      She could.  The bright confidence that was Quira.  Baraken’s fearsome solid strength, although he felt anything but solid at the moment.  Baret’s gentle nurturing.  The aching absence of Eleret, and the very faintest of threads running to her namesake on the far shore.

      And new bonds.

      Lovissa blinked as she began to understand what was inside her now.  Ghost bonds, but no less real for their transparency.  The large, wise dragon who was of Baraken’s line.  The sharp, elegance to the ice-blue queen.  And one, bright and shining and almost alive, to two who were almost as one.  A reckless dragon of heart-piercing courage—and her elf.

      ::Yes.::  Temar looked stern.  ::You bring a connection to an elf to the ashes.  This has not happened in all of dragon memory.::

      It had not been a conscious choice.

      But even as she thought that, Lovissa knew it had been a necessary one.

      She understood things now she had not in life.

      Sapphire and Lotus had not been chased high into the sky by the star so they could see.  It had been needed to show their courage, so her dragons could see the fullness of their kin bond.  An elf willing to give her own life to save her dragon.

      The maw of nightmare was not a physical storm, it was one of fear and hate.

      Lovissa knew now just how close they had come to losing all.

      It had been another elf, standing on dragon back and screaming with warrior fury, who had changed the maw into something else.  Because another warrior had heard her, and Baraken had responded.  It had taken every stitch of power Lovissa possessed as queen to send his soul back to his body.  That was a sacrifice meant to be hers.

      ::And you did it well.::  Arisen watched her with pride.  

      Citrin sniffed.  ::Most of us have come to the ashes more quietly.::

      Arisen’s eyes glinted.  ::Most of us have died of old age in our caves.::

      That day had not been too long in her future.  Lovissa tried to use that to dim her worries.  She had made the only choice she could imagine and she would do it again, but she had left her dragons leaderless at the hardest moment in their history.

      Temar shook her green head.  ::There have been other difficult times, daughter::

      Lovissa winced at the wry words. Temar had led the dragons to the Veld, seeking refuge in a time of war and starvation.  ::I apologize.  You are correct.  It is hard to keep perspective.::

      A bowed head.  Respect.  ::You will have much time to practice.  And you have not left your dragons leaderless.  They have a queen they do not know, but that is a different matter.::

      Lovissa stared, and then she realized.  ::Fendellen.::

      Temar’s nod was stately—and pleased.  ::Yes.  Elhen acted wisely.::

      Lovissa swallowed.  It was good.  Quira was nowhere near ready.

      ::She will be queen to follow Fendellen.::  Alfalia preened a little.  Quira was of her line.  

      If they got that far.  There was an impossible journey ahead before her dragons would be safe—and she wasn’t at all sure they would be able to step through their fear and hate and take it.  Baraken had done what the very greatest of warriors did and found his courage when it was most needed, and it had been enough.  He had powered her reckless flight—he and a few other brave ones, Quira amongst them.  That flight had saved a bright and shining elf and her dragon from the maw, but many of the teeth remained, waiting for dragons who faltered.

      And all Lovissa could do now was sit in the ashes and watch.
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      Land.

      That was all Kellan could think about, all she could feel as she somehow managed to drop off Afran’s back into the wet sand of the beach.

      Karis, landing beside her, patted her shoulder.  “Go see to Sapphire.”

      Jae was already bending over the unconscious elf, but that didn’t stop Kellan from running to her best friend’s side—or the closest thing she could manage to a run after two very long days and nights on dragon back.

      “She’s fine.”  Jae’s hands moved briskly, tucking a blanket around Sapphire while a peach-pink nose sniffed worriedly.

      Kellan shot Lotus a look.  She was the only dragon who didn’t look utterly exhausted.

      ::The ghost dragon fed her wings, but I don’t know how long that will last.::  Fendellen sounded as cracked and tired as the rest of them, but she stood tall and proud in the moonlight, her eyes scanning the dark.

      Meeting all the eyes that lived there.

      Kellan scrambled to her feet and put herself in front of Jae and Sapphire.  They weren’t safe.  They’d arrived at the lands of the dragons of old, but they were hungry and exhausted and hurt, and these dragons hated elves.

      ::Easy, youngling.::  Afran’s voice, but he had positioned himself just behind Fendellen’s shoulder, and Karis was nowhere to be seen.

      A huge black bulk moved forward from the shadows.  ::I greet you, warrior of my line.  I am Baraken.::

      Afran lowed his head a fraction.  ::I am Afran, kin to Karis and advisor to Fendellen, queen of the dragons across the waters.::

      Baraken inclined his head politely—and then scowled as a small dragon scrambled forward.  “Quira.  You will remain with the others.  Young queens must not put themselves in danger.”

      The small purple-gray dragon turned to look at the huge black warrior behind her—and then her entire body rumbled with dragon giggles.  “Silly.  I’m not your new queen. She is.”

      Baraken stared, first at Quira and then at Fendellen.  “That’s not possible.”

      “I agree.” Fendellen sounded regal—and amused.  “But tonight has been full of happenings that aren’t possible.  The wisdom of queens was passed to me before we began this long journey, and it confirms what your small one says.”  She offered Quira a bow of great respect.  “It also says you will be queen after me.”

      Kellan stared as the small purple-gray dragon puffed up proudly and the hulking warrior beside her stood frozen in a rant that never quite erupted.

      Afran nodded slowly.  “Of course.  We are one dragonkind.  Not two.”

      Kellan could hear the collective hissed breath of the dragons in the shadows, but she somehow couldn’t take her eyes off the two she could see.  Quira tugged on something inside her, something warm and playful and brave, and she knew, absolutely, that they were small and fierce sisters.  But it was what she felt from the huge black dragon that pulled Kellan’s feet forward.  Anger.  Pounding guilt.  Fear.  Deep, strangling worry for his dragons and for the small one in front of him.  Mistrust so deep, it seeped from his bones.

      And grief.  Searing, terrible grief.

      Kellan took another step forward, tears spilling from her eyes.  “She wasn’t just your queen.  She was your friend.”

      Fire clicks, dozens of them, from dragons shocked and scared.

      A hurled, silent order.  Their new queen, demanding safe passage.

      Kellan’s feet kept moving through the wet sand.  When she stood right in front of the great black dragon’s nose, she said nothing.  She just lifted her hands, settling them on the sides of his face.

      He shuddered under her touch.  She could feel his horror and his instinctive hate and his utter, mesmerized confusion.

      Because he felt it too.  

      It grew inside her with each breath.  She gasped a little at the wild intensity.  She hadn’t known it would be like this.

      The great black warrior shuddered again—but he had not moved his head.

      Moving ever so slowly so that she added no more weight to his fear, Kellan let her forehead tip in and touch his scales, her tears falling on his nose.  She had almost lost a friend this night too.

      He quivered, a tightly strung bow that could not find its arrow.

      She whispered, hoping he could hear her.  “You were very brave.  You helped your queen fly fast and true to save Sapphire.”

      A long, aching silence.  ::It should have been me.::

      She gasped at the voice in her head, rumbling and deep, his guilt so intense she could barely stand it.

      The guilt dimmed.  ::I’m sorry.  I did not realize.::

      She pounded her fist into his cheek.  ::Don’t do that.  Don’t run away from me.  That hurts too.::

      A dragon the size of a mountain froze under the blow of her tiny fist.  ::I do not know what this is.  I felt you when you stood on Afran’s back and you roared as a warrior and you demanded that we save your friend.  You are such a puny thing, and yet I swear, in that moment, you held the authority of a queen.::

      One who had perhaps swayed his loyalties wrongly.  Horror shimmered in the bond between them.

      ::No.:: Her head shook fiercely against his.  You did not betray anyone.  You did the right thing.::

      ::She is an elf.::

      Kellan swayed in the sheer violence of his hatred.  ::So am I.::

      “Baraken, don’t be foolish.  Your elf is ready to fall where she stands.”  A new dragon stepped forward, and Kellan was startled to realize she was easy to see.  The light of early dawn shone off green scales.  “I am Baret, young one.  I take care of the hatchlings here.  I had some of what we feed to the smallest fetched for you.  I do not know if it will please your belly, but it is warm and plentiful.”

      Kellan stared at the huge metal platter and the pile of mush steaming on its surface.  It didn’t matter what it tasted like.  She was so hungry she would eat rocks if they were warm.  She stepped forward, watching the kind, stern eyes of the dragon holding the platter in her claws.  “I thank you.  I would like to feed my friend first, if she is able.”

      “You do well to think first of others, but there is plenty for all.  Perhaps you have some of the strange implements elves use to eat their food?”

      Kellan blinked.

      “I’ve got bowls and spoons.”  Karis appeared from the trees, a pack on her back, knifes on both hips, and nodded briskly at Baret.  “You have my thanks.  We flew without much food to stay light.”

      Baret raised an eyebrow crest.  “And who might you be?”

      “She’s the elf who almost managed to circle around behind us,” said a voice grimly.  A new dragon stepped forward, this one lithe and brown and somehow reminding Kellan of Irin.

      A very irritated Irin.

      “I did nothing of the sort,” Karis said calmly.  She patted the canteens at her waist.  “I headed far enough inland to get water.  If I’d been trying to circle you, your scouts never would have seen me.”

      “She spied us, though.”  A dragon emerged from the shadows behind her, his voice wry.  “She spotted me and asked me to help fill her canteens.”

      The Irin dragon snorted in disgust.

      Karis eyed him.  “He has good skills.  He wasn’t expecting me, and I still barely caught sight of him.”

      Kellan hid a grin as the collected dragons tried to figure out how they felt about that.  She stepped forward and took the bowls from Karis.  “I’ll feed everyone.”  She glanced up at Baret.  “There’s more than we need.  Would Quira like some, or any of your other littles?”

      An annoyed dragon snort from beside her.  “I’m not a baby.  I don’t eat mush anymore.”

      Kellan winced.  She didn’t usually forget about littles and their pride, but her head felt full of mead and tiredness.

      Baret shook her head.  “You’re about to fall where you stand, and it’s cold and wet here.  Baraken, bring her back to the fires.  She needs to warm.”  She surveyed the rest.  “Bring all of them.  We have food for grown dragons as well, and warm places to sleep, and whatever safety we can offer before the waters come.”

      Kellan swallowed hard. They hadn’t just come for a visit.  They’d come to fulfill a prophecy.  She turned to stare at Baraken’s forehead.

      ::Yes.::  Fendellen’s words, steady and sober.  ::He is marked, along with you, my darling Kellan.  You are the final pair of prophecy.::

      Kellan shook her head as the gravity of that, and the wonder, somehow managed to leak through the fuzz.  ::I have a dragon.::

      ::Yes.::  Joy—and worry.  ::It will not be an easy thing for him to understand.::

      Laughter wanted to roll out of Kellan’s throat, the kind that might not stop if it got started.  The nose against her cheek stilled, as if Baraken could somehow hear anyhow.  She stroked his cheek.  ::I would like to see your home.::  She tried to hold back the aching sadness that he was going to lose it, but she was quite sure he heard that too.

      ::I can take you there, but then I must go.  I am organizing our preparations.  We do not know when the waters will come, and we must be ready to leave.::

      “Yes, we do.”  Quira’s small, piping voice.  She straightened as all heads swung to look at her.  She turned to look at Fendellen.  “Baraken thinks he doesn’t have time for a nap, but he does, and he needs to so Kellan won’t be sad and lonely.”

      Fendellen somehow managed to look amused.  “It’s not polite to listen to the thoughts of kin, sweet one.  Queens can, but they mostly shouldn’t.”

      Quira looked a little abashed, but also a little proud.  “But Kellan needs Baraken to stay really close, and he won’t do that unless he knows when the waters are going to come.  And I know the answer, so I think it was good that I listened.”

      Fendellen’s blue eyes blazed.  “You know when the waters are coming?”

      Quira nodded crisply.  “Yes.  The nice green dragon across the water told me.  The rest of you were too busy to listen.”

      Trift.  Kellan turned a little, not letting her cheek leave her dragon.  Words and bonds weren’t solid between them yet, but he found solace in her touch.  And she in his.

      Fendellen lowered her nose to the small one who would one day be queen.  “What did he tell you, sweet one?”

      Quira puffed up with the importance of her announcement.  “When the sun comes up on the seventh day.  That will be when the earth shakes and the waters come and the dragons must fly to their new land.”

      There were a whole lot of details missing in that—but one that mattered greatly.  Kellan took a breath, the first one in two days that didn’t feel squeezed.

      They had a week.
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      Kellan looked at the bowl of mush in her hands, feeling bereft.  Her short nap, the one she had finally agreed to take so her dragon would stop fretting, had lasted until nightfall.  And then a steaming bowl of stew later, she’d gone right back to sleep on Baraken’s tail, wrapped in the safety of the immense warrior who was somehow hers.

      He’d been gone when she’d awakened at the first crack of dawn.

      She climbed to her feet.  The mush was both cold and tasteless, and surely she could do better.  She made her way over to the fire where the stew had been made last night.  Karis looked up and smiled.  “Good morning.  It looks like we had the same idea.”

      Kellan looked at the pot of mush over the fire and the neatly stacked nuts and dried berries on the rocks ringing the coals.  “Where did you find nuts?”

      “Timot.”  Karis picked up a small rock and started shelling the nuts.  “He flew me to a tree not far from here.  Jae is out too, seeing if she can find some early greens or roots.”

      If anyone knew where to find food in the first days of spring, it would be their mountain healer.  But that wasn’t even close to the most interesting thing Karis had said.  Kellan took the small rock.  Her head was still feeling all tilted this morning, but she could shell nuts in her sleep.  “One of the dragons from here let you ride?”

      Karis made very sure her fierce grin was pointed at the ground where no one but a carefully watching elf would see it.  “Yes.  He had a lot of questions.  About elves and kin bonds.”

      Kellan’s eyes widened.  That was very interesting.  “Does he know that I bonded with Baraken?”  It felt so very strange to say it out loud.

      Karis stirred the mush and nodded.  “Afran says all the dragons felt it.  They didn’t all know what it meant, but they can feel Fendellen’s bond with Jae, too, so at least some are piecing it together.”  A pause.  “Quira knows.  She expressed displeasure that we didn’t bring an elf for her too.”

      Kellan winced.  It had seemed silly enough to bring one extra elf, let alone two.

      Karis laughed.  “Younglings don’t always get what they want.  Even royal ones.”

      “Baraken doesn’t want me.”  Kellan winced again, disturbed that she had spoken such disloyal thoughts out loud.  “Or maybe he does a little, but it’s complicated.”

      “I imagine so,” Karis said quietly.  “His dragons have been at war with elves for generations.”

      Kellan swallowed.  “I remember when Oceana tried to teach the dragons to swim, and some of them couldn’t even get near the water.”

      “Afran was one of them.  He still struggles.  He just hides it better now.”

      That was exactly what she was afraid of.  “Baraken feels like those dragons did.  His head might learn to tolerate me, but his bones and scales and blood—they hate elves.”

      Karis stirred the pot, then slowly added dried fruit and nuts.  “Maybe.  But he’s also the one who made it possible to save Sapphire yesterday.  Most of the dragons standing with Lovissa couldn’t see around their fear and hate.  He did.”

      Lovissa’s flight.  Kellan wished she were bard enough to put that to song.  She didn’t want the old queen’s courage or her sacrifice ever forgotten.

      ::And that, youngling, is why you are Baraken’s kin.::  Afran settled near the fire, his eyes looking far less tired than they had the last time she’d seen him.  ::You value the same things he does.  He sees the warrior in you, and you see the huge heart in him.  It is not going to be an easy partnership, and if you need some dragon fire at your back, you need only ask, but I am pleased.::

      Kellan tilted her head.  “He’s kind of like your grandfather.”

      Afran snorted.  “He’s far more reckless than any of my line I’ve ever known.”

      Kellan saw much that was alike in the two of them.  

      “It does explain a lot.”  Karis held out a tin bowl heaped high with dragonet mush.  “Afran has always felt a special connection to you.”  She glanced at her dragon.  “It worried us some.”

      Kellan squinted at her teacher, and then at her bowl, trying to work that one out.  

      “Some dragons have more than one kin,” Karis said gently.

      Not that Kellan had ever heard.  And then she realized.  Not more than one at the same time.  “You thought you were going to die?”

      Karis inclined her head.  “We thought it was a possibility.”

      That was terrible.  “I’m really glad that didn’t happen.”

      The deep, earthshaking rumble that was Afran’s rare laughter.  ::That makes three of us, youngling.  I am very pleased for you to be kin to a dragon of my line, however.  I’m rather fond of you.::

      She loved him dearly, but she knew just how embarrassed he would be if she said so.  So she just felt it inside her head, quite sure he would understand that too.

      Karis gave her dragon a fond look and then switched her attention back to Kellan.  “You will do Baraken good.  You’re correct that there is still much hate and fear here, but your dragon is well respected.  If we must leave in a week, he will be needed to help get them to a place where they will trust and follow us.”

      Kellan gulped.  She wouldn’t wish for another flight like that in her lifetime, and clearly most of the dragons here would never make it.  She swallowed all the sand in her throat and asked the question she hadn’t been brave enough to think about until she had a belly half full of mash.  “How are we going to fly everyone back?”

      ::We don’t yet know.  But we have a plan.::

      She relaxed into Afran’s wise steadiness.  A plan was good.

      “Not exactly a plan.”  Karis’s tone was dry.  “But we think that isn’t the part we’re meant to do.  There are seven waiting for us, and they’re wise and equipped with skills we don’t have.”

      Kellan pictured the seven they’d left behind.  A queen, two warriors, two magicians, and two who understood water better than anyone.  Of course.  She sat up straight, suddenly excited.  “Maybe Alonia and Trift can make us an island to land on.”  Like they’d done to rescue Quira.

      “Perhaps.”  There was hope in Karis’s voice, but also caution.  “We will be many, and the power needed for just one small island was immense.”

      Alonia had been so tired afterwards she’d barely been able to eat.  The hope that had lit inside Kellan’s chest spluttered out.  “It’s impossible.”

      Karis chuckled.  “Says the elf who just kin bonded with a dragon who lives hundreds of years before she was born.”

      Kellan blinked.  Baraken felt so very solid and real, but some of this must be dreams or magic or something beyond the ken of a simple elf.

      “Don’t spend too much time thinking about that.”  Karis added another spoonful of mush to her bowl.  “We have far more normal and urgent matters needing our attention.”

      Kellan ate more mush.  Logistics were her specialty.  “I can work on food.”

      Karis smiled and shook her head.  “I can manage that, and I seem to have acquired a helper or two.  You have a far more important job.”

      Food was always important, but Kellan was happy to work wherever she was needed.  “What can I do?”

      ::Fight fear.:: Afran sounded calm.  Maybe too calm.

      She stared at him.  “You’re worried.”

      Karis chuckled as the enormous dragon’s eyes widened.  “She knows you well.”

      ::I am concerned.::  This time, Afran let some of his feelings seep into his words.  ::Look around.  We’re in the middle of the valley where these dragons live.  How many of them do you see?::

      Only the big mountain in front of her.  “Baraken left to see to the preparations this morning.  Maybe they’re getting ready.”

      Afran and Karis both watched her in silence.

      She realized just how silly her own words were.  Preparations should be happening here, with littles running everywhere and questions being asked and plans being made.  “They don’t trust us.”  Even her own dragon.

      And they had to leave in a week.  On a flight even she didn’t think was possible.

      Karis touched her shoulder.  “One step at a time.  Find your dragon.  Let him see the goodness in you.”

      That didn’t sound very practical.  Or fast.  “I’m not sure how to do that.”

      Afran leaned forward until his breath blew right on her forehead.  “You will.”

      He was far more certain of that than she was.

      “Here.”  Karis held up a small pouch and poured what looked like roasted nuts into the open flap.  “These are one of Afran’s favorite snacks.  Perhaps he got that from his grandfather twenty-five generations ago.”

      Warmth filled Kellan, and not because she had any idea what Baraken might like to eat.  Because she wasn’t in this alone.  She had people and dragons at her back.  If they thought a small elf could do this, she wasn’t going to sit around a fire and be lazy.  She set her bowl down neatly where it could be washed later.

      She had a dragon to find.
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        * * *

      

      Kellan’s steps slowed as the valley narrowed.  Now that she was far enough away that she could no longer see the cooking fire, the silence felt eerie.  Creepy.  There should be dragons.  Lots of them.  And frenetic activity.

      Then she realized that some of the rocks above her weren’t rocks at all.  There were eyes and wings in the shadows.  Watching her.  Tracking her like she was a little rabbit and they were hungry and she was two steps away from being spit roasted.

      For the first time in her life, she was scared of the creatures she loved.  

      She swallowed hard and tried to remember that even little rabbits sometimes did important work.  “Good morning.”  Her timid words probably didn’t even make it as far as the nearest rock, so she tried again, holding up her pouch this time.  “Hello.  I’ve got a few roasted nuts, if any of you like them.”

      A snort as the dragon who reminded her of Irin swooped in for a landing.  “Don’t you be sharing those, young one.  They’re Baraken’s favorite.  Which means you’re either a spy, and they’re poisoned, or you made a very lucky guess and the dragon who eats his favorite snack is going to be in very big trouble.”

      She blinked, not at all sure which of those choices he preferred.  “I’d make a terrible spy, and I have no idea how to poison a dragon.  Well, that’s not entirely true.  I know how to make you really sick and wish you were dead, but I promise, that was only once, and we know not to use that spice in dragon stews anymore.  It comes from a land far away, anyhow.”

      She was babbling.  About a spice some explorer dragon had brought back from his travels and she’d foolishly added to dinner.

      The Irin dragon swooped off his rocky perch and landed on the valley floor in front of her, keeping a safe distance.  Not that it mattered.  She wasn’t armed with so much as a kitchen knife, and he had claws and fire.  He tilted his head, as if she might seem less strange sideways.  “You’re right about that.  You’re a terrible spy.  I’m Marphus.”

      Some of the dragons hiding up in the rocks hissed.

      He clicked a warning in his throat.

      She liked every dragon she’d ever met.  She tried to remember that.  “I’m Kellan.  I came to see if I could be helpful.”

      He blinked slowly and said nothing.

      She tried again.  “I’m sure you have a lot of work to do to get ready, and I’m a pretty useful elf.”

      They all hissed on her last word, including Marphus, and she winced.  But she was an elf, darn it.  And they needed to get used to that.  “You’re all wasting time watching me.  That can’t be smart.  Are we collecting firewood?  Fetching water?  Finding things for the stew pot?”

      Marphus leaned forward until his eyes were right in front of hers.  “Those are things that foolish elves do.”

      He was far more annoying than Irin, but she knew how to deal with cranky dragons.  “Then a smart dragon needs to give her better instructions so she can be useful.”

      He snorted.  “A good spy would say that.”

      She wanted to stomp her feet like a small child, but that probably wouldn’t improve his opinion of her overmuch.  “You have two choices.  You can all sit up there on the rocks and watch me as I collect firewood, which would be a ridiculous waste of your time.  Or you can believe that I climbed on the back of a dragon and froze for two days and watched my friend nearly die because I actually want to help, and you can give me a job to do.”

      Marphus raised both eyebrow crests.  “You have a very feisty elf, Baraken.”

      Hot air fanned her back.  Kellan whirled to discover her dragon right behind her.

      He glared. “She lacks sense.  Only a fool would leave their flank so exposed.”

      She glared right back, suddenly grateful for Irin’s lessons.  “That’s true if I’m in enemy territory.  Am I?”

      A long silence, and then a slow exhale.  “No.  You are not our enemy.  You honor our queen’s sacrifice in the song you make in your mind.”

      She stared at him.  “What?”

      He bowed his head slightly.  “There is a dragon amongst us who is quite talented in the ways of song.  He has been working on the ballad for our queen.  He was most excited when someone brought him word of your musings this morning.  He said it will be called Lovissa’s Flight.  He was quite enchanted with your line about ghost dragons with scales of moonlight.”

      Kellan could feel her cheeks flaming.  She had only composed those lines in the most private parts of her head.

      Baraken’s eyes did not change, but she felt remorse in the invisible rope of light that connected them.  “I apologize, young one.  Quira does not yet understand what she should not listen to.”  He paused.  “It is a new experience to have an elf in our midst.  I will speak to her.”

      “No.”  The word was out of her mouth before Kellan could stop it, but it was the right one.  “She can listen all she wants.”  Even if it was really embarrassing.  “Marphus thinks I might be a spy and you don’t really know if you trust me either, even though you can see me way down deep where even Quira can’t go.”

      She felt his pain—but she knew she was right.  “But Quira can hear enough to know I’m trustworthy.  That all of us are.  She would hear if we were lying or trying to deceive you.”

      A hiss from on high.  “That could just be more elf treachery.”

      Kellan had finally had enough.  She stomped her foot and didn’t care how old it made her look.  “It could be.  And so could the warning about a wall of water that’s going to kill you all.  Stay here if you want.  I hope you’ve been paying attention during your swimming lessons.”

      She marched off, fuming—and somewhere underneath all that, deeply aware of just how unsuccessful she’d been.  But she had to go.  She could hear Afran calling.  It was time to go to the water and talk to her friends on the other side and figure out how to save these ungrateful creatures.
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      Karis raised her eyebrows as Kellan stomped to the edge of the water.  “I see that Baraken can be as annoying as his great-great-grandson.”

      Sapphire laughed from behind them as she threw her arms around Kellan, bouncing with exuberance.  “I don’t care if he’s the most annoying dragon ever.”  She pushed away, her hands still on Kellan’s shoulders.  “You have a dragon.  You finally have a dragon.”

      That punched a fist of delight through Kellan’s temper.  “I do.”  Although the friend in front of her was a sharp reminder that being dragon kin wasn’t remotely easy.  “I’m so glad you’re up.  How’s Lotus?”

      Sapphire shook her head.  “She barrel rolled over the cooking fire and got ashes in the mush.  Baret sent her off with Timot to try to be useful.”

      Karis huffed out an amused breath.

      Sapphire shrugged her shoulders.  “If they wanted well-behaved dragons, they should have consulted with the Dragon Star before it decided to smack prophecy marks on our foreheads.”

      It was all Kellan could do not to reach for the one newly on hers.  She’d felt her face in the night, and nothing seemed different, at least to her fingers.

      Sapphire studied her.  “How are you?”

      It was a big question, and she didn’t really have any answers.  “I don’t know.  I was already here, so I don’t know if being marked really changes anything.”

      Karis nodded.  “That’s a good attitude to have.”

      Maybe.  “Having a dragon changes pretty much everything, though.”

      ::Indeed.::  Afran landed near the water’s edge, Fendellen and Jae right beside him.  

      Kellan’s heart squeezed as Jae’s hand found her dragon’s shoulder.  They often stood like that.  Connected.

      Afran’s big eyes watched her kindly.  ::It is a big step he has taken, youngling.  Give him time.::

      “He’s trying.”  Kellan straightened, trying to be scrupulously fair.  “Some other dragons were really suspicious this morning.  He said I wasn’t an enemy.”

      Fendellen’s nostrils flared.  “He didn’t name you as friend?”

      Something cold and prickly slithered in Kellan’s heart.  “No.  But I don’t know if that would have helped.  The others don’t trust elves at all.  Even ones who are trying to save them.”

      “I know.”  The new queen of all those very suspicious dragons looked concerned—and resolute.  “I will speak to them.  And to Baraken.”

      “No.”  Kellan squared her shoulders.  “Thank you, but that’s my job.  I’m his kin.”  It felt good to say it out loud.  She had a dragon, and she wasn’t letting him go, even if she got a lot of bruises from holding on.  She wouldn’t be the first kin to get a little dented.  “I think Quira can hear me.”

      Fendellen nodded.  “She has the bonds of one who will be queen.  They form young for her, as they did for me.  I can ask her to respect your privacy, but she’s small yet.”

      Karis snorted.  “Spoken like one who did a terrible job of staying out of everyone’s heads.”

      The ice-blue dragon’s eyes glinted in amusement.  “Afran kept me out of your thoughts, mostly.”

      That was interesting.  “Is he doing that now?”

      The black dragon looked surprised, but nodded his chin.

      Kellan took a deep breath.  “Baraken was going to speak to Quira too, but I asked him not to.  They don’t know how to trust elves.  They fear us.  Fear that we might be here as part of some treachery.  If Quira can see inside us, I think that maybe we should let her look.”

      Karis blinked.  “That’s an excellent idea.”

      ::I agree.::  Fendellen nuzzled her kin.  ::They won’t be able to see Jae, but they don’t seem to see her as the same kind of threat.::

      Jae looked entirely perplexed by that.  “Elf ears shouldn’t be nearly as scary as wings.”

      That much, Kellan understood.  “Humans with wings have never hurt a dragon.”  She swallowed hard because the warrior who was now hers had been on the front lines of so many battles.  “Elves have killed a lot of their friends.”  Baraken’s grief ran far deeper than the loss of his queen.

      Karis nodded, her eyes solemn and sad.  “That isn’t something we can fix in six days.  But we must find a way to begin.  I think letting Quira eavesdrop is an excellent idea.”

      ::Quira isn’t the only one listening.::  Afran hadn’t moved, but his attention sharpened.  ::Your dragon is near.::

      Kellan closed her eyes and tried to feel his hulking presence, but there was nothing but emptiness.

      ::He hides himself from the bond.::  Fendellen sounded ready to fly off and beat sense into him.  Which would not help at all.  Queens had their own work to do.  Kellan sent calm and acceptance and love into the empty space.

      It filled.  A little.  Barely a shadow of the dragon who had let her use his tail for a pillow last night, but some things were a lot harder to do in the brightness of day.  She stayed steady.  ::We’re going to talk to our friends across the water now.  You can listen with me, if you want.::

      Surprise.  ::You should not trust me so much, young one.::

      If he wanted an elf who walked through life suspicious and cranky, he should have picked Lily.

      A noise inside her head, like a great big dragon had run into a rock.  ::I am not displeased with you.  At all.  I am uncomfortable with any bond to an elf, but you are loyal and fierce, and if I must be kin to one with pointed ears, I find you quite worthy.::

      It was the most uncomfortable, awkward, ungainly speech she had ever heard.  And it was utterly endearing.  She tried not to let too much of that flow toward him.  He was a warrior, big and brave and used to spending far too much of his time fighting.  ::Thank you.::

      ::Focus on your task, young one.  I believe your queen reaches for those on the other side.::

      Indeed, Fendellen stood knee-deep in water.  ::She is your queen too.::

      ::Yes.::  Her dragon seemed far less ambivalent about that.

      Kellan took a deep breath, walked forward until her toes were in the water, and shivered.  The water was spring cold and icy, and the parts of her that thought she would never be warm again wanted nothing more than to beat a quick exit back to the cooking fire, but she needed to pay attention.  

      They had some dragons to save, and perhaps not all of them were entirely ungrateful.

      Elhen appeared in the mists first, maybe because she most resembled them.  Kis stood on one side of her, Trift on the other.  Kellan smiled as Alonia came into focus, a face she had spent a hard night on dragon back thinking she might never see again.

      “Pfft.”  Lily’s voice came through clear as a bell, even though she wasn’t in view.  “If you think you had the hard job, next time you can try being the person in cold water up to your waist in the dead of night, waiting for someone to bother to stick a tail in the water and send an update.”

      Kellan knew that wasn’t a real complaint.  It was how Lily offered support and love.  “That sounds cold and terrible.”  It did, but she was grateful Alonia and Lily had been spared seeing Sapphire’s fall.  It would haunt her nightmares the rest of her days, and she could only imagine what Sapphire and Lotus would face.

      ::They will be fine.::  Another cranky voice, this one from a dragon.  ::When you have faced your biggest fear and survived, missy, it does not haunt you anymore.::

      Kellan smiled and sent all the overflowing love she’d been carefully holding back from her kin bond toward Kis.

      A splashing tail on the water, heard rather than felt.  

      Kellan shook her head, amused, and sent warm feelings to Oceana as well.  Lily’s dragon rarely acknowledged needing such things, but that had never stopped Kellan from providing them.  A thought that brought her up short, even as she let her feelings stroke the small dragon across the waters.  She knew how to make friends with even the most difficult dragons.

      ::Indeed.:: A queen’s voice this time, old and resonant.  ::It is good you remember your worth.::  A gentle pause.  ::And I am queen no more, youngling.::

      Kellan knew the answer to that without even thinking.  ::You don’t rule anymore.  You will always be queen.::

      Fendellen snorted.  ::Making royal proclamations, are you, sweet one?::

      Kellan felt her cheeks flame.  ::I’m sorry.::

      Another snort.  ::I’m not.  You’re entirely right.  And with this herd I’m bringing back, we will need all the spare queens we can get.::

      Elhen looked almost offended by that until Alonia’s giggles squirted out.

      Irin shook his head, stepping out from Kis’s shoulder.  “If you’ve all finished discussing your feelings and future titles, perhaps we can get on with the business of figuring out how we might get you home again. With your full retinue.”

      That sobered everyone.

      “I’m not sure we need to discuss it, old man.”  Fendellen spoke, respectful, but clearly a queen with a royal opinion. “Some tasks are better accomplished when the labor is divided.”

      It was one of Irin’s favorite lines of advice to spout, usually when two or three had gone on the attack and left a flank undefended.

      He raised an eyebrow.  “You’re saying that’s our part to figure out?”

      “Yes.”  A single brave word.

      Kellan could feel the shock inside her head straight from the emptiness.  She swam through her memories to the one where Quira lifted out of the water on a scaled green mountain.  Her friends across the water were fierce, and they had skills, and they were marked.  There must be a reason.

      The shock subsided, and that place inside her where her dragon should be was just empty again.

      She tried not to wail like a toddler denied his favorite snack.

      Elhen stepped forward half a step, her eyes on Fendellen.  “We do not know yet how to get you here, but Trift and Alonia have some ideas.  Let us think on that.”

      Her eyes drilled into the rest of them—and then into some place over all their heads.  “It is a long flight.  It will not be one you can make with all the hate you still carry.”

      Kellan wondered just how many dragons were listening in behind them.

      If they were very lucky, maybe enough.

      They all stood perfectly still as some conversation they couldn’t hear raged over their heads.

      Elhen suddenly glowed, sharp against the mist.  “I may not be queen any longer, but you come to a village of elves.  Ones we name as friends.  You will not bring such hate here.”

      More silence, and then the old queen dimmed.

      Elhen’s gaze shifted over the seven who had crossed the waters, but when it came to rest, it was on Kellan.  “You made a very long flight, but that was only the beginning of your journey.  Time grows short.  You must help them to be ready.”

      Kellan wanted to be hopeful—but she also felt like she needed to tell the truth.  “I don’t know if they will all come.”  She looked at Irin and Kis, thinking they might understand best.  “They carry wounds we can’t see.  Their insides are scarred.”

      Irin sighed.  “That is not unexpected.  War shapes all who fight, and it can be very difficult to assume a new shape.”

      He and Kis had done it.  “How do we help?”

      The weapons master drew up to his full height.  “You use your strengths, missy, each of you.  You trust you were chosen because you’re the ones who can get the job done, and you lead with what you do best.”

      That had always been his advice when she had a weapon in her hand, and it rarely got her anything but bruised ribs.

      ::Your greatest weapon is your heart.  I can vouch that you wield it most effectively.::

      Kellan jumped at the voice in her head—and the very sudden, solid presence of her dragon.

      Irin nodded respectfully, as if he could hear the big black warrior.  “You are absolutely correct.  If I were going to send a single elf into enemy territory to broker a peace, Kellan is the elf I would send.”

      Kellan stared.  She was just a small elf who made good stew.

      ::That you believe that is part of what makes you so dangerous.::

      She might have taken offense, but there was no edge to Baraken’s words, and maybe even some fondness.  ::I’m not dangerous.  I shoot no arrows of death.::

      Utter stillness.  ::You have seen inside me.::

      It felt like she was walking the narrow and frightening part of the valley again, between the walls of rock.  ::Some.  As you have seen inside me.  I think that’s how the kin bond is supposed to work.::

      Long, edged silence—and then a sigh.  ::That is how it works between dragons.::

      It would be far more terrifying when you didn’t trust the one you were bonded with.  ::I can try not to look.::

      A shudder far more potent than his attempts to still it.  ::No.  It is as you said about Quira.  We will learn of each other faster if we remain open.::

      She had spent enough time with Irin and Kis to know just how hard it might be for a warrior to say that.  To choose it.  ::I see a dragon of great courage.  One others will follow.  One who is willing to shift all of what he knows if it will keep even one dragon safe.::

      A warrior who was willing to bleed from his scars—or maybe even let her touch them.
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      Kellan ran.  Sapphire had said it was urgent, and Afran had passed the same message as she was dashing to the farthest fire in the valley.  Not far by dragon wing, but a long run on a belly full of roasted meat and mash flatbread.

      However, she didn’t have to wonder any longer why she’d been paged.  She could feel her dragon right on the knife edge of a rampage.  She could see Baraken’s fury, magnificent and terrifying in the light of the setting sun—and the ice-blue queen winging in to intercept it.

      Fendellen landed in front of the great black warrior.  She focused first on the careening dragons around him.  “Silence.  Whatever is wrong, we will fix it.  Chaos is only going to make it worse.”

      Baret stepped forward.  “Quira is missing.  As is Timot.”

      Timot was the scout who had been helping Karis find food.  Kellan had met him.  He was friendly and funny and a really good flier.

      Baraken roared into the sky.

      The battle cry shook Kellan to her bones.

      ::SILENCE.::

      This time, Fendellen’s order cracked like lightning through the kin bond—and judging from the reaction of the milling dragons, into every one of them as well.  Fendellen faced them all fiercely, her eyes snapping.  “They are not missing.  I know where they went.  They are safe, and they are on their way home.  You will behave like dragons with minds in your heads, not rocks.”

      That was one of Irin’s favorite sayings, but it was usually pointed at Fendellen.

      ::I am well aware of that, youngling.  But it seems some leadership is needed.::  The ice-blue dragon sounded calm, but her eyes still crackled.

      “That is not good enough.”  Baraken’s wings stretched out.  “You will tell me where they are, and I will go find them.”

      An ice-blue glare strong enough to split a dragon in two.  “You will behave as a warrior who respects his queen.”

      Kellan could feel the battle raging in her dragon.  Fear and honor and love for a small purple-gray creature he considered no bigger than a hatchling.  “You do not understand the danger from the elves.”

      Fendellen nearly glowed in the night.  “You do not understand the danger of your suspicion and fear and hate.  I would not have allowed her to venture into harm’s way without a protector.”

      Fury lanced through the kin bond.  “Timot is not a warrior.  He is a fine scout, but his fighting skills are weak.”

      “It is not warriors who are needed now.”  Fendellen’s tone was still fierce, but something in her eyes was almost gentle.  “It is not fighting that will save your dragons now.  It is those with open minds and open hearts, and there, Timot is one of your very finest.”

      Baraken’s throat clicked, which seemed to shock him as much as it did everyone else.  

      Kellan’s feet moved before she could even think—charging straight for her dragon.  Sliding to a halt between him and his new queen.

      He stared at her.

      She stared right back.

      He glared.  ::You are both brave and stupid, young one.::

      She glared right back.  ::That makes two of us.::

      Grudging amusement flickered in the bond—and then shame.  Her dragon drew himself up and looked over her head.

      Kellan didn’t hear Fendellen’s words.  She felt them, washing over her dragon.  Forgiveness.  Understanding.  Compassion.

      Which only made Baraken feel worse.

      She remembered Afran’s unending embarrassment when he hadn’t been able to stick even the tip of his tail in the water.  Those of his line clearly held themselves to very high standards.  Maybe even ridiculous ones.  She stepped forward and put her hand on his nose.  ::You’ve been a fierce warrior your whole life.  There’s someone I would have you meet when we go to my village.  He knows a lot about how to be a warrior after the battle is over.::

      Hot air, puffing into her hand.  ::The one with tattered wings of gold.::

      ::Yes.::  She paused, wanting to honor Kis and be truthful both.  ::Not all his wounds are so easily seen.::

      Deep, flaring offense.  ::I am not wounded.  And this battle is not yet over.::

      She tipped her forehead into his.  There were no elves invading the valley.  They fled to the flatlands, running from the wall of watery death.  But it wasn’t reason that held her dragon captive.  ::You are magnificent.  The finest warrior of your time, or perhaps of any time.  But you must fight the right battle now.  The one your queen rose up and gave her life to make possible.::

      Hot grief speared through him.

      She wrapped her arms around his nose as tightly as she dared.  ::The elves of my lands don’t fight dragons.::

      More grief, and aching uncertainty.

      She needed to help him stay there.  Uncertainty was so much better than hate.

      ::I believe I can help with that,:: Fendellen said very quietly.  ::Baraken, I require your help.  There will be two elves entering the valley shortly, from the north.  No harm must come to them.  I have promised their safety on my word as queen.::

      More feelings ran through her dragon than Kellan could name, but the last words landed him on solid ground.  His head snapped up, a dragon who had spent an entire lifetime serving his queen.  ::Your word shall be honored.::  The words shot out of him, less a response than an order.

      Kellan watched, awed, as every other dragon she could see snapped to attention.  She had known Baraken was revered.  Until this moment, she hadn’t understood exactly how much.

      She stepped closer to his enormous side.  She couldn’t reach his shoulder, so she laid a hand on his knee.

      His words rumbled out to all who listened.  ::We have visitors arriving shortly.  They come here under the protection of queen and warrior both.  You will do them no harm unless I command it.::

      In that moment, Kellan understood just what it was to be kin to a dragon who led a war force.  One who could unleash death on their arriving visitors with nothing more than a thought.

      Which meant his kin had work to do.  She nodded crisply at Fendellen, pointed her feet north, and started walking to meet the two elves who were on their way.  If the first thing they saw was a solid wall of dragons ready to breathe fire at a moment’s notice, they would drop dead of fright.

      ::I think the elves here are made of somewhat sterner stuff, but you’re not wrong.  They are afraid.::

      Kellan wasn’t sure how Fendellen was so certain of this, but she’d had quite enough of fear and hate.  ::Who are they?::

      ::I believe that is better seen with your own eyes.::

      That sounded mysterious, but the ice-blue dragon didn’t sound worried.  At least not about the incoming elves.  Kellan looked up at the great black dragon who was matching pace with her.  ::Whoever they are, you mustn’t scare them.::

      ::The queen promised them safety.  Not a warm nest and roasted meat.::  

      To Fendellen, they would mean one and the same.  ::We will welcome them.  If they’re treacherous, you’ve got three dozen dragons who can turn them into roasted meat before they do anything more than run a knife through my ribs.::

      The kin bond stuttered.  ::You can’t intend to greet them yourself.::

      She snorted.  ::That’s exactly what I intend to do.  And if you stand behind me looking like you want to eat them, they’ll probably stab me from sheer terror.  You keep me safest by looking as friendly as you can.::

      ::You will keep your distance.::

      She had been taught, always, that the two parties in a kin bond were equals. Even when one of them was so large he could easily be mistaken for a small mountain.  ::I’m not asking you to protect me.  I’m asking you to walk beside me and serve the desires of your queen.::  That was possibly a low blow, but she could feel how important these visitors were to Fendellen.

      The dragons farthest north began to rustle.  Baraken’s head rose sharply.  ::They come.::  He gave Kellan a quelling look before he returned his gaze to the far end of the valley.  Then he hissed, and the sound was pure, lethal intent.

      ::Let them through.:: Fendellen landed in front of him, her wings nearly grazing his nose on the landing.

      ::You let Quira walk in the company of the enemy?::  Baraken’s fury and insult shook him from nose to tail.

      ::Enough.::  Fendellen’s word was singular and absolute.  ::Either I am your queen or she is, and in either case, what she does is for the future of all dragonkind.::

      Kellan couldn’t see.  She hopped from foot to foot, trying to understand what had her dragon so distressed.  And yelped as a tail swooped under her, lifting her up.  ::Look, young one.  Perhaps you can tell me why I shouldn’t rain fire and death on them all.::

      Fierce words—but he trembled.  A dragon facing a pivotal moment in history he didn’t understand.  

      Because this was exactly such a moment.  The mark on Kellan’s forehead was stinging hot, but it wasn’t necessary.  She could see the import with her own eyes.

      The dragons had split into two columns that flanked a narrow pathway.  And up that pathway, two dragons walked.  Small, purple-gray Quira, and Timot.  The scout wasn’t cheerful now.  He watched the gathered dragons with fierce, determined eyes and kept himself very close to the quivering elf who walked at his side.  There were two of them, and they looked as alike as peas in a pod.  One touching Timot’s shoulder and the other holding her brother’s hand and Quira’s wingtip like her life depended on it.

      It well might.

      Kellan could feel the anger billowing through the dragons, the terror that some terrible magic had taken possession of the one who would be queen—and far too much of it was coming from the hulking mountain at her side.

      She could see the others.  Karis and Afran, nearest to the new arrivals and looking worried.  Jae, who had somehow materialized at Fendellen’s shoulder.  Sapphire, her arms tight around her dragon, stopping Lotus from doing anything that might set off a war.

      This wasn’t for any of them to do.  Kellan could feel that all the way to her bones.  This was her moment to fly high into the sky and believe, even with a maw and teeth waiting below to eat her up.  She gulped and scrambled down from Baraken’s tail, stepping forward with her hands stretched out to the two white-faced elves who had just walked a gauntlet.  “Hello.  I’m Kellan, and I bid you welcome.”  Weak words, but they were the ones she had.

      The young woman nodded wildly enough that it was a wonder her head didn’t snap off.  “I’m Bisra, and this is Tet.  He’s my brother.”  She looked over at Quira and trembled.  “She asked me to come.”

      An ice-blue nose descended over her shoulder.  “You are kin.  Both of you.”

      Tet swallowed hard.  “We are.  We don’t know what that means, exactly.”

      Quira preened and looked very proud of herself.

      So she should.  Kellan knew she looked on a walking, talking, breathing miracle.  Two of them.  “It means there is a special bond that runs between you and your dragon, and it will never go away.”

      Tet looked delighted by this.  His sister looked awed—and ready to blow over in a stiff wind.

      Fendellen turned her head toward Timot.  “You knew of these elves.  Before.”

      Baraken’s thoughts darkened, but he didn’t move a muscle.  The scout knew, though.  His eyes jittered the way of the large warrior before he answered his new queen.  “I did.  They are from one of the northern clans.  The first to bring us a broken dragonkiller arrow.”  He paused.  “Tet is a minstrel.  He sometimes sings in the forest, and I would go down to listen.”

      Kellan felt the tears glistening in her eyes.

      Timot gulped audibly.  “I found him when we heard of the wall of water.  I told him to pass word to the clans.”

      “We did.”  Tet’s head bobbed like his sister’s, wobbly and wild.  “We sent runners to all.”  He looked at his sister proudly.  “Bisra went to three.  She’s not the fastest, but she can run forever.”

      Quira snorted.  “She has a dragon now.  She doesn’t have to run.  I’ll be big enough that she can ride me soon.”

      Her kin tensed.  “I think the water comes too soon for that.”  

      Quira’s face said exactly what she thought of that small problem.  “There must be a way.  The ones who came from across the water will know.”  She nudged her elf with her nose.

      Bisra smiled, and there was tenderness in her look.  “I promised I would ask, and I will.”  She faced Fendellen and straightened her shoulders.  “We’ve heard you go on a journey across the water.  We want to come.”

      Baraken didn’t move a muscle, but he spluttered fiercely in their bond.

      Kellan just sent him love and affection.  She knew why he protested, and it wasn’t hate and fear, or mostly not that.  He saw risk.  Two more bodies to carry on an impossible journey.

      She saw hope.
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      Kellan carried bowls of hot stew over to the fire where the two new elves sat, eyes huge and watchful.  She couldn’t blame them.  They were surrounded by dragons, and very few of them looked friendly.

      Including hers, but she was done trying to convince Baraken to embrace this with her words.  If he couldn’t figure out how to behave, she would just have to show him.  She held out one bowl to Bisra and the other to her brother.  “Jae found some wild onions this morning, and Fendellen roasted the meat before we put it in the stew, so it’s pretty tasty.”

      “It smells wonderful.”  Bisra looked gratefully at the food.  “We brought a little with us, but most we left with our clan.”

      Karis raised an eyebrow, squatting on the other side of the fire with a bowl of her own.

      Tet shrugged.  “We can hunt.  They’re traveling with the littles and elders, so they needed it more than we did.”

      Karis nodded.  “Do they need more food for the journey?”

      Both Tet’s eyebrows flew up, but it was Bisra who answered.  “Our clan has good hunters.  We shared with others who had less, but they have enough.”  She glanced carefully at Timot, who was lounging on a rock behind her brother.  “We haven’t been hungry this winter.  It’s been a blessing.”

      Kellan felt her dragon’s rumble before she heard it.

      Timot’s head came up, his eyes at sharp attention.  “Lovissa permitted it.  Gifts of food to any clan who brought a broken dragon-killer arrow.”

      “You brought them excess they could share with others.”  Baraken’s voice thundered.  “Others who kept their arrows intact.”

      Bisra stood and faced the enormous dragon, her whole body shaking, but her eyes fierce.  “We shared with the hungry.  Would you do less?”

      Quira was in front of Bisra before Kellan could blink.  The small dragon said nothing, but her body language was clear.  Anyone who had anything bad to say about her kin was going to have to go through a very feisty future queen first.

      Baraken stared at her—and then Kellan felt him ease.  He nodded respectfully at the small purple-gray dragon and then at Timot.  “You did as your queen bade you.  That was well done.”

      Tension vibrated in their kin bond, and Kellan stepped closer to her dragon.  He puffed out hot, smoky air and turned his eyes on Bisra.  “You are correct, elf hunter.  We would feed our hungry.  You show honor in doing the same.”

      Both elves gulped, but they nodded.

      Baraken backed up two steps.  A warrior, standing down.  Resuming his watch.  One who didn’t show a single flicker of what that skirmish had cost him.  Kellan wanted to throw herself at him, wrap her arms around his nose and kiss his cheeks and feed him wild-onion-and-roasted-meat stew for his bravery.  But she knew something of proud warriors, and Irin and Kis would have been horrified had she tried such things with them.  So she sat down on a flat stone by the fire instead and fed as much warmth and pride as she dared into the bond running between them.  The one Baraken had allowed to remain even as he swallowed his vast suspicion and offered words of respect and honor to an elf.

      He huffed quietly behind her.

      She smiled into her stew.  

      “So.”  Karis handed out some of the flatbread she had figured out how to fry from baby-dragon mush, this time flavored with some of the wild onions.  “You want to journey across the water.”

      Kellan paid attention. This part was their job.  Talking to the new elves.  Fendellen and Jae and Afran were trying to talk to the dragons, which seemed like the far harder task.  Sapphire was sleeping again.  She was doing a lot of that.  Kellan tried not to worry.  They had a long journey ahead, and the first one had been hardest on Lotus and the kin she carried.

      ::Baret watches them.::  Her dragon’s tone sounded almost kind.  ::They will not be disturbed.::

      That was something, and that her dragon cared to share it was something too.  Kellan took a spoonful of stew and tried to pay attention.  She hadn’t missed much.  Bisra and Tet were looking at each other and back at their bowls, clearly trying to figure out what to say.

      “I suggest the truth,” Karis said gently.  “You have reason to be fearful, but you also have two dragons who know your hearts and have brought you here.  That carries a lot of weight.”

      “With some,” Bisra said carefully.

      Karis nodded.  “The rest are not your worry.”

      Bisra looked around, but didn’t state the obvious.  Kellan liked her better for it.

      “We weren’t thinking to journey across the water until Timot and Quira came.”  Tet set down his spoon.  “But we’re at the age where elves of our clan usually go on walkabout.”

      Kellan blinked.  That’s what they called it when young dragons left the village to go on their travels.

      Karis nodded.  “There’s a vast world to see out there.”

      Bisra grinned.  “Tet is more interested in finding all the rocks.”  That earned her a sharp elbow from her brother, but it didn’t dim her grin any.  “He likes the high mountain places.  Says his music sounds better there.”

      Karis looked at the young bard.  “Dragons are a pretty good ride to the high places.”

      Timot seemed awfully proud of himself.  Proud enough that Kellan wondered just how many clandestine rides had already happened.  She tried to keep that thought to herself.  Her dragon had been cranky enough about the extra gifts of food.

      ::I am aware that younglings often do things their elders have forbidden,:: came the wry reply.  ::It seems young elves are not so different from young dragons in that respect.::

      There was far less anger in him than she had expected.  Kellan scooped up more stew, not sure why, but very glad of it.

      Timot’s throat clicked, and then his voice boomed in Kellan’s head.  ::Are there mountains across the water?::

      Karis didn’t hide her wince, so obviously he had managed to yell at both of them.  She reached over to pat his nose.  “That’s very impressive speaking, youngling.  Most dragons can only speak to their own kin.  When Fendellen returns, she can help you work on volume control.”

      He hung his head, clearly embarrassed.

      She gave him a look Kellan was long familiar with.  “There’s no shame in first attempts that aren’t perfect.  That was well done, and you’ve barely begun.  However, until Fendellen can work with you, I’m sure Tet would be happy to share your questions.”

      The elf nodded eagerly—and shot his dragon a fond, proud look.

      Kellan hid a grin as Timot puffed up.  

      “Quira can do that too,” Bisra offered quietly.  She patted the sleepy purple-gray head on her lap.  “She talks to me and to Tet too.”

      ::Can talk to everyone,:: came the quick reply.  Quira yawned and wrapped her tail around her kin.  ::Elves are fun.::

      Karis smiled at the small dragon.  “You will make a fine queen one day, youngling.  Sleep.  We will let nothing happen to your kin.”

      Deep purple eyes shot over to large black ones.

      Baraken nodded solemnly.  ::On my honor as a warrior.::

      That promise successfully extracted, Quira promptly fell asleep.  Kellan smiled at the small dragon who reminded her very much of three hatchlings, and Lotus when she had first arrived in the village.  Small, but mighty—and in this case, blazing a trail that the rest of the dragons would do well to follow.

      Karis looked at their two new arrivals.  Assessing them.  “It will be a long journey, and perhaps a dangerous one.  And it’s likely you would never return.”

      Kellan sobered.  That was a lot different than a walkabout.

      Tet shrugged.  “Often elves who go on walkabout don’t return.  They settle with a different clan.”

      It was how the clans stayed vibrant and healthy.  One of the ways, anyhow.  Orphans were another, but Kellan didn’t like to think about that.

      Karis glanced at her, as if she’d heard the unspoken thought.  “The flight here exhausted our best fliers.  We truly don’t know how we will return.”

      Bisra stroked Quira’s head.  “I won’t go if it will put her in more danger.”

      Kellan shook her head.  “It won’t.”

      Karis looked over at her, surprised.

      Kellan swallowed.  She’d been doing a lot of thinking about that last awful night in the sky.  “Without us, I think the dragons would have quit.  They would have given up.  They kept flying to keep us safe.”

      Karis sighed.  “Afran says the same thing.”

      Kellan sat up straight and said the rest, letting her words ring.  “Dragons with kin will be stronger.”  She looked at Bisra.  “She’s too little for you to ride, but you can fly on another dragon beside her and encourage her.  She’ll fly longer because you’re there.”

      ::I will carry her.::  

      Kellan turned, staring at her dragon.

      He dropped his chin.  ::If that is acceptable to you, young one.::

      It was entirely acceptable.  She was just astonished he had made the offer.  

      He shuddered a little inside their bond, but his body remained at steady attention.  ::Afran flew here with two elves on his back.  You are both small, and I am a fine flier.  You will not tire me overmuch.::

      Karis nodded solemnly.  “It is a fine offer.”  She looked at Bisra.  “And one I believe you should accept.”

      The young elf swallowed.  “What about Tet?”  She glanced carefully at the dragon behind him.  “Timot isn’t very big.”

      Karis laughed.  “Don’t let that fool you.  He’s of similar age to Lotus, and she was the strongest flier on the journey here, even with an elf on her back.  Teenage dragons have small bodies, but they have full-grown wings.  Timot will never be a better flier than he is now.”

      The young scout dragon puffed up again, which made them all laugh.

      ::You’re right.::

      Kellan turned.  Her dragon sounded almost defeated.  She set her bowl down and walked over to where he stood, a great black sentinel.  ::What troubles you?::

      ::I can feel the truth of what you believe when I listen to Timot’s heart.  He will fly longer, fly faster, with that elf on his back.::

      She didn’t point out that elf had a name.  They could work on manners later—after she figured out what was making her dragon nearly lurch with sadness.

      ::That’s two.::  His nose settled on her shoulder, the first time he had made voluntary contact.  ::Two dragons who will fly stronger and maybe make it across the waters.  What about the rest?::

      She wanted to protest, to say that they would follow their warrior and their future queen and somehow find enough motivation that way.  But she wasn’t at all sure it was true.  They flew into the unknown, and for dragons who still hated elves, the thought of journeying to a village full of them would weaken their wings before they even started.

      But she couldn’t say that, not to a heart that had dared to show her where it was cracking.  She leaned in instead, her hands on his cheeks.  ::We must trust.::

      ::I cannot watch them fall into the water, young one.::

      ::Nor can I.::  A new voice, ringing with impatience and resolve.  ::That is not for you to figure out alone, warrior.  But it is good that you finally understand the problem.::

      Kellan looked around for Fendellen, but couldn’t see her.

      ::We are by the cooking fire.  Come.::  It was an order, and quite a cranky one.  ::And bring your dragon.::
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      Kellan slid off Baraken’s tail, a little flustered at the sudden ride.  He had scooped her up with no warning and paraded her past a lot of very suspicious dragon eyes, right at eye level.  Now they had arrived at the cooking fire.

      She took a quick look around to see if she could be useful.  This felt like a meeting where small elves might need to stay busy and out of the line of fire.

      Baret inclined her head.  ::Thank you for offering, but I believe we have everything under control.::

      Kellan blinked.  ::You can hear me?::

      ::Quira makes it so.::  The nurse dragon’s look at the purple-gray dragon spilling out of Bisra’s lap was full of fondness.  “You are too big to curl up on your kin so, young one.”

      Bisra grinned.  “I don’t mind.”

      Kellan was still blinking because Baret could clearly talk out loud to anyone just like Kis could.

      Baret’s eyes glinted with amusement.  ::It is perhaps a skill that comes with monitoring unruly hatchlings.  Just like eyes in our tails.::

      Lotus had believed that one for a while.  Kellan smiled, warmed by good memories of home.  Then she froze, remembering just how many dragons might be in her head right now.  They might not find those memories nearly as inviting.

      ::Those of us with eyes to see find you very inviting, my dear.::  Baret nodded.  ::I have been at war with elves my whole life, but even a rock could see the kindness of your heart.::

      It was good to know they had another ally.  Kellan hadn’t really expected it.  Those who guarded the youngest could scarce be expected to take kindly to enemies becoming friends.

      ::Every hatchling is different, even though they all have scales.  I believe it is so with elves as well.  Pointed ears do not make enemies of you all.::  A pause.  ::Especially if it is my young ones you have come to save.::

      Kellan hoped the dragons were hearing the words of the one who had raised many of them.  Such wisdom had been in really short supply so far.

      ::Indeed.::  Fendellen, finished whatever conversation she’d been having with her kin, stepped toward the fire, calling the impromptu meeting to order.  She looked first at Karis.  “How goes it with the two new arrivals?”

      “Well.”  Karis kept her report brisk and brief.  “Like many kin, they are young and seeking adventure.  They have good hearts.  Their first concern was for their dragons, and the added burden of traveling with a rider.  Baraken has agreed to carry Bisra across the water.”

      Fendellen leveled a queen’s gaze on the great warrior at Kellan’s side.  

      He stood steady.  Every line of him said he understood the magnitude of the task and he would not fail.  Kellan felt herself puffing up just like Timot had done.

      “Good.”  Fendellen tipped her chin, accepting Karis’s report.  “Bisra will be carried by the strongest wings, and Timot is one of the finest fliers I have ever known.  He will carry his kin with ease.”

      That journey wasn’t going to be easy for anyone, but Kellan knew better than to interrupt a queen who had filled Baraken with pride, not with the compliment she had paid to him, but with the one she had paid to the young scout.  He had trained Timot.  Worked with him to strengthen his wings.

      “That is two.”  Fendellen’s voice flattened.  “The rest will be far less easy.”

      Kellan’s heart fell.  Fendellen had been off talking to the other dragons.  Obviously it had not gone well.

      Baraken’s rumble came from somewhere deep under the ground.  “There are those who will not be able to fly so far.  I will not leave them to die in watery graves or to fall from the sky as they falter.”

      The ice-blue dragon’s throat clicked.  “Is that the kind of queen you think I am?  One who would fly off with all who are young and able and leave the rest to meet a wall of death without their warriors?”

      Shame flooded Baraken.  “No.  I do not accuse you, my queen. I simply don’t know how we do this impossible thing.”

      A long moment of silence.  “I don’t know either.  But we prepare for all to leave, regardless of the strength of their wings.  I will accept nothing else.”  She rested her nose briefly on Jae’s shoulder.  “Nor would my kin, who calls herself healer.”

      Baraken bowed his head, relief pulsing in their kin bond.

      ::Do not relax so soon.::  It was Afran speaking this time.  ::She would take all, but it is not clear that all will come.::

      Her dragon’s head snapped up.  ::They defy their queen?::

      ::She is not a queen of war.  She gives them choices.::  A long, silent look between two hulking black mountains.

      It was Baraken who finally lowered his gaze.  ::They would not fly as strongly if she forced them.::

      No one would.  Faith had brought them here just as much as wings.

      They were back to the same problem.  Too much hate, too much fear, and not enough time to fix it.  Kellan swallowed.  She could feel her mountain shifting, remaking the very rock of who he was into something different.  An act of beauty and trust and fierce courage, even if he couldn’t see it yet.  But the wall of water would come long before he finished.

      And until he did, she feared no others would follow.

      ::Ah.::  It was a soft sound, but it pulled everyone’s eyes.

      Fendellen stood frozen, her attention somewhere far, far away.  Then she looked first at Afran, and then at Baraken.  ::Thank you.  I believe you have shown me the way.::

      They both seemed as surprised as Kellan felt.

      The ice-blue dragon stretched out her nose and set it on Baraken’s forehead.  ::You are dragons of battle.  Your entire lives have been such.  I have asked you to trust, but I have not been the queen you needed.::  

      Fendellen raised her head. ::That ends now.::
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        * * *

      

      Kellan could already feel the difference.  These were dragons used to being commanded, used to a kind of leadership from their queen that wasn’t necessary in a time of peace.  They gathered in neat, half-egg-shaped rows, brought by word that their queen would speak.  Stilled by her regal stance on a high rock.

      Even Kellan, who had known Fendellen a long time, felt herself awed.

      A long silence, and then the ice-blue dragon’s crisp voice filled the air.  “I have been soft. I have given you choices.”

      Wariness from some.  Obvious distrust from others.

      “I have made this complicated, and in fact, it is very simple.  I will no longer ask you to find it in yourselves to trust the elves.”

      Kellan saw Karis’s head snap up in surprise, and Bisra and Tet both sidled in closer to their dragons.  Jae didn’t move.  She just stood tall and straight and true, a statue at the shoulder of a queen.

      “I am not asking you to trust the elves.”  Command shone from every scale of Fendellen’s body.  “I am telling you to trust your queen.  Both of them.  Lovissa gave her life to the same cause that brought me here.  She saved an elf, not because she trusted that elf, but because she trusted what the ancient blood inside her knew.”

      Kellan could feel her mouth dropping open as Fendellen began to glow.

      “The blood that ran in her also runs in me. I am the twenty-sixth queen after Lovissa, and always, we have listened to what we pass from one daughter to the next.  And always, you have listened to us.”

      The setting sun had nothing on the near-white brilliance of the ice-blue dragon.  “In five days, the watery wall of death comes for this valley.  The five of prophecy will do what we have been called to do, and we will bring the dragons of old to safety.”

      That was a huge promise, and Kellan had no idea how they were going to deliver. But in this moment, gazing on the wonder of a dragon queen wearing all of her power, she truly believed that they would.

      Fendellen’s head slowly traced an arc.  “Right now, there are only a handful of dragons who will be making that journey.”

      Kellan felt Baraken’s fury—and then his sudden, sharp pride.  She looked up at him, entirely confused.  He was the one who hadn’t been willing to leave any behind.

      He kept his gaze on his queen, his stance alert and calm.  ::Neither is she.::

      That wasn’t what any of the other dragons thought.  None had left their places, but the anger and fear and suspicion was fanning flames they had all spent the last two days frantically trying to put out.

      ::It was never your job to be firefighters, young one.::  The ice-blue dragon raised her wings.  “There are two conditions every dragon who wants to cross the waters must meet.  The strength of your wings is not one of them.  I will welcome the newest hatchling and the most revered of your elders.”

      Baret nodded, her charges crowded around her feet and under her wings.

      “These are the two tests you must pass.”

      Every dragon snapped to attention.

      “The first is that you must be willing to commit yourself, heart and soul, to the journey.  You must believe that it is possible, that your strength will not forsake you halfway across the waters.”

      The queen’s words pulled Kellan’s greatest fear out into the open for everyone to see.

      ::That is why she does it.::  Baraken’s pride was palpable.

      “Some of you will find it in yourself to trust the star of prophecy that has delivered you the five.  Your queen found that trust.  She died in its cause.”

      A long, uncomfortable silence.

      “I welcome those of you with such faith, even though I struggle to be one of you.”

      Every dragon stilled.

      A shrug of regal wings.  “I prefer to trust in scales and fire and strong wings.”

      A rumble of unintended, astonished laughter.

      Kellan grinned.  That was a line straight out of Irin’s playbook.  Trust what you can see.  It felt so much better than fairy tales, even to someone who supposedly had some invisible light shining out of her forehead.

      ::Indeed,:: her dragon said dryly.

      Fendellen allowed small amusement to show in her eyes.  “For those of you who prefer to believe in what you can see, you will have two leaders on the flight.  My wings will, of course, be at your service.  But if you cannot yet put your faith in me, you have another choice.”  Fendellen nodded at Baraken.  “You may follow your finest warrior, who will fly at my side, and finish the journey should I falter.”

      Dead silence.

      The queen let her ice-blue gaze linger a moment longer on Kellan’s dragon, and then swung it out over the listening masses.  “He will fly with me because he has already passed the second test.  The one that awaits most of you, and you have five days to meet its demands.”

      Time stopped.  Breath stopped.  Kellan was quite certain her heart stopped.

      “I would be queen of dragons I can be proud of, and this is how I will know.”  A long pause, one that thrust deep into the heart of every dragon gathered.  “To fly across the water, you must be kin to an elf.”
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      There was nothing on earth noisier than panicking dragons.  Kellan sat in the small, easily defensible area behind the cooking fire that was normally the nursery.  Her dragon had put her there and stood guard with Fendellen, waiting for the others to come to their senses.

      Or at least she assumed that was the plan.

      The queen was clearly done trying to nudge her new dragons in the right direction.  She was requiring they get there themselves, and she’d set a bar that no one else would have dared.  That was very clear from the careful glances being sent her way.  Some were quietly furious, some were indignant, some were thoughtful—but all of them were awed.

      Kellan walked quietly to her dragon’s shoulder, and when she touched him, felt herself entering a very private conversation already in progress.

      ::You must not let them see you waver.::

      ::I know it.::  Fendellen, sounding far less sure than she looked.  ::I don’t know that I can leave while some remain.::

      A long silence from her dragon, but not one lacking in empathy.  ::You have not lived a life of hard choices.::

      Kellan’s soul cracked in that moment, because it was so very clear he had, that sometime in his hard and courageous life, he had made the awful choice to leave a dragon behind.

      ::More than one.::

      Heartbreak in three words.  She sent love through her fingertips, helpless in the face of such horror.

      He let it touch him.  Let it salve his scars, at least a little.

      ::You are right.::  If Fendellen had heard his admission, she gave no sign of it.  ::I have not.  I’ve lived a life of trust, and I am marked, as you are.  That means both of us, all of us, are needed.::

      A dip of a chin so small, Kellan almost didn’t see it.  ::I come to believe that.::  A pause, as a warrior’s gaze swept the valley of milling dragons.  ::Give them time.  Every one of them has faced a battle they were not ready to fight, and always, they have done what was necessary.  They are not as hopeless as they look.::

      A fondness she had not felt from Fendellen before, aimed at the big, black dragon.  ::There is an elf in the village across the waters.  Irin. He’s kin to the great yellow warrior.  He will enjoy you very much.::

      Baraken almost managed to hide his shudder.

      Fendellen snorted.  ::It is good you have a very patient kin.::

      A throat clearing.  ::She also grew up in peace.  The elves here will not be as tolerant.  Or as brave.::

      His words warmed Kellan, and then chilled her to the bone.  A kin bond required two, and the elves had fought the same war as the dragons.

      She straightened her shoulders.  That way lay despair, and she would not add darkness to this day.  ::Two came.::  To dragons who were open and optimistic and delightful, but she would not let that slice at her hope.  ::Where there are two, there are perhaps more.::  At the moment, it didn’t matter.  The dragons of the valley were certainly not seeking them.  

      She felt the flicker of interest from Baraken and looked up, trying to see the direction of his gaze.  He swept her up with his tail, a motion that wasn’t nearly as panic-inducing as the first time.  ::See where Timot talks to the others?::

      Her eyes found the young dragon, and she could see the intensity of what he said just from watching his wings.

      ::He speaks with the other scouts.  The ones who have the most experience keeping watch over the elves.  Some have delivered the gifts of food, as he has.::

      She had faced Marphus and his entrenched mistrust.  ::They aren’t all like Timot.::

      Her dragon snorted.  Then he stilled as the older dragon who reminded her so much of Irin walked out of the group and came over slowly to face his queen.  “We have questions, if we may.”

      Fendellen nodded regally.

      “We know where to find a few elves.  There are some in the forests.  The lost and weak, mostly.  The clanless ones.”  His disdain was clear.

      “Not all.”  Tet stepped forward timidly, but there was fire in his eyes.  “Some are scouts, just as you are.  Some hunt.  Some choose to stay in the lands they know instead of retreating to safety.”

      “The weak and the hard-headed, then.”  Marphus didn’t sound any more pleased by this revelation.  “Even if dragons were willing to take kin, those are not the elves we would choose.”

      Kellan wanted to make a very pointed comment about hard-headed dragons, but she bit her tongue.  This part was not for her to do.  It was a challenge to Fendellen’s leadership, or at least an attempt to make her squirm.

      The ice-blue dragon shrugged.  “Then I guess you will face the wall of water and die with your pride intact.”

      Marphus gaped, as did every dragon at his back.

      Fendellen’s eyes flashed fire.  “My kin was once a newborn babe left on a mountainside to die.  Kellan, who is now kin to your fiercest warrior, arrived at our village tiny and sick and nearly starved to death.  Sapphire left her clan seeking adventure.  Karis came seeking refuge for a night and tripped over Afran’s tail.  It is not for dragons to judge which elves are worthy of being kin.  It isn’t even for us to choose.”

      The look on Marphus’s scaled face was one of pure horror.  “The elves choose?”

      His queen shrugged.  “It comes from both.  An alchemy that simply happens, and can’t be controlled.”  She raised her head.  “You don’t choose a kin.  You open yourself to the possibility that a bond might find you.  You open yourself to the idea of being connected to an elf.  And then you wait.”

      “Truth.”  Karis stepped out of the rocks, dusting her hands on her pants.  “But given the urgency, I suggest you don’t wait in the valley.  The odds of a stray elf wandering through here are low.”

      The lead scout turned to stare at her.

      She smiled at him cheerfully.  “I’m going to head out into the forest.  I’ll take any dragons with me who would like to go.”

      “We’ll come.”  Tet seemed astonished to discover he had spoken, but he swallowed manfully and stepped forward.  “Bisra too.  We know where to look, and the elves might trust us more easily.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Kellan stared as an elf older than Karis, but just as leathery, jumped down from a high boulder, landing with the grace of a cat and the stance of one who had clearly been fighting since she could walk.  The carrier on her back bristled with arrows, and the bow in her hand looked dangerous, even though it wasn’t loaded.

      Not a dragon moved—but two dozen readied to turn her to ashes where she stood.

      She ignored them all and nodded her chin at Fendellen.  “You look to be in charge here, and good luck to you.”  Then she turned to Marphus.  “This one knows me.  He knows how good I am with the arrows on my back, and now all of you know I’m good enough to sneak in here without your sentries noticing me.  He also knows that my clan offered a broken arrow at midwinter.  It was one that came from my quiver.”

      Kellan shivered.  She looked at an elf who had killed dragons, perhaps many of them.

      “You’re not here to fight,” Jae said quietly.

      The fighter cast her a quick glance.  “I’m not.  I’m here because a damn star wouldn’t stop yapping in my ear.  It said I needed to come to this valley when it was obvious any sensible elf should be heading as fast as she could for the flatlands.”

      Shock nearly leveled Kellan’s dragon.  “The Dragon Star spoke to you?”

      The woman looked at him, and something that almost looked like grief passed over her face.  “It did.  And if you don’t change your tone, I might decide today is a good day to avenge my sister’s death before one of your underlings turns me to ashes.”

      Kellan stepped forward, fearing for her dragon—and fearing what he might do.  But it wasn’t anger in his words as he spoke.  It was respect.  And grief.  “Your sister was a mighty warrior.  She took one of our best with her.”

      The fighter’s eyes closed briefly.  “Then hellfire and ashes take both our losses.  War is an awful way to live.”

      Baraken’s nose lowered, ever so slowly, until it was level with her face.

      Kellan didn’t breathe.

      The older woman looked deep into the eyes of the great black dragon, one warrior to another.  Then she reached up and slid her quiver off her back, dropping her arrows to the ground.

      It was a symbolic act.  Kellan knew from Irin’s lessons just how fast a true fighter could rearm herself.  But this one wasn’t going to.

      She had come in peace.

      “So.  My name is Daria.”  The new elf turned, her body facing the gathered dragons, her head pointed at Fendellen.  “I heard your speech.  About dragons going on some long journey and needing elves.”

      Kellan gaped.  She had been hiding in the rocks for a long time.

      ::Indeed.::  Baraken sounded more bemused than angry, but she suspected that wouldn’t last.  He took the security of the valley very personally.

      “That matches with what the damn star was saying.”  Daria studied the dragons in front of her.  “If you misfits can get your act together, I might know where some elves might be.”

      Kellan’s eyes widened.  “There are more of you?”

      “Have a voice, do you, youngling?  I was beginning to wonder.”  The fighter grinned, fierce and quick.  “There are more.  Not here.  And you won’t find them, not with less than five days to look.  They come if I send the signal, and that only happens if you promise their safe passage.”

      Kellan was still trying to catch up.

      Fendellen was apparently faster.  “The star called more of you.”

      Daria made a wry face.  “It did.  I’m warning you now, it’s a pretty motley crew it gathered.  Maybe only three or four decent fighters in the bunch.”

      It wasn’t warriors they needed.  It was faith.  Elves willing to walk toward a wall of watery death because a star told them to seemed like an awfully good start.
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      It had never been harder to watch and do nothing.

      And she had never been prouder.  Of a dragon she had not known before death.  Of a warrior who had found the courage to see another’s pain instead of her quiver full of arrows.  Of a milling horde of dragons that were far closer to where they needed to get than even Baraken knew.

      Fendellen had done exactly as she must, and Lovissa had not been the only queen cheering as she did it.  That speech had rocked the ages, and it would reverberate through the ashes for all time to come.  It had not been a speech of a queen issuing an ultimatum, although many had seen it as such.  It had been a queen trusting that every dragon in her care was capable of stepping out of hate and into hope.

      That Quira and Timot had been two of the first did not surprise Lovissa at all.  Even now, the small dragon understood what it was to lead, and only a ghostly queen who had seen the first meeting in the woods truly understood just how much had been riding on young purple-gray shoulders.  Timot had done what he could to protect Quira, but he hadn’t expected the warrior heart that lived in the sister of the bard he gave clandestine rides to in the night.

      He trusted overmuch for a scout.

      And in doing so, he might have saved them all.

      Bisra and Quira had found their way, each charmed, one by the other into forgetting the hard lessons of their blood and choosing to forge new ones.

      It would be so much harder for the warriors.  Baraken and Daria had courage beyond measure, and all they had done was look each other in the eyes and offer respect.

      Offering vulnerability was far harder.

      In this form, it was far easier to understand the power of a kin bond—and its potential for treachery, for disarming a warrior so he could never truly fight one who resembled his kin again.

      Which were, of course, the worries of a queen who had fought and died with elves still her enemy.  Fendellen had given far too much credit to a ghost queen’s rampaging flight through the stars.  Lovissa had not done it to save an elf.  She’d done it for the warrior who would have left his body instead.  For a peach-pink dragon whose heart would have shattered along with the bones of her elf.  For a small purple-gray dragon who needed another to lead longer than Lovissa had left in her bones.

      It had not been a selfish act, but it had not been one of a queen with any fondness for the elf whose life she had saved.  A grudging respect, perhaps, but the girl had been no threat.  Lovissa had seen her fighting skills in dream, and young Quira could have stayed out of the way of Sapphire’s sword.

      To save such a one was an act of mercy.  Nothing more.

      Far more would be asked of her dragons that still lived.

      Lovissa watched through the haze that was her window into the valley.  Daria sat on a rock with Karis, the elf from across the waters.  Waiting on the dragons to be ready to go find those the star had called, and a wise and suspicious elf had carefully stashed in the woods.

      Before she somehow snuck past every guard and popped up on the floor of the valley.

      Lovissa shook her head.  The stink of the elves already in the valley had hidden the arrival of another, and the arrows she carried could have caused grave harm.  It had perhaps been Baraken’s bravest act not to turn her to ashes where she stood.

      Lovissa sighed, well glad such change was not being asked of her.

      And then tilted her head as Daria’s expression turned unexpectedly fierce for a moment, and wondered, bemused, just which of her dragons would find themselves bonded to such a firebrand.  It would not be an easy task.  Elf warrior Daria had snuffed out dragon lives, and even if Baraken had wreaked revenge on her sister, that would not balance the scales for most.

      That was, perhaps, why the stars had called a motley crew.  

      To be kin to an elf was challenge enough.  Being kin to a murderous one—just the thought of it hurt the heart that no longer beat in Lovissa’s chest.

      She closed her eyes as the haze dimmed, taking her window away.  It mattered not.  Darkness came, and in the morn, the Veld would be invaded by more elves than had ever set foot there.

      With four days remaining.
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      The first elves through the trees in the morning followed Daria into camp, sticking together like they’d slept in a burberry bush.

      Kellan, who was the designated welcoming committee, walked over with two mugs of a tea they’d brewed from some herbs Jae and Bisra had collected at the first light of dawn.

      The older man took a cup, cradled it for a moment, and then handed it to the taller of the two boys with him.  “My thanks, lady.”

      The boys were thin, even for growing elves, and the man looked to be barely more than skin and bones.  Kellan rapidly revised her welcoming plans.  “We have flatbread of sorts.  And roasted meat.”

      The youngest boy’s eyes got big enough to fill half his face.  “Let Da have some of mine.  He’s been telling us he isn’t hungry so we’ll eat all of his.”

      ::Young Sapphire is coming with food.::  Even Baraken seemed disturbed that the new arrivals were half starved.  

      ::Not necessary.::  Everyone stared at the sky as a dragon came to a gliding landing in front of the three new arrivals, a basket of flatbread in her claws and two of her charges peeking out from under her wings.  

      Baret nodded at the smallest boy.  “I see you’ve come to be our kin.”

      The boy’s smile nearly cracked his face in two.  “See, Da?  I told you it was true.”

      The man looked far less excited by the news, but he did cast Baret a grateful glance as she held out the basket to the boys.  A glance that somehow didn’t end as the two stared at each other, more than a little dumbfounded.

      Kellan’s heart turned over in her chest.  

      Baret was a wonderful dragon, and she would make sure the boys were well fed, always.  A bond that felt right and good to her, but she could feel the bowstring-drawn tightness in her dragon, and in every dragon in the valley.

      No matter how much they trusted Baret, watching their littles this close to the enemy had them all ready to erupt.

      Kellan held her breath.  They needed this to work.  They only had four days left.  But she knew better than to rush magic—or to jar a drawn bow.

      The smallest boy broke off a bit of the bread from the basket and set it in his father’s hand.  “Here, Da.  Eat.”  His fingers went back in the basket, but his eyes were looking under Baret’s wings.

      One of the hatchlings stepped forward, carrying a leg bone of roasted meat, and made a chirring sound.

      Baret looked down.  “This is Eldret.  And Samsin is the one tucked under my wing yet.  He likes to watch for a bit before he greets strangers.”

      The older boy bent down to look, and then sat on the ground.  Absolutely still.

      His father gazed down with pride.  “He can sit like that for hours.  Watching.  When the streams aren’t frozen, he catches fish better than anyone.”

      “Excellent.  Samsin quite likes fish.”

      Kellan hid a grin.  That was as good a reason for a bond as any.  Maybe she needed to find out what else Baraken liked to eat.

      ::I am well capable of feeding myself, young one.::  Her dragon’s voice was as stern as usual, but she could hear faint threads of amusement running through it.  ::But the boy is a good match for Samsin.  His spirit is quiet.::

      There was heaviness in his words—and a gladness.  Kellan sent him a wordless question.

      ::Not all are meant to be warriors—but in war, all have to fight.::  A shuddering sigh.  ::I would be most pleased if Samsin could become a poet instead.  Or a dragon who catches fish.::

      A heartfelt wish from one who had sent too many quiet ones and shy ones and poets into battle.  Kellan swallowed.  So very much rode on what happened here today, one elf and dragon at a time.

      But for now, she would be glad.   

      Baret surveyed her charges, now clearly numbering five.  “Kellan, if you would be kind enough to fetch some water, we’ll have our breakfast right over here.”  She nudged with her tail, moving boys and hatchlings and one surprised adult elf where she wanted them to go.

      Sapphire skidded to a halt at Kellan’s side, holding two large canteens of water.

      Kellan set them at Baret’s tail and backed away slowly, not wanting to disturb the bonds that were forming.  She smiled over at Daria, watching expressionless from a rock.

      ::She is glad the three will be safe.  And does not expect to be matched herself.::

      Kellan felt her eyebrows fly up.  Daria’s face said nothing at all.  Surely not that much detail was evident, even to a very watchful dragon.

      ::It is not knowledge.::  An oddly awkward pause.  ::I am imagining the case were our positions reversed.::

      Kellan closed her eyes.  Of course.  A lot of dragons, even as they waited uncomfortably to see if they could find an elf to be their new kin, looked at Daria and saw only one who had shot arrows that had killed their friends.  She could only imagine how many elves had seen a battle charge led by the huge black dragon in the sky.

      The curse of warriors in a time of new and fragile peace.

      ::I will take peace,:: Baraken said quietly, and somehow she knew he was still watching the quietly sitting boy and the small dragon who crept silently closer.  ::At any cost to me, I will take peace.::

      Because it was better than sending a small, blue-scaled poet off to war.  Kellan dipped her head and swallowed.  ::I waited all my life for a dragon.  I am so very lucky you’re mine.::

      He snorted.  ::You should wait until you’ve heard my poetry to decide that.::

      A laugh squirted out of her.  She clapped a hand over her mouth, intent on not disturbing the newly bonding, but they had eyes now only for each other.  So she grinned at nothing in particular instead.

       ::I don’t know why you look so cheery.::

      Kellan glanced up at the sky, surprised by a dragon voice she didn’t recognize.

      ::Talking to your head is faster than yelling.::  Marphus landed, looking grumpy.  ::There are more.  A lot more.  I have scouts keeping watch, but we can’t possibly track so many.::

      Kellan didn’t know how to tell him that the time for that had passed.  He needed to let his scouts return to the valley to see if they could find themselves kin.

      ::You don’t need to worry.::  Fendellen sounded amused.  ::Kin bonds are made of sterner stuff than that.  One of the scouts just got himself claimed by a tiny girl in a pretty blue dress.  He’s so shocked he can hardly see straight.::

      That didn’t sound good.  ::Maybe I should come.::

      ::No need.  Afran and Karis are there.::

      Kellan sighed and hoped the girl in the blue dress knew what she was doing.  The scouts were good fliers, but they were all taking their cues from their leader.  Other than Timot, every last one of them was cranky from claws to tail.

      Another flurry of activity in the trees, and Daria slipped off her rock to join a group of incoming elves.  More this time, a half dozen at least.

      Kellan moved away from the impromptu picnic and awaited them.  It pleased her that some of the dragons moved in a little closer, too.

      These six elves weren’t quite as scared as the first three—or nearly as starved. Kellan breathed a sigh of relief.  Roasted meat was plentiful, but the seeds they ground for mush needed soaking, and dozens of hungry elves would outrun their supply quickly.

      Baret chuckled in her head.  ::We feed dragons, young one.  You need not fret.  There will be food.::

      Kellan snorted quietly.  There were an awful lot of dragons residing in her head today.

      ::We’re nosy.::  Baret seemed entirely fine with that.  ::You gave us permission to be here, and some of us find you quite to our liking.::

      That was all well and good, but she could only be kin to one dragon.  The rest needed to find their own elf to haunt.  Kellan looked over at the new six as they came to a halt.  One of them, an old woman, stepped forward and squinted up at Marphus.  “I know you. I forage in the woods you fly over.  You brought us a deer at midwinter.”

      Marphus looked entirely embarrassed.  “It was for your young.”

      She chuckled.  “I had myself deer stew for a fortnight, so I’ll thank you for it, even if it displeases you.”

      Marphus just glowered.

      Kellan glared at him.  He needed to find some manners. Even Irin wasn’t rude to old ladies.

      Marphus glanced at her and then dipped his chin just enough to qualify as bare politeness.  “Elders are always welcome to eat.”

      “Careful who you’re calling elder, mister.”  The elf’s voice was gruff, but her eyes twinkled.  “I’ll have you know that my gran lived to be almost twice this old.”

      That was impressive, but it wasn’t what had caught Kellan’s attention.  It was Marphus, suddenly studying the old woman and looking entirely confused.  The kind of confused a dragon might look when he found himself gazing on the face of his kin.

      She imagined herself as a gray rock and slid in their direction very slowly, never taking her eyes off the dragon scout and the old woman who was regarding him with increasing curiosity.  The din at their backs had quieted too.  There had been enough bondings that morning that a few were beginning to recognize the signs.

      ::They can feel it,:: Fendellen said quietly.  ::Every dragon can.  Any time another bonds.::

      That was an interesting way to chip away at their resistance.  Kellan held her breath as the irritated dragon and the wiry old woman faced each other down.  It was the elf elder who spoke first.  “So it’s true, then.  What they told us in the forest.”

      “I don’t know what they told you,” Marphus said stiffly.

      “They had a lot of fancy words, but it mostly sounded like a partnership.  Working together with a dragon, side-by-side.”

      Kellan was glad someone was setting the newcomers straight before they got here and had their heads addled by the power of the kin bond.  Probably Karis.  She had a teacher’s skill for communicating the essentials quickly.

      Marphus looked like he’d eaten a whole bush of sour berries.  “It doesn’t appear as if we have much choice.”

      The old woman snorted.  “There are always choices.  I chose to come here, just like you chose to drop that deer outside the hut of the clan leader who argued most strongly for peace.”

      This time it was Marphus trying to act like a gray rock.  “We do not meddle in the affairs of elves.”

      “Like hell you don’t.”  She tipped her head to the side, watching him.  “It was well done.”

      Marphus blinked.

      She straightened her shoulders, clearly reacting to something the rest of them hadn’t heard.  “You think I hate dragons?  I’ll tell you this.  I hate war more.  It’s taken far too many of the people I’ve known and loved, good ones and bad.  The star that bade me come here wasn’t offering much in the way of useful information, but if one old lady can help there be peace, you have me.  For whatever this bond of kin requires.”

      Kellan saw that hit the dragon scout as hard as an arrow.  “You’re not a prisoner.  Kin bonds are ties of family.  Of deep friendship.  There are no requirements.”

      The old woman looked at him for a long time.  “That’s good to know.  Although I may require a ride.  I hear these lands, pretty as they are, are going to get a bit wet in a few days.”

      Pain creased Marphus’s face.  

      The elf elder sucked in a sharp breath and stepped in, placing her hands on the sides of his face.  “I feel what you feel.  Right inside me.  How is that possible?”

      Kellan spoke, very softly.  “It is the gift of kin.”

      The old woman didn’t move.  She just kept looking at her dragon.  “Will it always be thus?”

      As far as Kellan knew, but she’d grown up in a village where such a bond was welcomed.  Treasured, even.  She had no idea what would happen if elf or dragon tried to reject it.

      ::He’s a tough old nut, but he’s taking this far better than I did.::  Baraken sounded amused.  ::Perhaps you shouldn’t have taken the first dragon you saw.::

      Kellan let out her breath even as she sent gentle chiding down their bond.  

      They only had four days left—but that was twice in one morning that her dragon had made a joke.

      Perhaps miracles could indeed happen.
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      Kellan handed off a bowl of roasted meat and flatbread to the newest arrival, this time a young man with a soft smile and hazy green eyes who had wandered in and looked around as if surprised to discover he had arrived somewhere.  He’d taken one look at the gruff, scarred dragon warrior who had stood in his way, beamed in delight, and said, “Oh, aren’t you beautiful!”

      Kellan glanced at that warrior, who stood behind her new elf looking entirely befuddled.  It wasn’t the strangest of the pairings they’d seen, but it did make her wonder what lived under all the scars.

      ::I wanted to be a bard,:: said a very quiet, awkward voice.

      The ache in those words sliced at Kellan’s heart.  The scarred warrior didn’t see an elf when she looked at her new kin.  She saw kindness.  Gentleness.  A world in which a dragon could maybe make music.

      ::You can see all that?::

      Kellan smiled at the surprise.  ::Back in my village, only a few dragons can speak to a mind that isn’t their kin.  Most of you seem to be able to.  And from some of you, I get feelings as well.  I’m sorry if it feels intrusive.::

      Acceptance.  ::Young Quira is helping.  Not with all, though.  She says you hear the battlefield commanders very well.::  A long pause.  ::That is how we work together in the skies.::

      A skill honed in battle.  Kellan swallowed.  Now they would use it for peace.  ::We will be working together in the skies again very soon.  You will be needed.::  She looked at the warrior dragon’s new kin and pushed, because they did not have much time.  ::And you will have him on your back to keep safe.::

      The elf paused in his eating long enough to cast a fond look up at his dragon.

      The shock of whatever he said nearly knocked her silly.

      Kellan waited, wanting very much to know what had put such a look of befuddlement in a veteran warrior’s eye.

      ::He says I should make a song to sing while we fly.::  The dragon still stared at her kin.  He held up a piece of roasted meat about the right size for a hatchling.  She took it out of his hand with overabundant care.

      Kellan turned away, hiding her grin and her tears.  Those two would be just fine, and she had plenty of others to worry about.

      She took a quick look around.  Karis and Afran were supervising the newest arrivals, making sure no one got stabbed or turned to ashes.  It was delicate work.  Tempers had often been high on both sides.  Jae was over by the cooking fire with Baret, keeping everyone full and tending to hurts small and large.  Some elves had arrived hungry, some sick, and many were dazed in ways that spoke of a lifetime of bruises to their minds and hearts.

      Fendellen had disappeared, stopping in only for occasional food and hugs, doing whatever dragon queens did that made them look harried and tired.   

      Sapphire and Lotus had somehow been talked into giving dragon riding lessons.  Awkward elves scrambled up on dragons big and small, and more than one pair had already run headlong into a tree or scattered a fire.

      Baraken winced as a newly airborne pair narrowly missed a large boulder.  ::Why do they struggle so?  You elves are puny.::

      Afran might be able to explain it, but Kellan couldn’t.  So she took a deep breath and did the next best thing.  ::You haven’t allowed me to ride you yet.::

      He turned to her with dragon eyes almost as shocked as those of the scarred warrior.  

      She shrugged as if his answer didn’t matter overmuch.  ::You will be carrying two over the waters.  A little practice couldn’t hurt.::

      That brought sense back into his gaze.  ::A wise suggestion.::  He winced again as the boulder didn’t get missed this time.  

      Kellan knew well how badly his pride would be hurt if they did such a thing.  ::Watch the way Lotus angles her wings.  She learned from Afran.::

      Insult, quickly extinguished.  ::He is a very fine flyer.  Lotus has learned well.::

      ::Me too,:: said the ice-blue queen winging in behind them.  ::Afran taught most of us to be something better than brooms with wings, but Jae has perhaps the best skills of any of us.  She doesn’t carry a rider, however.::

      She came alongside Baraken’s head and cast her kin a fond glance.  ::Let me see if she’ll come fly with us.  She needs a break.::

      Baraken’s chest puffed up with pride.

      Kellan swallowed and hoped he’d paid a lot of attention to wing angles.  Running into a rock in front of his queen would break him.

      ::He will not have a problem.::  Afran, sounding entirely calm.  ::You are tiny, and he is large and skilled.  Those who flounder are more matched in size.::

      With him, she could let herself be scared.  ::Will they learn?::

      Amusement.  ::It appears Fendellen is going to make it so.::

      The queen swept into the sky, an astonished Daria clinging to her back.

      Fury seized Baraken.  

      In less time than it took Kellan to breathe, Afran’s face bristled against that fury.  ::Use your eyes.  That isn’t an elf trying to figure out how to shoot the bow she left on the ground.::

      Baraken’s eyes snapped to the rider on the back of the queen.  The one whooping in delight, her legs clutched tight around ice-blue scales and her arms stretching into the sky.

      Shame hit Kellan’s dragon.  ::I am so used to seeing them as enemies.::  Dark, apologetic eyes turned her way.  ::I am very sorry, youngling.  I know you feel it when I react.::

      She felt more than that.  ::You have a warrior’s instincts.  How many of these dragons are still alive because of it?::  She laid a hand on his cheek.  ::It will take time.  Thank you for not turning her to ashes.::

      He closed his eyes.  ::It was a near thing.::

      ::Fendellen is young.::  Afran watched the pair in the sky as a laughing Jae rose up to join them.  ::Sometimes she does not think overmuch before she puts dry tinder in front of her warriors.::

      It was not criticism of his queen.  Quite.  Kellan shot him a grateful glance as Baraken’s shame lessened.

      “Why are we still on the ground?”  Karis popped from between her dragon’s front legs and shot Kellan a meaningful look.  Then she tilted her head to look up at Baraken.  “I’ve seen the way you toss your kin around with your tail.  It’s a fine trick.  Perhaps you’d take a moment to show us how you do it before we all go show those younglings how real flying is done.”

      A teacher who knew exactly how to chase away the sticky remnants of Baraken’s shame.  He nodded, well pleased to have been asked.  “It is a simple thing we use to move our hatchlings out of harm’s way.”

      Kellan snickered.

      Her dragon gave her a look she was coming to recognize as one of his rare moments of amusement.  “You are not any bigger than one fresh from an egg.  I will grant that you are wiser, however.”

      Kellan spluttered as she was meant to, but her heart sang.  This was the dragon who was hers, and he was wonderful in every way.

      Karis eyed her and then her dragon.  “She’s nimble and good with her feet.  Think you can toss her up onto your back?”

      Kellan blinked, not at all sure like she wanted to be tossed around like a sack of potatoes.

      Her dragon had no such doubts.  “Certainly.”  He eyed the spines on much of Afran’s back that matched his own.  “Where do you prefer to sit, young one?  I will aim you as best as I can.”

      Forget potatoes.  She was about to be an elf catapult.

      A tail whipped between her legs and popped her up, catching her between a couple of sharp spines.  She gripped tight with her legs, eyes wide, as Baraken gave a couple of considering flicks, like a hunter testing a new weapon.

      ::You can’t hold on so tightly, or I might toss you as high as the stars.::

      Loosening her grip was easier said than done.

      “Perhaps crouch on your toes, so you can leap like a cat.”  Karis grinned, clearly enjoying her two feet on the ground.

      Kellan shot her a dirty look, but she held on to a spine and shifted into a crouch.

      ::One moment, if you please.::  Baret strode over, eyes snapping.  ::I’ve just finished explaining to the foolhardy ones that elves are fragile, and we don’t yet know all the ways to put them back together.  You will not break yours.::

      Baraken and Afran both managed to look somewhat abashed.

      She rolled her eyes at them.  ::If you’re going to toss her, at least make sure the other of you is ready to catch.::

      Kellan blinked.  She liked that idea.  A lot.  She shot the nurse dragon a grateful smile.

      ::You should fly as well.::  Baraken’s voice had changed to something more commanding, yet gentle.  ::It’s been a long time since you spent some hours in the skies.::

      The older dragon nodded.  ::I shall.  I wait only for the young and reckless to clear out of the way first.::  She paused.  ::And to learn the ways of keeping the riders on our backs safe.  I would not hurt the one who has chosen me.  He has two who call him father.::

      A relationship foreign to dragons, but one Baret had clearly decided deserved respect.

      Afran bowed his head low.  ::I would be most pleased to assist you.  The two young ones may ride with my kin, if they would like.::

      The nurse dragon looked pleased.  ::I will go fetch them.  I am quite certain they will like that, and the hatchlings can fly alongside.  It is good they begin their learning early, and from a dragon with wisdom and restraint.::

      Karis grinned up at Afran as Baret left them.  “I think that means you’re not supposed to toss them around, so we should try that part before she gets back.”

      Kellan sighed.  She’d kind of been hoping they’d forgotten that part.

      ::Have faith, little one.  She is right.  You are precious, and I would not break you.::

      A flick of the tail under her feet, and she was airborne.  Hugging the joy of his words to her chest, she landed neatly on his back, a row of spines on either side of her, his scales as solid under her feet as the ground.

      Not broken at all.
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      It had been a good day, a strong one that had cemented bonds up and down the valley.  Kellan leaned back against her dragon’s tail, deeply satisfied that pairs around all the fires were doing exactly the same.

      The flying lesson had been the turning point.  Baraken and Afran had flown into the sky, Kellan clinging tight to her dragon and Afran calmly carrying four—Karis, Bisra, and the two young boys.  Even Karis had been grinning ear to ear at the excitement of the boys and the hatchlings who followed them in the sky, trying to fly like the mighty Afran.

      Baraken had wobbled exactly twice before he had worked out the wing angles, and Kellan was quite sure those had more to do with the shock of an elf on his back than her actual weight.  It had been hard to worry overmuch surrounded by riders who were either whooping and hollering with delight or clinging like they might die at any minute.

      Which, for a while, had seemed quite possible.  A few of the younger dragons like Timot had mastered carrying riders quickly—and shared Lotus’s penchant for flying tricks that made it awfully hard for those riders to stay on board.

      Baret had repeated her speech about fragile elves more than once—and every time, she had lifted back into the sky with her kin on her shoulders, ferrying him as smoothly as a fine carriage on a smooth road.

      By the end of the afternoon, every dragon had flown the valley’s length with their kin, and spirits had blazed higher than the bonfires set by helpful dragons as night grew near.  There had been chatter and laughter and shared food, and Kellan knew this one day had done more to get them ready than she had dared to dream possible.

      Except for three.

      As she lay back, listening to the snore of her dragon, Kellan couldn’t keep her mind from those three, sitting quietly on the other side of the fire.

      The Dragon Star had been busy.  Every dragon and elf in the valley had been matched—except for these.  It saddened Kellan greatly, but she understood why.  Daria sat flanked by the two from the forest who looked most like her.

      Elf warriors.

      Karis sat down close to Kellan and wordlessly offered a handful of roasted nuts.  Kellan declined.  Timot had taken a bunch of the younger dragons and riders to a grove of nut trees to gather some for dinner, and everyone had stuffed themselves on the delicious treats.

      The older woman glanced at the three across the fire.  Daria seemed to take that as some kind of signal.  She stood, with a strength and grace that said she was a fierce fighter still, and walked over.  Her companions followed her, one an older man named Trebus, and the other a young woman not much bigger than Kellan.  Hers was the name that had struck the most fear in the valley.  Shona Dragonkiller.

      Baraken wasn’t snoring any longer.

      Shona held up her palms and met his dark gaze.  “I come unarmed, warrior.  You have my promise.  No harm will come to any dragon of this valley at my hands.”

      It was an oath every elf had sworn, at Daria’s request.  It had made a difference for some, and the elves seemed proud to have done it.  To have declared a peace, one that allowed for roasted nuts and sleeping dragons.

      A long pause, and then Baraken nodded.  “Did you get enough roasted meat?”

      Shona seemed surprised by the kindness.  “Yes.  Thank you.”

      She had been one of those who had waited for the youngest and hungriest of them to eat.  Kellan and Baret had made very sure there was enough left for those who had chosen the end of the line, but it had not gone unnoticed.

      Shona took a seat just behind Daria, who had clearly been chosen to speak for the three of them.

      The fighter who had brought dozens of elves to the valley cleared her throat.  “We ask your permission to leave in the morning.”

      Kellan sat straight up.  That didn’t seem right.

      Karis nodded slowly.  “We won’t keep you here if you don’t wish to stay.  But my dragon says you were called here by the star.  He believes you are needed.”

      Daria shrugged.  “All the dragons of the valley have kin.  We haven’t been chosen.  Perhaps the star wanted a few extras just in case.”

      The words sounded reasonable enough, but they didn’t make sense to Kellan’s gut.  Something wasn’t right.  She stared at Daria, trying to see through the impenetrable fighter.  “Why are you frustrated?”

      Denial lit in the other woman’s eyes—and then a sigh.  “I heard the star, but more, I’ve been dreaming of a dragon.  The same one.  For moons before the damned star started waking me up at night.”  She shrugged a shoulder at each of her companions.  “As have they.”

      Karis looked puzzled.  “Marphus assures me that every dragon has come to the valley.”  

      Kellan knew that was true.  Baraken had gone out to have a conversation with the last few Fendellen hadn’t been able to persuade.  She leaned forward.  “Tell me about the dragons.  The ones in your dreams.”

      Shona shrugged uncomfortably.  “Mine is black.  Like yours there.”

      Baraken’s head came up.  ::There are none of my line without a bond.  Of this, I am sure.::

      The older man cleared his throat.  ::I didn’t believe my dreams, to be honest.  The dragon I see is small and the dark purple of a ripe berry and she seems to spend all her time flying and getting into trouble.::  His cheeks turned red, even in the dark.  ::She reminds me of my daughters when they were young.::

      Kellan could feel the aching grief in his words.  She didn’t ask what had happened to his daughters.  Then the words he’d said first landed.  Small and purple.  Black.  Kellan’s gaze snapped to Daria.  “And you?  What color is the dragon you dream of?”

      Daria’s eyes widened and then narrowed.  A fighter assessing the risks.  And one who wasn’t giving up information freely.

      Kellan knew.  Just from that, she knew—but she needed Daria to be the one to say it.  “Please.  Tell us.  It’s really important.”

      Daria stared at her a long time and finally sighed.  “She’s yellow, and she has a squished head.  I always see her playing in yellow flowers.”

      Kellan couldn’t sit any longer.  She flew to her feet, startling Baraken and sending three fighters into instant defensive postures.  She laughed, dancing in place, but smart enough not to get any closer.  “You have dragons.  Real ones.  I know exactly where they are.”

      She somehow crashed into Karis in her exuberance.

      Her teacher steadied her, chuckling.  “You might tell them a bit more than that, youngling.  Before their eyes fall out of their heads.”

      She knew what it was to wait for a dragon.  Oh, she knew.  She spun to face the three.  “They’re real.  They hatched just this last midwinter.  They live across the waters.”

      Three jaws dropped.

      Kellan glanced at Fendellen, who regarded all of them with amusement, and heaved a sigh of relief.  She probably shouldn’t have been the one to tell of the hatchlings, but at least the queen wasn’t going to turn anyone to ashes.  It was a danger—the small and yellow special one might be Fendellen’s favorite dragon in all the world.

      All the stress of days of worry and fear and dragons left behind bubbled out of Kellan’s chest.  “The one with the squished head—her name is Rilli.  She’s named after the yellow flowers of the high mountains.  She’s sweet and stubborn and really loud, and the dragons call her a special one.  A treasure.”

      Daria’s eyes widened.

      “The other two are her guardians.  They hatched with her.”  Kellan turned to face Shona.  “Tiernan is thoughtful and wise and he thinks for the three of them, which is good because the other two aren’t so good at that part yet.  But he’s a fierce warrior, too.  Kis calls him a protector to his very bones.”

      Shona gave a dazed nod.

      Kellan danced over and put her hands on the shoulders of the man who dreamed of a troublesome purple dragon.  “Eleret needs someone to help her grow up in one piece, but she’s so funny and she’s always the first one to try anything and she still falls into her milk curds when she eats.”

      His eyes softened and his chin wobbled.

      Kellan would not ask about his daughters, not yet.  But she knew.  She smiled at him and refused to let her tears fall.  “I can’t wait for you to meet her.”  She spun to face the others.  “For all of you to meet your dragons.”

      “No.”  Daria stepped forward, shaking her head, her eyes full of determined grief.  “I’ve heard how long the journey is, and how hard it was for those of you who flew it once.  I would not make that harder.”  She swallowed.  “I will send a small gift for Rilli, if I might.”

      Kellan’s heart crashed.  She had wanted them to fall in love with their dragons.  She’d forgotten about crossing the waters.

      ::This is mine to do, youngling.::  

      Fendellen lifted her head, and the gaze she pinned on the three elf fighters was as regal as Kellan had ever seen.  “You are star-called, and even if you weren’t, the three of you kept dozens of elves alive in the woods. Those elves are now kin to most of the dragons in this valley.”

      Her voice rang out so all of them could hear.  “You will go if I have to fly all three of you myself.”

      To Kellan’s eternal shock, it was Marphus who stepped forward.  “That is not necessary.  The scouts will do it.”  He shrugged as all heads turned his way.  “It’s no great burden.  My elf is little more than skin and bones.”

      The old woman who had claimed him merely laughed at his side.  “You might want to stop feeding me quite so much, then.”

      He shook his head as if she might dislodge if he worked at it hard enough.

      She patted his leg.  “Stuck with me like a burr, you are.”

      He raised his head to his queen.  “Scouts are tough, and we regularly fly for days with very little rest.”  He eyed Daria and her companions.  “All three are known to me.  We will carry them across the waters.”

      They would have help—Kellan could see that as word passed through the larger dragons and the ranks of warriors.  But it mattered not.  What mattered were the words of an old and crusty scout, one who might be almost as revered as Baraken, and who had, for a while, been poised to lead the rebellion.

      The three elf warriors looked the most stunned.

      ::They expected to die when the waters came,:: Baraken said quietly.  ::There is not enough time left to get off the mountain slopes.::

      Kellan hissed in a breath.  ::Why didn’t you say something?::  Leaving elves behind had been hard enough to think about.  No one would have even considered it if their fate had been known.

      ::I didn’t have to.::  Affection, and pride.  ::You are quite the leader when you choose to be.::

      She turned to blink at him.  ::Me?  All I did was ask them a question.::

      A long stare in return.  ::No, young one.  You gave them their hope back.::

      She shook her head.  He would learn.  She was just a small elf who could make really good stew.  And a confused elf.  She stepped as close as she could to Karis.  “I thought the special ones and their guardians only bonded with each other.”  She would fight for the three to come no matter what, even if she had to sprout wings herself, but their dreams had very much surprised her.

      Karis just shrugged.  “So did I, but this star seems to be playing fast and loose with the rules.”

      She couldn’t disagree with that.  

      “It is for the best, I think.”  Karis nodded at the three warriors, all still looking quite stunned as glad elves slapped them on their shoulders and offered them more food.  “Those three have too much dragon blood on their hands to be fully accepted by any dragon of this time.”

      It wasn’t only these dragons who would find that challenging to accept.  “Will Kis allow it?”

      A pause and then a long, slow nod.  “Afran believes so.  These three fought with as much integrity as war allows.  Kis will respect that.”

      He would still struggle. Of all the elves they were bringing back with them, these were the three who had shot dragons out of the sky.

      “It will be difficult,” Karis said quietly.  “You are not wrong about that.”

      Kellan smiled.  “Difficult is better than impossible.”

      And difficult meant they would be home.
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      Chaos.

      A whirlwind of dragons, a tornado of preparations, and a storm of fear.

      Kellan clutched her travel pouches to her sides and tried to find her dragon.  They were supposed to have three days yet, but word had come across the water.

      Time was up.

      Dragons and elves used to war had responded quickly.  Logistics weren’t the problem.  Partings were.  Most of the elves had already grieved the loss of their homes and clans, but they were newly bonded to dragons who had mere hours to bid farewell to the valley that had been theirs for generations.

      Even Baraken, fierce in his determination to be ready, was bleeding inside.

      Kellan forced back the tears that welled up yet again as she marched past a dragon staring off into the distance, raw grief in her eyes.  Her kin stood at her tail, silent and helpless and wringing his hands.  Kellan pointed sharply.  “Go to the water.  We’re assembling everyone on the shore.”

      The man jumped, but he nodded, grateful for something to do.

      He would probably need to be herded twice more before he got there.  There were far too many humans and elves standing paralyzed, stuck between the rock of grief and the hard place of a journey most of them expected to die trying.

      It was hard to have faith in stars and prophecies when your homeland was about to vanish forever.

      She rounded a large boulder and nearly ran into her dragon and Baret—in a face-off of clicking throats and fearsome eyes.  Fendellen streaked toward them in the sky with grim determination in every flap of her wings.

      Kellan gulped down her fear and clambered up on the boulder as fast as she could.  “Stop. Whatever you’re doing, stop.”  They were two of the dragons most needed to get the rest to the water.  

      Baret turned towards her, eyes full of distress. “The ashes.  We must take the ashes.”

      Kellan’s heart dropped.  The ashes of queens.  Their history since the beginning of remembered time.

      Baraken’s gaze was that of a warrior about to eviscerate a friend.  “We can’t.  There is no time.”

      Logistics.  She was good at logistics.  “What would be needed to bring them?”

      “A strong dragon.  Maybe two or three.  It is an enormous metal bowl filled with the ashes of all our queens.”  Baret’s eyes closed, but grief radiated out of her.  “It can’t be done.  I know it can’t.  But I hatched with Lovissa.  I don’t know how to leave her.”

      This wasn’t just about reverence and history and lineage.  It was personal.  So very, very personal.

      A dark nose reached in to touch a trembling older one.  “She was my friend too.  But she would not want this.”  Baraken paused a long moment, and Kellan could feel his mighty struggle for cohesion.  “My strength may be needed to carry the littles.  She would want us to save the living.”

      Two heads, bowed together in grief.  And acceptance.  Fendellen flew by overhead, her eyes unfathomably sad.

      Kellan just held her belly and tried not to throw up, because she understood now what she hadn’t before.  If her dragon had his way, he was going to be the first dragon to fall out of the sky—having given all of his strength to keep the others flying.  Suddenly furious, she spun around on her boulder and faced the part of the sky where she knew the Dragon Star to be.  “I wear your mark.  So does he.”

      Dead silence behind her.

      Kellan shook her fists, entirely done with being quiet and organized and reliable.  “If you let him die, I swear I will come find you and pull you down out of the sky and drown you myself.”  She sucked in a breath and kept yelling.  “That goes for all my friends, too.”  Her arms spread, two puny useless arms flailing their fury at some innocent passing clouds.  “And I have a lot of friends.  I name every dragon and elf in this valley my friend, and you Will. Not. Take. Them.”  

      She heaved a breath.  She wasn’t even making sense.  It was the waters that would take them, not the sky.

      She bowed her head, feeling entirely helpless.  Until she heard the bugling and the wild, fierce cheering.

      You. Will. Not. Take. Us.

      She turned around, eyes wide, as the chant spread down the valley, somehow audible over what had to be dragon war cries.  Then she entirely lost her balance as a tail swept her off her rock.  ::We go, youngling.  You have lit all our fires.::

      She could do nothing beyond sit on Baraken’s tail, travel pouches in her hands, and stare as he marched her down the valley, others scrambling to fall into line behind him.

      Toward the water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lovissa nodded approvingly.  The elf girl had the fire of dragons in her belly.  She was a fine match for Baraken.  And if an elf could yell at the stars and be heard, then surely a ghost queen could do so too.  One who had awoken to the strident call of a friend’s grief.

      She closed her eyes a moment, missing Baret fiercely.  But grief had brought her a message, and she would not ignore it.

      Carefully, for calling fire in this form was both difficult and fraught, Lovissa blew flame over the ashes of the metal bowl that would have weighted down her finest warriors beyond bearing.  She was pleased Baraken had known his strength had limits.

      He was right.  The living must come first.

      But he was also wrong.

      Dead queens had power yet.

      She nodded as Temar formed from the smoke.  She had led the dragons to the Veld.  Perhaps, of all the rest, she would see the most need to help them now.  Alfalia, grief landing hard as blood and realization arose.  Citrin, sterner than usual, which could only mean her heart trembled.  She had seen the most warriors dead in her time.

      Arisen came last from the ashes, and she looked at Lovissa in surprise.  ::You woke us all?::

      It was not usually done.  They waited for the call of the living.  ::They have need of us.::

      Arisen’s eyes took on the haze of a dragon consulting what she already knew. ::Ah.  It has come.  They leave us now.::

      Always a pragmatic queen—but not always one to see possibilities.  Lovissa held her head higher.  It was not for her to tell those who had come before her what to do.  ::I intend to go with them.::

      Shock.  Surprise.  Interest.

      The last from Temar.  ::We are meant to end here, daughter.  We have seen the queens across the waters.  They do not know the queens of the ashes.  Only in story..::

      Lovissa raised an eyebrow, feeling the power of an elf girl’s hurled words.  ::You would rather wait here and have the waters take us?::

      Shock again.  They had not realized.

      Alfalia’s eyes grew wide.  ::The waters will reach our cave?::

      Temar snorted.  ::You want to wait and find out?::

      ::No.:: A single word, and Citrin didn’t look distant at all.  She looked like a watery wall of death’s worst nightmare.  Her eyes snapped to Lovissa’s.  ::You are right, daughter.  We must go.::

      Lovissa’s eyes closed in gratitude.

      ::We cannot take the bowl.::  Temar laid her wingtip briefly on its rim.  ::It has held us well.::

      Water would do little to a bowl made from the insides of mountains.  It was their ashes that would be lost.  ::Will we be able to travel so far from the remnants of what we once were?::

      Alfalia chuckled.  ::Ah.  We forget that you are so young.::

      That was something that had not been said to her for a very long time.

      ::It is possible to make your ashes part of you.::  Alfalia nodded at Temar’s more solid form.  ::She has the power to do it always.  For the rest of is, it requires some concentration and some will.::

      Those she had in abundance.  ::Show me.  Please.::

      In total silence, every ghost queen turned her head toward the flames.

      Temar’s voice rang out.  ::Call your ashes into your fire, daughters.  Our dragons fly across the waters.  We will go with them.::  

      A tremor, and Lovissa realized it was her own.  ::What will happen to us on the other side?::

      ::You presume we will get there.::

      Citrin was not their resident optimist.  Lovissa unfurled her wings, calling her ashes to join with their length.  ::Yes.  I do.::   She would tolerate nothing less. Not with the chanting of her dragons ringing in her ears.

      You.  Will. Not. Take. Us.
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        * * *

      

      Kellan looked at all the dragons and elves gathered on the shore and took a deep breath.  The earth had rumbled under them just moments before, and it had shaken more than their feet.

      ::You have done your part.::  Afran, from somewhere down the shoreline.  ::The star chose you wisely, but it is not yours to lead the dragons from their shores.  Take care of the one you ride now.  He will need someone tending to his heart on the journey.::

      Relief washed over her, so tangled up with fear and shame that she could scarcely breathe.  And then she realized none of those mattered because not everyone’s job was over just yet.

      Her eyes sought out the ice-blue dragon and her flying kin—and the other pair she was quite sure would be leading.  Sapphire looked wan and tired, and Lotus looked far more sober than usual, but they both stood, heads high, right at Fendellen’s side.

      She felt Baraken’s rumbling respect, and turned to him, surprised.  

      He set his head on her shoulder.  ::The most courageous warriors are the ones who know exactly what a battle might demand of them—and are ready to fight it anyhow.::

      Kellan swallowed hard.  She had watched a friend fall from the sky.  She could not bear that happening again.

      Whiffed hot air on her shoulder, and then a tail, wrapping around and tossing her up onto his back.  She landed just as Fendellen unfurled her wings.  A dragon who had said all her words and was ready for action.  Peach-pink wings readied beside her.

      And then they both froze.

      Kellan heard it before she saw it.  Sensed the power before she heard her dragon’s sharp intake of breath.

      Every eye turned skyward.

      An enormous green dragon flew over them, her scales glistening in the sun.

      Utter confusion from the elves—and from the dragons, incandescent awe.

      A small, clear voice rose from Fendellen’s side.  “That is Temar.  The first dragon queen of memory.”  Quira swallowed audibly.  “She brought us to the Veld.”

      The great green dragon flew forward, her eyes on the horizon.

      Another dragon formed behind her, gold and elegant.

      “Citrin.”  The hushed voice of the tiny one who would be queen traveled to all.  “She who endures.”

      Kellan swallowed at the awful title and what must have been done to earn it.

      The next dragon was tiny and bright, her wings dancing in the sky.

      “Alfalia.  The queen who remembered laughter.”

      They kept coming, and Quira kept naming them.  A long line of queens, flying out over the waters.

      When a dragon with rosy scales formed, Baret’s call, that of a hatchling to her nurse dragon, rang out over the shoreline.  Kellan had never heard a sound so full of both sadness and joy.

      And then the last dragon formed.

      A shape she knew.  The one that had swept Sapphire from the maws of certain death.

      This time, the ghostly dragon form hovered over those gathered on the shoreline, and on a voice as quiet as a whispered wind and as mighty as crackling thunder, she spoke.  ::Come.  It is time.::

      ::Wait!::  Quira rose on purple-gray wings, her worry clear.  ::We don’t have your bowl.  What will happen to you on the other side?::  

      A ghostly dragon laugh.  ::We hope that someone has a very large bucket.::

      Kellan couldn’t stop the helpless laughter that arose as a dragon horde took to the sky, following their queens.

      Inga was going to be really mad if they filled all her pots with dragon ashes.
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      Reality was setting in.  

      Stars and prophecies felt far less real out here over the water.

      Kellan looked at Quira, flying on Baraken’s wing.  Of all the littles, she tired least.  Baret was putting on a good show, but Kellan knew how far Elhen could fly on a good day, and the nurse dragon wasn’t a whole lot younger.

      ::She gets energy from the presence of a friend.::  Baraken sounded calm, as he had for every wing flap of this journey.  ::She follows her queen.::

      Kellan took no offense at the words.  Fendellen seemed more than happy to have the ghost queens leading the way.  Or herding.  Several of them had fallen back, finding those who were faltering and coming alongside them, offering silent, regal encouragement.

      It had worked wonders so far.  They had left shortly after dawn, and the sun was now high in the sky.  Hours of flight, and every dragon and every elf was still steady in the sky.

      But Karis’s frown and Sapphire’s wan face said everything.

      They hadn’t made it nearly far enough.

      Kellan looked down at her meager pouches.  They carried little food, knowing that lack of water was their far fiercer enemy.  What small snacks she had were for the hatchlings, although many of them had already caught a rest in the claws of a willing warrior.

      So very many were willing.  Elves had been lifted off faltering fliers, littles had taken naps on the backs of the largest of the dragons, and the words of encouragement whispered from elf mouths to dragon ears had been endless.

      None of that made the vast expanse of water any smaller.

      They could all feel the energy of the destruction building behind them.  Nothing visible—they flew through clear skies and over crisp waters.  But it made the small hairs on Kellan’s arms stand straight up, and when it crackled sharpest, or pressed heaviest, the dragon under her shuddered.

      Bisra, who was sitting in behind with one of the hatchlings on her lap, shot Kellan a worried look.  One who had lived in the forests her whole life, even more sensitive to the upheaval raging in their wake.

      Wordlessly, Kellan asked her dragon to find the peach-pink flier.  She could do nothing about the rumblings of the earth.  So she would touch hearts, especially the one she worried about most.

      Sapphire looked over as they pulled alongside.  She flashed a determined smile that belied her white cheeks.

      Kellan wasn’t fooled, but she was proud.  “How are you two doing?”

      Fendellen appeared out of nowhere, puffing smoke at Lotus.  The peach-pink dragon’s head rose, the labor of her wings easing a little.

      Sapphire exhaled.  “I had a dream.  Last night.”

      Kellan’s stomach clutched.  Sapphire’s dreams had teeth and huge black storms that swallowed dragons and elves whole.

      “There will be a way.”  Every word came with rock-hard conviction behind it.  “I’m so scared, and I can’t help it, but I saw it in my dream.”

      Kellan felt her breath hitching.

      “There will be land.”  Sapphire whispered her words, but they rang through the sky.  “I don’t know when or where, and I don’t know how.  It’s not our job to worry about that part.”

      Her friend was speaking like an elf possessed—and every dragon and elf in the sky was listening.

      Sapphire growled into the wind.  “Our job is to fly and face death and to believe that the teeth will not get us this time either.”

      The words hammered into Kellan’s heart and somehow banged hope free.  A little battered and a lot dented, but it rose inside her, and it rose inside the bond with her dragon.

      The contagious hope of one who had done it before and lived.

      Sapphire wasn’t done.  “In my dream, I could see Alonia and Trift.  They were glowing like the sun, and I could hear Oceana, even though I didn’t have my hand in water.  There was land we could see, and Kis was yelling something that made all the dragons fly harder and Irin had tears on his cheeks, but he was yelling too.”

      Sapphire flattened herself to her dragon’s back, urging her forward.  “There will be land.  We just have to get there.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was halfway down in the afternoon sky when Lily yelled.

      Kellan’s head snapped up.  They couldn’t possibly be across the water yet.

      “Can you hear me?”  Lily again, and she sounded cranky.

      Kellan had no idea how her friend was doing this with none of them even touching the water, but she knew better than to keep Lily waiting.  She cupped her hands around her mouth.  “Yes.  We can.”

      “Yikes.  You don’t need to yell.”

      A giggle somehow squirted out of Kellan.

      ::I can hear you.  All of you.::  Fendellen sounded calm, steadfast, and utterly in charge.  ::Has Oceana figured out how to talk through air?::

      ::Maybe.::  Irin replied, and Kellan could hear splashing in the background.  ::We think her power has been boosted by what’s happening behind you.  Which is good, because she’s flatly refusing to stay in the water.::

      Fear speared up Kellan’s spine.

      Fendellen sent the comfort of a queen—and the command.

      ::She sits on my back.::  The implacable tones of an old yellow warrior.  ::My tail is in the water.  It will be enough.::

      The dragon underneath her sent respect—and got back an earful about taking very good care of the elf on his back.

      Kellan’s eyes widened.

      ::I want my stews, missy.  He better get you back here in one piece.::

      Baraken snorted, but she could feel the new life in his wings.  She would take it.  He had carried so many already, on his back and in his claws.

      ::I want stew.::  Quira’s high, clear voice broke in.  ::But first, we need an island.  Trift, can you send us one?  Really big this time.::

      A question of pure innocence—and it detonated as it landed.  Dozens talking at once, adding their words and their need, while those across the water tried to settle Oceana, comfort a distraught Trift, and explain just how impossible it was to raise an island big enough to hold this many of dragons.

      Quira’s voice broke through again.  ::Trift, you can do it.  Sapphire says you need to glow like the sun, and then your magic will be big enough.::

      Sapphire had said no such thing, but there was only one living creature in the skies right now with undented hope, and fear had never been the right answer.  Kellan gulped.  ::Maybe a lot of small islands?  Even enough for the littles to rest would be wonderful.::

      Misery.  A black hole of it, and she could feel Alonia’s heart right at the middle of it.  ::There isn’t enough power.::

      Kellan closed her eyes.  Alonia and Trift didn’t work magic from this kind of energy.  They couldn’t.  Theirs was the gift of lightness and play, even in the most dire moments.  ::Remember when we accidentally stampeded through the berry baskets and left red footprints all the way down to the river?::

      Dead silence as every dragon and elf and human in the sky and on the far shore tried to decide if Kellan had entirely lost her mind.

      Then Quira giggled.  ::Did the dragons make footprints too?::

      Kellan nodded and tried to put the memory in her mind into a shape the small purple-gray dragon could see.  Moments later, a much clearer one landed for everyone.  Oceana had gotten a whole lot of berry tarts after that mishap.

      ::That’s a lot of footprints.::  Fendellen, sounding wryly amused.  ::If you make islands like that, I want the one with the big glop of berry mush in the middle.::

      Something light and warm and giggly blasted through the middle of Alonia’s black hole of gloom.  ::They would be berries made of rock.  Don’t break your teeth.::

      ::Hmmph.::  Fendellen managed to put many layers of regal annoyance into one sound.  ::What good is that magic of yours if you can’t even make me a decent lunch?::

      A snort that held all the lazy teasing of summer.  Classic Trift.  ::What good is a queen if she can’t just command it to be summer so there are berries to pick?::

      Fendellen’s laughter rumbled through the sky.  ::I’ll get right on that.  I’m bringing a bunch of queens with me.  Maybe some of them are more useful.::

      The dragon under Kellan stuttered in shock at the utter impertinence.  The ones on the far shore went entirely silent.

      ::The ashes.  They come?::  Elhen’s hushed, awed whisper lanced through the sky.

      ::They do.::  Fendellen scanned the sky and the ghostly forms flying in formation.  ::On their own wings.::

      ::They know we need them.::  Quira chirped with the certainty of youth.  ::They’ll need a big pot, though.::

      ::A pot.::  Elhen sounded like she’d run into a mountain headfirst.

      ::For the ashes to sleep in.::  Quira flew a loop in front of Fendellen’s nose.  ::So we can go talk to them when things are confusing.  A pretty one if you have it, though.  Their old one was really nice.::

      ::We can make a pot..::  Alonia’s voice sounded dreamy.  Almost hazed.  ::We like making pretty things.::

      Kellan frowned.  Her friend sounded almost drunk.

      ::I think she might be.::  Irin’s reply was crisp and concerned.  ::They are tapped into the earth as it heaves.  Perhaps it is too much.::

      ::Oooooh.::  A single, quiet noise from Trift.   

      Kellan took the first deep breath she’d taken since they’d left the shore.  She didn’t know how she knew, but she absolutely knew.  They were about to get their berry islands.

      Utter silence—and then the skies behind her exploded.
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      Kellan gripped her knees tight to Baraken as he took a perilous dive in the sky, the elves on his back clutching leather straps and screaming.

      He scooped one tumbling little out of the sky and then another, frantically grabbing those the massive blasts of air had knocked out of the sky.  Fendellen zoomed by him, an ice-blue arrow on the same mission.

      Fire flared beneath them, and it wasn’t dragon fire.  It was the gaping spew of a mountain come from nowhere, belching fire, throwing rocks as big as a dragon’s head at wings that fought ferociously for life and sometimes lost.  

      The great green ghost queen swept under Baraken and caught a falling elf on her back.  Daria, clutched in her claws, bashed a flaming rock out of the way with a knife as long as she was tall, and howled her rage at the spewing fire below.

      These weren’t Trift’s berry islands.  This was the devastation that would destroy the Veld, reaching out this far to try and swallow them whole, too.  And what the fire didn’t get, the waters would.

      A wave as tall as a mountain heaved below them and nearly snatched an elf from Afran’s claws.  

      With everything she had, Kellan screamed at the ones she loved on the far shore.  ::We need you right now!::

      ::Trift and Alonia are working.::  Irin’s words were forged of battle iron. ::They’re using the power of what destroys.  It’s not easy.::

      Her bones leaked from her body.  ::They’re trying to use this?  For their magic?::

      ::Yes.::  One word that held a veteran warrior’s respect for their bravery.  ::You helped them find the light.  Now they walk into the dark to save you.::  A pause.  ::Head toward the sun.  That’s where the first island will form.::

      Kellan had no idea which way that might be, but the dragon underneath her did.  With a mighty roar, he veered left, and somehow, others came out of the smoke and chaos to form on his wings.  She could feel the air, heaving and trying to toss him around like a mote of dust.

      Jae zoomed by them, face white, wings in tight to her body.  ::I know how to ride the storms.  I can find the best way.  Follow me.::

      Baraken didn’t hesitate.  He threw his enormous body after her darting form, Afran off one wing, the great green ghost dragon, Temar, off the other.  Kellan tried to hide herself behind his neck, terrified for the others.

      ::We screen them from the air storm.::  Baraken sounded like a dragon giving everything he had to his wings.  ::Our bodies are big, and they gentle the air behind us.::

      She turned her head side to side.  All their best fliers were in a tight, sharp, arrowhead formation, the rest crowding in behind them.  Her heart rose in her throat.  Some tumbled and tossed still, barely staying in the sky.  ::What of the ones who fall?  Who will catch them?::  Baraken had rescued so many.  She would not see them lost now.

      ::That is our job.::  The ghost dragon who had scooped Sapphire out of the teeth of death flew at the back in an arrow that matched the one at the front.  ::None will be lost while we still fly.::

      Kellan watched, heart in her throat, as the tiniest queen dove for one of the young scouts as the wind pitched him sideways, grabbing his elf so he could right himself.  When she settled the elf on his back again, the tiny ghost queen was noticeably dimmer.  More see-through.

      Kellan’s stomach pitched like the water below.  ::It weakens you.::

      A silence—and then a single reply, spoken in ghostly unison.  ::We are queens.::

      ::Young one.::  Two words from a dragon at his very limits.  ::We need you to watch for land below.  We must keep our eyes on the one with wings who guides us.::

      Kellan spun forward, her eyes frantically scanning the waters below.  Huge walls of water still, but heading behind them.

      ::You should be clear of the waves soon.::  Irin, an edge in his voice Kellan had never heard.  ::There will be an island, but they have to make it far enough away that you will not get washed off.::

      That made sense.  ::The ghost queens are helping.  We’ll get there.::  She refused to believe anything different.

      The great dragon below her faltered, his wing snapping awkwardly back.

      She leaned forward on his neck.  ::I’m not tired.  Take from me.::

      ::You’re too little.::  Amusement.  Fondness.  Grief.

      She wrapped her fingers tight around the edges of his scales.  ::I’m as big as you need me to be.  We will not fall out of the sky.  I waited far too long to lose you now.::

      Gratitude—and a tiny siphoning of what lived in her through their kin bond.

      She picked up her heels and thunked them into his sides as hard as she could.  ::Take all of it, you great hulking stubborn oaf.::

      Astonished silence—and then beaming, ferocious love.  ::It is not necessary, fiery one.  I see land.::

      Kellan craned her neck sideways as they crossed some invisible line and the tossing winds suddenly gentled.  Cries of relief sounded up and down the flying arrow of dragons, but still, she did not see anything below but water.

      ::I see it.::  Sapphire, above their heads.  Way above, flying on a peach-pink streak of joy.

      Kellan finally spied it, and when she did, it was all she could do not to dissolve into a puddle of tears.  A great green island of rock, shaped exactly like Trift.

      ::That was an accident.::  Trift sounded a little abashed.

      ::It was not.:: Alonia, exhausted and proud.  ::I made it in the shape of the prettiest thing I know.::

      Pretty didn’t matter.  It was big.  Huge.  Easily large enough for every dragon in the sky.

      And more importantly, she could see the ones beyond it.  Hazy shadows heading toward the horizon.

      Stepping stones all the way home.
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      Kellan flopped down in the grass of the weapons training field that had somehow become the location of the homecoming party.  Her four friends lay beside her, all of them looking up at the stars.  At one particular star.

      The one that had taken their marks back.

      No one was exactly sure when that had happened.  They had landed on the shores of home, ecstatic and utterly exhausted, at high noon.  Every dragon and person in the village had come out to meet them, scurrying around offering water, hot meat pies for the elves and adult dragons, and toasted milk curds for the littles.

      Fendellen had eaten a whole bowl of milk curds, much to the amusement of all.

      Kellan had taken in very little of that.  She’d been too worried about her dragon.  He had carried three littles and seven elves by the end, and even the rest stops and the provisions carried out by dragons from the village hadn’t kept him from terrifying exhaustion.

      She looked toward the cliffs where most of the dragons lived.

      ::He sleeps.::  Afran’s voice was gentle.  ::My cave fits him quite nicely.::

      Every dragon in the village had moved themselves out of cave and rondo, making way for the shell-shocked, grateful, homesick dragons who had landed to take very well-deserved naps.  Baraken had been the last one to close his eyes, and it appeared he would be the last to return to the party as well.

      It was a strange mix of celebration and sadness.  With their feet finally on solid ground, many of the elves and dragons who had crossed the waters were feeling the full magnitude of their losses.  But the star had chosen well.  Already, resilience grew, bright green shoots and pretty flowers sneaking up when she least expected it.

      One of the young elf boys who had bonded with Baret’s charges hopped over her legs, laughing.  He had four hatchlings hot on his tail, and only one of them was actually his.  Rilli tripped and tumbled into Sapphire, but before anyone else could set her to rights, Daria reached down and rolled the small yellow dragon right back onto her feet.  “All these elves lying about make it hard to run, don’t they, small one?”

      Jae snorted.  “I’m not an elf.”

      Daria rolled her eyes.  “Your legs look just like elf legs, missy.”

      Kellan and Alonia glanced at each other as their snickers bubbled up.  The elf warrior already sounded just like Irin, and they’d barely met.

      The chase, having halted long enough for Rilli to find her feet, took off again, and this time the hatchlings took to the air.  The elf boy they chased waved his arms, grinning.  “No fair.  Feet on the ground.  I don’t have wings yet.”

      Kellan blinked at his last word.  

      “Oh, dear.”  Karis sounded amused as she squatted near Kellan’s head.  “Someone might need to tell him that Jae came to us with wings.  He’s not likely to grow them, no matter how many meat pies he eats.”

      Kellan knew just how many meat pies had been consumed since high noon.  She had tried to thank Inga, especially when the crusty old woman produced a special tray of them she’d set aside for the dragon who’d finally been smart enough to bond with her best kitchen assistant, but the village cook had shaken off her words.

      She hadn’t been able to shake off her new helpers, however.  The elder elf who had bonded with Marphus had quietly organized shifts of kitchen help, making stews and bread and keeping the fire well stoked.  A second crew had arisen from their naps and promptly started gathering firewood and laying out fresh straw and anything else Karis could think of for them to do.

      “They’re used to a hard life,” Karis said quietly.  “They’ll adapt, just as they’ve always done.”  She looked down at the five of them lying in the grass.  “I’m more worried about all of you.”

      Five heads swiveled to look at their teacher.  Kellan tried to sit up, but her bones were still lazy beyond all measuring.

      Karis chuckled.  “Stay right where you are.  This isn’t a formal chat.”

      Lily snorted.  “Sure it isn’t.  Who sent you?”

      Karis smiled.  “Irin, mostly.”

      Kellan blinked.  That wasn’t the answer she’d expected.

      Karis patted her arm.  “He knows better than most what it’s like to come down from a mission so urgent and dangerous and important.  Kis is nosing into the business of all your dragons for exactly the same reason.”

      Lily made a face.  “My dragon is just fine.”

      Oceana, to everyone’s utter astonishment, had put herself in charge of tending to the spirits of the newly arrived elves.  When one walked off to gaze in the direction of the waters, or sat down with a face full of melancholy, they often had a small blue-green dragon keeping them quiet company.  She’d coaxed elves into her pool, licked away tears, and sat on the laps of those who needed to be still for a while with their grief.

      Karis looked over to where Oceana lay quietly by a fire, one of the younger elves using her as a pillow.  “She knows what it is to leave her home.”

      “She felt what happened to theirs.”  Lily’s tone was somber.  “She wouldn’t let me see all of it, but what I saw was bad enough.”

      Baraken had not asked to see.  Yet.  Kellan knew he would.  The dragon who would forever be part of her soul would permit himself to be nothing less than absolutely courageous.  And she would let him, and then she would sit quietly with him while he grieved.

      A song broke out around the central fire, and Alonia sat up, laughing.  “I can’t believe they’re still singing that.”

      They’d sung it all the way from the first island to the last.  The first song ever composed by dragon and elf together.  The two who had come up with it had offered it up hesitantly, not at all sure of its worth.  No one doubted it any longer.  Stepping-stone islands had given wings a chance to rest, but they had also given hearts a chance to feel, and that simple, hesitantly offered song had been all that had gotten some dragons back into the skies again.

      The pair had their heads together, composing more verses.

      Kellan grinned.  Her favorite was the one that had captured the glory of Alfalia, the tiny ghost queen, her magic farts tooting out over the waters.  It had made Alfalia hiccup with laughter, and she had grown brighter again.

      It had pained them all greatly when the ghost queens had disappeared, but Elhen, Fendellen, and Quira had been absolutely certain.  They were not gone.  They only slept.  In a beautiful metal bowl made by Alonia and Trift’s magic.

      Kellan grinned as Alonia got pulled to her feet by a young and handsome elf who had bonded with one of the scouts.  The two of them danced, somehow avoiding sprawled elf legs and dragon tails, and their merriment pulled more pairs and trios to their feet.

      Sapphire groaned.  “How can they have so much energy?”

      “They got filled with it.”  Karis shook her head, amused, as Lily bounded up as well.  “Irin said that Alonia and Trift glowed like the sun with all that they took through themselves to make the islands, and anyone standing near got a goodly dose as well.”  She nodded over at the edge of the fires, where Elhen and Kis were holding court.  “It’s been very good for those two.”

      Those two had stepped into command the moment a weary Fendellen had fallen asleep on the cliffs, her nose still in a bowl of milk curds, and while the ice-blue queen was now awake and circulating, it was clear that their status as royal elders wasn’t going away anytime soon.  Which was good.  The village had just doubled in size, and there would be much work to do to fit everyone in and tend to their needs.

      Karis chuckled and laid a hand on Kellan’s shoulder.  “You can think about all that in the morning, youngling.  Or later than that, if your dragon has need of you.  There are many to manage the changes, and eager hands to help.”

      “We’ll need more rondos.”

      Jae rolled over onto her belly and grinned as she shook her feathers.  “That’s not what Karis meant by waiting until morning.”

      Kellan felt her cheeks heat.  Those plans were probably the job of others, anyhow.  Fendellen, and Afran, and Karis, and Irin.

      An ice-blue nose descended in front of her and snorted.  ::You can’t get out of being a village leader that easily, missy.::

      Kellan blinked.  

      ::I know.  You’re just a small elf who makes stew.  And the one we’re putting in charge of elf-dragon relations.::

      Kellan blinked some more.

      “Humans with wings, too.”  Jae shook the last of the dust and grass off hers and stood up.  “And humans with kitchen pots, which is probably the scariest part of your job.”

      A snicker snuck out before Kellan could stop it.  Inga hadn’t managed to scare off any of her new kitchen help yet, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

      “It’s a very good choice.”  Karis nodded her approval, eyes on Kellan.  “There isn’t a dragon or elf alive you can’t make friends with, and you had the best instincts of any of us in the last week on when to dampen fires and when to stoke them.”

      Kellan stared.  She’d felt like a blindfolded elf bumbling into trees in the dark.

      Irin joined them, a plate of toasted cheese sandwiches in his hands.  “The dragons from across the waters have better control of their fire than most here.  They’ve toasted enough cheese to feed this crew three times over.”  His cheek twitched the way it did when he was most amused.  “Ana is hitching up the wagon to go trade with the neighboring villages for more cows in the morning.”

      Not just cows.  They were going to need more of everything.

      A firm hand clapped down on her shoulder.  “Tomorrow, youngling.  You’ll be run off your feet again before you know it, and Kis made me promise to ask for a bowl of your deer stew.  But tonight, soak in the feeling of a job well done.”

      Those were big words from a man who handed them out only rarely.  She wished she could do what he said, but there was worry niggling at her that wouldn’t let go.  She looked down at her knees, and Karis stood up, taking Sapphire off to find willing tasters for the cheese sandwiches.

      Irin settled comfortably in the dirt beside her.  

      Kellan sighed.  “I know he’s a big, strong warrior, but I’m worried about my dragon.”

      A long silence.  “That’s your job.  And you’re not wrong to worry.”

      That wasn’t the answer she’d expected.

      Irin smiled, but his eyes were sad.  “He impressed Afran, and that’s no small feat.  But he’s lived his whole life with a fierce strength of purpose, and that’s just disappeared, as surely as if a horde of arrows took his wings.”

      Kellan’s eyes shot up.  She hadn’t thought to compare it to what happened to Kis.  It was so very different in some ways—her dragon wasn’t on the edge of death, for starters.  But she could see that the man sitting quietly beside her understood.  “He gave everything to get here.  Every time I thought he was done, he found more.”

      Irin stared into the fire.  “It will have changed you too.  Feeling him hit the brink like that, over and over.”

      She wrapped her arms around her ribs, knowing that part of her was still stuck in those moments, the ones when she had been so very sure her dragon was going to fall out of the sky.  “He doesn’t miss the Veld as much as some.  But he really misses his queen.  He offers Fendellen his loyalty and his strength, but it’s not the same.”

      “It won’t ever be,” Irin said quietly.  “Just like all of you who were marked won’t ever quite turn back into who you once were.”  His gaze shifted to Sapphire, merrily handing out cheese sandwiches.  “Her perhaps most of all.”

      She’d made the hardest choice of all.  Kellan swallowed hard.  She wasn’t ready to talk about that yet.  She might never be.  But there was one thing the man sitting beside her deserved to know.  “She held an apple.  The whole time.  Even when she jumped off Lotus to try to save her, she never let go of the apple.”

      Irin’s eyes glimmered with new wetness as he looked at the fire.  “The star chose well.”

      It hadn’t marked all who had helped—and Kellan thought she knew why.  “Some of you got chosen a long time ago.”

      Irin’s eyebrows slid up slowly.  “You think so, do you, missy?”

      She did.  “You and Kis would have helped no matter what.  The rest of us needed time to get ready.”

      He snorted.  “Says the one who left to cross the waters with no mark on her forehead.”

      She squirmed.  

      He chuckled.  “You’re far too unaware of your strengths, youngling.  Your dragon will have to work on that.”

      ::He will.::  The voice came from off in the shadows.  

      She craned her head, looking for Baraken.  

      ::I dare not come any closer.  I’d likely trample an elf or two on my way.::

      She picked up the uneaten toasted sandwich in her lap and stood.  ::Do you need food?::

      ::No.::  A pause that flickered with annoyance.  ::Nor do I have need of a nursemaid.  I will be fine, young one.  Every warrior knows how to get up the morning after a battle and begin again.::

      She wound her way through plates and legs and sleeping hatchlings.  ::I presume they know better than to do it alone.::

      An amused rumble.  ::Lovissa would have enjoyed you.  She was fond of reminding me that dragons are not solitary creatures.::

      It was the first time he had said the name of his departed queen without wrapping it in aching sadness.  ::She’s right.  And this village will be too crowded for a while to be solitary.::  She paused, and offered up a possibility that had come to her while dozing by the fire.  ::We could leave for a while.  Travel, if you want.::

      His dark eyes came out of the shadows and neared her face.  ::No.  You are needed here.  I am informed that you are responsible for smoothing the waters if elves and dragons get foolish with one another.::

      She still wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but it sounded like it would keep her busy.  ::Making lots of meat pies, probably.::

      His eyes glinted.  ::Those were uncommonly good.::

      Timot was already canvassing dragons who knew the good spice routes.    ::I will make you more in the morning.::

      ::You won’t.::  Fondness, and warm breath on her face.  ::You’ll be busy calming whatever scales have gotten dusty in the night, and I will be working with the hatchlings.::

      She raised an eyebrow.  Someone was being really bossy and handing out a lot of job titles.

      ::Fendellen.  She does rightly.::  A pause.  ::I will be working with the three elf warriors newly bonded to them as well.  And I will be nearby to wherever you are.  If you have need of a large dragon with excellent aim with his fire, you need only call.::

      That was one way to settle disputes.  She touched his nose.  ::What will you do with the hatchlings?::

      A light, happy feeling floated down the kin bond, tangled with a softer grief.  ::There is a small purple one.  Eleret.::  A pause.  ::She is named for a warrior who was very dear to me.  One of much good cheer.::

      Kellan laughed.  ::She’s a menace.::

      A rumble under her hand.  ::As was the Eleret I knew.  It will please me to teach this hatchling of the one she is named for.  And she seemed duly awed by my size.  Irin thinks she might listen for a day or two.::

      She grinned and tucked her cheek against his.  ::Maybe.::

      Another rumble, and this one shook the ground under her feet.  ::If not, I hear her new kin is very fleet of foot.::

      She said nothing more.  And smiled.

      It sounded like a very good life.
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      Lovissa felt the pull, the inexorable tug of a living queen’s need calling her forth from the ashes.  It wasn’t to the source of the pull she looked first, however.  It was to the circle.  To the ghostly scaled bodies ringed around her.  The ones that had gotten fainter and fainter as they had given all of who they were to hold dragons still living in the sky.

      Temar was a bare outline in the dim, but her eyes said that was a temporary state.  She had carried more tired hatchlings than any other save Baraken.  Lovissa bowed her head almost to the floor in reverence.  She had watched every one of those babies hatch.

      The great green dragon queen who had begun the line so long ago nodded.  ::They belong to all of us now.::

      ::Indeed they do.:: Fendellen’s words, sturdy and bright, spoke to all of them.  ::We are pleased to see you all.::  A pause.  ::I was worried.::

      Alfalia, small and bright and almost as invisible as Temar, chittered happily.  Her contagious, insistent hope had buoyed so many wings.  ::We gave as we were able.  And we were all there when our dragons landed on the cliffs.  I would do it all again for the honor of seeing that moment.::

      It was an exhausting thought—and a true one.

      ::I did not know that you would come.:: A new voice, and one full of emotion and reverence.  

      Temar nodded to Elhen, who still wore the mantle of queen in this cave, no matter what might have passed in the outer world.  ::We will be glad to have you join us, daughter.  But I don’t believe that day comes for a while yet.::

      Glinting amusement in wise eyes.  ::There is much to do.::

      ::Fendellen has lots of help.:: Quira looked at Elhen adoringly.  ::You mostly just need to look wise and strong and lean on Kis so he feels important.::

      Lovissa fought hard not to laugh.  The growing connection between old queen and yellow warrior had been hard to miss.  One finally permitted, perhaps, given the mantles no longer worn in the outer world.

      Elhen gave Quira a look that spoke of long practice dealing with unruly small dragons who spoke uncomfortable truths without thinking first.  And also one that spoke of much fondness for those same young ones.  ::You have been a good helper.  The littles look to you to know how to behave, and so do some of those not so little.::

      Quira settled.  ::Bisra helps me remember to be a good example.::

      It was a fascination to Lovissa that kin bonds often matched younger and older and drew on the strength of both.  ::She is wise.  It is good that you listen to her.::

      ::I cheer her up, too.::  The eyes of a future queen turned sad for a moment.  ::She misses home.::

      Temar lowered her ghostly nose to touch a small gray-purple one.  ::As do we all.::

      ::But you came, and your ashes, and they made you a really pretty new bowl.::  Quira eyed it as only a youngster not able to imagine her own mortality could do.  ::Is it comfortable in there?::

      Alfalia swallowed a sound that had most certainly tried to be laughter.  ::It is very much as the one we left.  And far more than the bucket we expected.::

      Elhen managed to look horrified and amused at the same time.  ::We would have managed better than a bucket.::

      Lovissa looked down on the enormous metal bowl, engraved with signs and symbols and formed from magic powered by the destruction of all that she knew.  The same magic that had saved her dragons, and the elves who somehow felt like hers now too.

      She met the eyes of the one who would be queen for a long time to come.  The one who was already moving wisely and well to forge a new future from the tatters of the old.  The one who had called them from the ashes, not to ask questions, but to count their faces and know they had not fallen into the waters.  

      Lovissa picked up more from Quira’s dancing mind.  Baret, nesting in great comfort with a tiny one hatched early.  Baraken, teaching the namesake of his hardest loss how to fly—and how to land safely.

      She blew gently onto the ashes that were her new home.

      It would not be the same—but it would be good.
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        * * *

      

      This series is finished, but I have so much more coming your way.  Go to audreyfayewrites.com and sign up for my email list or new releases calendar.  I have two brand new series in 2019!  Then turn the page and see what you haven’t read yet. ;)
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      I tell stories of hope, resilience, belonging, and finding what (and who!) matters.  I do that in a lot of different genres, but you’ll always get those things in an Audrey Faye book. :)

      

      Ghost Mountain (new series):  Come hang out with my wolf shifters. Cuddle a pup in your lap and walk with wounded hearts as they learn to trust again..

      

      KarmaCorp (seven books):  Meet the Fixers.  Their Talents—song, dance, potions, and whatever it is that shamans do. Their job—keep the galaxy in one piece.

      

      Dragon Kin (five books):  Dragons, ordinary heroes, and bravery that has to be earned one day at a time.

      

      Destinies (box set):  I recommend starting here if you’re new to my books.  Contains series starters for KarmaCorp and Dragon Kin, and priced to make this really easy for you to find your next Audrey Faye read.

      

      An Assassin Christmas Carol:  Meet two women with sharp knives and soft hearts.  The last thing they need are Christmas ghosts rattling their chains.

      

      Siren Song:  Holly Castas is a researcher who studies mythology, ducks the occasional catapult, and might have bubonic plague growing in her office fridge.  She’s also cursed.

      

      Read everything?  Go to audreyfayewrites.com and sign up for my email list or subscribe to my calendar so that you don’t miss new books!
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