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	PROLOGUE

	 

	Kalila staggered as exhaustion swept through her. The soles of her bare feet burned, leaving smears of blood with each step. She stumbled to a stop, her eyes sweeping the endless grass waving in the cold wind. A shiver racked her body while the wind tore at her ragged dress and whipped her hair into her face. Kalila pushed the dirty, golden strands away and ran her tongue over her dry lips.

	She sucked a cold breath down her parched throat. Where was she? Was she still going west or wandering in circles? Everything looked the same. Kalila turned around, searching for something—anything—to use as a landmark. She couldn’t even tell the position of the sun through the thick blanket of clouds.

	Everywhere, the tall grass waved like a green ocean. The newly formed seed heads bobbed up and down. Were they telling her to go forward or mocking her?

	Cold moisture landed on her cheek. Kalila looked up as more drops fell, driving into her face with the strength of the wind behind them. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth, letting the rain soak her tongue and lips. Thirst burned in her throat like fire.

	Kalila opened her eyes and looked around again. There had to be something to catch the water in. A drink. Oh, the desperate need for a drink! She’d gained her freedom from Sadira; was a drink so much to ask? Nothing else mattered. She would happily die on this empty ocean of grass if she could just have one drink.

	There was nothing to collect water in, just as there was nothing else in this wretched grassland. At least she’d finally left the desert behind. That had to mean something. Even the desert contained water. With this much grass, there had to be water somewhere. Didn’t there?

	Her teeth chattered as she started to walk again, only dimly aware of the pain in her feet. She had to keep moving or freeze to death. A ragged laugh burst past her lips. Already dying of thirst, and now she had to worry about freezing to death.

	Kalila contemplated which would be worse, freezing to death or dying of thirst. She already knew the pain of thirst. She’d heard stories of people freezing. It was said they fell asleep and never woke. Was it really that easy?

	Kalila shook her head to clear her mind. Stupid thoughts to have. She’d made it this far. Her sister hadn’t broken her and Fates be damned if she’d let the grasslands break her either.

	Her soaked dress clung to her legs, making it difficult to walk. She stopped and looked down at the wet, torn skirt. So wet it dripped! Almost sobbing with relief, Kalila yanked the dress off, ignoring the tiny buttons on the bodice that tore free and scattered into the grass. She didn’t care if she ever had clothing again.

	She tipped her head back and twisted the cloth above her mouth. Water trickled over her tongue. It tasted of dirt and fabric that had been worn too long. It was wonderful. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Her dry throat rejoiced at the moisture. She moved her hands to another area and squeezed more water from the rank material.

	Shivers racked her soaked body. The wind lashed rain at her as if to punish her for thinking she could pass through this land unscathed. Kalila stood in it and accepted it, shifting to other wet areas of the dress. She wrung the precious liquid into her mouth until her legs, too weak to hold her any longer, gave out.

	Thirst still nagged, but it was quieter now, partially sated. Her eyes closed against the cold storm, and she burrowed into the grass. The shivering had stopped; that probably wasn’t good. It was okay, though. She’d made her pact. She’d gained her freedom and a drink. The Fates had been kind. If they now wished her to die here, she couldn’t complain. She exhaled quietly as darkness settled over her.

	Warmth wrapped around her and lifted her from the cold, wet grass. Her eyes drifted open. A dark sky, full of stars, stretched overhead. Distant voices called to rouse her from her stupor. Kalila couldn’t summon the strength to answer. Bright torchlight swam across her vision, and the sharp brown eyes of a woman searched her face.

	“Place her in my vardo, quickly,” the woman said, her voice strong despite her age.

	“Yes, Shamam,” a male voice answered.

	The night began to move again. Campfires and torches lit up the darkness. The light sent little needles into her eyes, and she closed them. Rough hands laid her on something soft. The strong voice of the woman flowed around her. Floating in the twilight on the edge of consciousness, Kalila couldn’t quite understand what was said, but they sounded like orders. The softness under her rocked slightly, and then warm hands were on her head. Something thick wrapped her in a cocoon.

	She drifted in and out of sleep. As her body slowly warmed, she began to feel the pain in her feet again. Her fingers and toes felt like they were on fire. She moaned. Why were they trying to set her on fire?

	“Shh. It is best if you stay still.”

	Kalila opened her eyes. A woman pulled the thick blankets away and replaced them with warm ones. The heat felt lovely, except it increased the stabbing and burning in her fingers and toes. She tried to raise her arm, but the woman held it with surprising strength.

	“I said to hold still.”

	With effort, Kalila found her voice, though it was little more than a whisper. “Who are you? Where am I?”

	“We are Traders. One of our young men found you. I am their Shamam, their healer. My name is Madeir. You are in my vardo. There is some damage to your toes and fingers from the cold.” Her brown eyes searched Kalila’s. “Who are you and how did you come to be lying naked and nearly frozen on the Ash Plains?”

	The Ash Plains. So, she was somewhere between Shadereen and Calladar. She couldn’t have wandered into a more deserted area. “I escaped. I was trying to get home.”

	A furrow appeared between the woman’s eyes. “Escaped from where? Where is home?”

	“Markene is home. I escaped…” How could she explain? Who would believe her? There were dragons again. Evil black dragons and multicolored dragons that she didn’t think were evil, like the blacks. How could she possibly explain that a mountain housed unspeakable evil if one traveled east for several weeks on foot? This healer would think she was crazy. Kalila had to try. She had to warn them.

	“I escaped from a place called the Kormai—”

	Madeir’s sudden, sharp intake of breath stopped her. The healer leaned close, her eyes wide. “The Kormai?” The woman drew back briefly, fear flickering in her eyes. “What is your name? How do you know of the—” Madeir paused and looked around as if afraid someone might be listening. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “How do you know of the Kormai?”

	“I was captured and taken there.”

	Madeir’s expression was full of doubt. “Your name.”

	“I am Kalila, fourth daughter of the King of Markene.”

	Disbelief replaced the doubt on Madeir’s face. “You…how did you escape? How did you come by those scars on your arms and face?”

	Kalila flinched at the memories the woman’s questions stirred. She looked away from the earnest brown eyes and stared at the ceiling of the vardo. “Shadows gave me the scars.”

	“Shadows?” Confusion filled Madeir’s voice. “How did shadows…never mind. You don’t have to speak of it if you don’t wish.”

	An uneasy feeling stirred in Kalila’s stomach. She slowly turned her head to look at the woman. “How do you know about the Kormai?”

	Madeir took a deep breath. “I suppose I can tell you. Given what you know and what you are. I’m a mage. I can use magic. I was trained in Galdrilene, where dragons of beautiful colors live.”

	Kalila stared at her. What was wrong with her that she kept running into people and things that shouldn’t be? Except that the multicolored dragons did exist. Something the woman said tickled her mind. “What do you mean, given what I am?”

	Madeir smiled, the action emphasizing the lines on her face. “My dear, I have been a senior mage for almost ten years. I can sense budding mages. From what I can sense, you have probably used magic at least once already.”

	“What!” Kalila started to bolt up, but Madeir’s firm hands held her back; she wasn’t strong enough to fight. “I can’t use magic. I will not be evil. I will not become like my sister.”

	Madeir shook her head. “You will not be like anyone but yourself. Your actions are yours to decide. Magic can’t decide your path for you. If your sister chose the darker path, it is not the fault of magic. I have used it for a long time. Do you find me evil? Galdrilene can teach you to use your magic.”

	“I don’t want to go anywhere or learn anything about magic. I want to get away from it. I want to go home.”

	Madeir’s face softened. “Of course you do, child. It’s best if you learn to control your magic so you don’t harm others, but no one can be forced. You must always choose your path freely. Galdrilene will be there if you decide you’re ready.” The healer stood and turned toward a small stove, its chimney pipe running out of the top of the small box house on wheels.

	Kalila didn’t answer. She didn’t use magic—that was insanity. Or was it? She recalled the feel of the air around her, alive while it moved across her skin with a feather-light touch. She remembered the air telling her someone was going to steal a book. She had tried to send a message on the air to the invisible person, wishing them luck. Had that been magic? If it was and if she could use magic, then what? She should turn herself in for execution before she went insane from it.

	Did magic really drive people insane? Sadira was most definitely mad. But what about the others? They were just evil. And then there was Taela, who seemed neither evil nor insane. Taela, who had tried to escape with her gray draclet. Did she succeed? And what about the others? She’d seen them in the air in the distance, fighting Ranit and the other Shadow Dragons. Were they evil?

	She couldn’t go home. Not if she might harm her family because she didn’t know what she was doing.

	A delicious aroma filled her nose and pulled her from her thoughts. Madeir helped her sit and held a cup of steaming tea to her lips. Thirst overwhelmed her, and she gulped the hot liquid, burning her tongue, but not caring. The heat spread out as it settled in her stomach.

	“Normally, I would use a variety of herbs to heal your cold-damaged fingers and toes. Since you know I can use magic, would you oppose the idea of me using it to heal you? It will be far less painful. Luckily, it was full dark before Tarin found you. He didn’t bother to look at any injuries, just wrapped you in his cloak and carried you to me as quickly as possible.”

	The burning in her fingers, nearly forgotten during the discussion, now intensified as if just thinking about it made it worse. Did she want magic used on her? Kalila eyed the woman warily. She’d never seen magic that didn’t cause pain. She’d never seen healing that didn’t cause pain. The screams of the people Kovan had ‘healed’ echoed through her memory. Would she ever be able to shut them out?

	Madeir looked her full in the eyes. “I promise I will not hurt you.”

	Kalila couldn’t suppress her trembling, but she closed her eyes and nodded.

	Madeir laid her hands on her. Heat spread through Kalila’s body, gathering in her toes and fingers. The pain faded. The heat moved to the cracked and lacerated soles of her feet. It rippled from her toes to her heels until only a faint ache remained. Then the heat receded.

	She opened her eyes and looked at Madeir’s face. “Thank you.”

	The healer nodded. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for the soles of your feet. The damage to your fingers and toes was relatively new and hadn’t progressed; however, most of the injuries to your soles are older. Injuries left too long don’t heal right. Perhaps a stronger healer could do better.”

	“It was more than I ever expected. Thank you for everything.”

	Madeir smiled. “You should rest.”

	***

	Sadira watched Oksana pace back and forth across the polished onyx floor. Alden stood silently against the wall, his red eyes tracking her every step. Even after several weeks, Oksana’s unreasonable grief and anger over her sister’s death still radiated from her. Not even the clutches of eggs laid by Ranit and Dusa could calm her emotions.

	It was amusing. Sadira would understand the anger better if it were focused on the right thing. She was also angry over a sister. Angry because the rotten piece of dragon-dung had escaped.

	But Oksana’s anger was directed by grief. Sadira shook her head and hid her smile as the blonde glared at Alden with red-rimmed blue eyes. She wasn’t afraid of Oksana, but there was no point in provoking a fight with the woman. They didn’t need their numbers cut down any more than they already were, and if it came to a fight, she would kill the blonde with no hesitation. Granted, they already had two more riders, but they were new and inexperienced.

	Sadira turned her eyes on Alden. He shifted as if uncomfortable under her gaze. As he should be. She broke the silence, controlling her voice. Calm and quiet would instill more fear than an emotional outburst. Oksana hadn’t learned that yet. “You are brave to come out of hiding, Alden. After your…mishandling of the Silver Rider. You cost the Shadow Riders a lot with your assumptions.”

	Alden’s skull-like features remained expressionless. “I had no way of knowing they would come in force. The Guardians stopped making rescue attempts long before the end of the War of Fire. There was no foreseeing the outcome.”

	“No foreseeing!” Oksana’s shriek echoed across the massive cavern. She stepped up close to him, her voice filled with rage. “Your mistake cost Paylana her life. How dare you act as if none of this is your fault.” Her voice rose with each word. “You didn’t listen to me when I said we should leave the Silver rider in the desert. You didn’t listen later when I said we should kill her and be done with it. Now Paylana is dead! And you are to blame.”

	Sadira laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “Easy, Oksana, don’t kill him yet.”

	Alden sneered as his red eyes settled on her. “Kill me? With what, your shadows?”

	She threw back her head and laughed until tears ran down her face. It sounded maniacal. She didn’t care. He truly thought no one had seen Dreth die? Bern was still alive, if broken and bent. But she’d seen the other turned to ash.

	Alden’s sneer turned to a glower. She wiped away the tears and took a deep breath to calm the laughter. “You think we are naïve and stupid, don’t you? You may have hidden from the battle with the Guardians, but the rest of us were there.” She leaned close to him. “I saw Dreth burn. I watched the silver dragon turn him into a pile of ash. My shadows may not hurt you, but a single command from me and Ranit will end you.”

	Fear crawled across the stretched parchment face. “You wouldn’t. You need me.”

	Oksana snorted. “What do we need you for? We have had to learn our magic for ourselves. You can’t read the book, and thanks to you, we only have one of those now. You are inept, unsuitable to lead, and a coward. Paylana died weeks ago, and only now do you crawl out from under your rock and show yourself again.”

	A faint smile crossed his face. “And who will lead you? Sadira? Kovan?”

	Sadira smiled at his attempt to divide them. “We don’t need a leader. We are not sheep; we don’t need a dog to herd us. Because of you, we are down two Shadow Riders and countless Kojen. No, Alden, I don’t think we need you.”

	A triumphant smile spread across Oksana’s face. Sadira smiled inwardly. Without realizing it, the blonde was already letting her take the lead. Kovan would oppose her, and she would have to resort to working with him. But Oksana and the rest would do what she and Kovan said. She turned an indulgent look on Oksana. “It was your sister, your grievance. It is your revenge. Deal with him how you see fit.”

	Oksana looked up at the black dragons arranged on their shelves. “Dusa, come to me.” The massive black lifted herself from the ledge and landed next to her rider. “Kill him.”

	Dusa drew in a lungful of air. “No!” Alden’s eyes widened. “You can’t do this!”

	Oksana cocked her head at him. “You are right. I can’t. Not this way. It would be too quick. Dusa, start with his feet and work your way up. See how loud he can scream.”

	***

	Anevay stirred awake. She blinked and looked around, confused for a moment. She’d fallen asleep in the records room again. It seemed in the past few weeks she’d spent more time in there researching than anywhere else. She sat up and arched her back, trying to relieve the ache from sleeping in the chair. The orb on the wall still glowed strongly, but the candle on the desk she used for more light while reading had burned low. It must be the middle of the night.

	A slight energy rippled through her mind. Quiet and unobtrusive, she felt the feather-light touch. Is that what woke her? She rubbed her temples and sighed. A ringlet of her long, black hair fell across her face, and she pushed it away in irritation. Real sleep in a bed was what she needed. Yawning, she looked at the scroll on the desk in front of her. She had to find the answer.

	She’d researched tirelessly since the battle with the Shadow Dragons several weeks before. Spent endless hours reading the detailed accounts of the War of Fire. That war had ended badly; only a mistake kept it from ending worse. The Shadow Riders had come close to winning the War of Fire. Now, five hundred years later, it seemed history was doomed to repeat itself.

	The Shadow Dragons were already reproducing again. Two black eggs had hatched in the last three months. The Silver Riders felt each one. In Galdrilene, only one clutch of twenty-one eggs had been laid. Nydara fired them only a week ago. Though the shells had hardened in the last few days, the eggs had yet to send out a call. Until they sang to their intended rider, they would remain unhatched for however many years it took.

	Her eyes drifted over the age-worn parchment. Somewhere, in the history of the War of Fire, there was a key to winning this new war. Something that seemed small and insignificant to others. A clue that would lead her to the weave she needed to make. A weave to eradicate the Shadow Dragons forever.

	Anevay rubbed her eyes again. If only it weren’t so easy for the Shadow Dragons to reproduce. What did it say about the world that Shadow Riders were so easy to find? How were there so many people willing to give up half their souls for power?

	Energy flowed softly through her mind again, a quiet hum. She propped her elbow on the desktop and massaged her forehead with her hand, her eyes still on the scroll. She shoved aside her exhaustion and focused on the task at hand. Her talent, beyond healing, was the ability to create new magic weaves. It rested on her to find the needle in the haystack, the one that would save Galdrilene and the Guardian dragons. The one that would save the world.

	The hum of energy wove through her mind again; soft, sweet, insistent. She ground her teeth in frustration. She couldn’t afford a distraction right now. Maybe a break would help. A brief walk in the fresh air. She stood, pulled her cloak around her shoulders, and left the room. A short hallway brought her out in the Great Hall.

	Only two orbs burned at either end of the massive hall, leaving the passage between the two sets of tall, heavy doors cloaked in darkness. The doors leading to the city were closed, but those on the other end stood open. The light of the full moon spilled across the broad, inner terrace.

	Anevay rubbed her hands together, shivering slightly in the cool air of late spring. In the caldera, beyond the terrace, the lake reflected the bright face of the moon. Again, the humming energy filled her mind. Crooning softly. She strode past the doors and out onto the terrace. She turned her face into the wind and let it wash over her.

	The need to get back to work tugged at her. But for some reason, she left the terrace and walked across the grass instead of back through the doors. The rim of the horseshoe-shaped caldera was dark at this hour. The low rumble of dragons sleeping in their lairs drifted on the breeze. She walked to a door set in the side of the rim’s wall. Maybe she would check on the eggs.

	The croon in her mind intensified. Elation rippled through her. Elation? What was she so happy about? Her hand froze on the latch of the door. Her lungs refused to work. The energy in her mind, the hum, it was happy. Her breath left her in a rush, and tears welled in her eyes. It wasn’t energy she felt. It wasn’t just a random sound in her mind from too little sleep. She heard the Dragon Song. One of the eggs sang to her.

	She pulled her hand away from the door. She couldn’t go in there right now. The pull of the egg would be irresistible; she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from hatching it, and there was a protocol for this. Still, she stood in front of the door, unable to walk away.

	“Anevay?” Maleena’s soft voice called out of the dark behind her.

	She turned. Maleena stood a few paces away, swathed in a heavy cloak. Her long, chestnut hair blew around her in the wind. “What are you doing out here in the dark?”

	The other woman smiled and walked closer. “I could ask the same of you. I would expect to find you sleeping in the records room, not standing in the dark staring at a door.” She glanced at the door. “One of the eggs is singing, I felt it. It woke me. Nydara senses it too.”

	Anevay returned her smile. “I know. I was sleeping in the records room. The Dragon Song woke me.”

	Maleena’s eyes, dark purple in the light of the moon, widened. “You?” Excitement filled her voice. “One of the eggs calls to you? Oh, Anevay, how wonderful!”

	“I made it all the way to the door before I realized what it was. I know I can’t go in yet, but at the same time, I can’t bring myself to leave.”

	Maleena smiled. “You don’t have to leave. You just have to go in by the other door.”

	“Don’t I have to wait for Emallya?”

	“Emallya will already be awake. She will sense it too. So will Taela. Soon, the entire hold will be awake with the news. You only need to wait long enough for food to be made available for the draclet. And for Emallya and Bardeck to be ready.”

	A lump filled Anevay’s throat. She wouldn’t have to wait until the next day. “Thank you, Maleena.” The tiny woman smiled at her again, then hurried toward the Great Hall.

	High above, on the ledge jutting out from their layer, Maleena’s silver Nydara and Mckale’s green Tellnox stretched their wings and yawned as they woke from their sleep. Anevay dragged herself away from the small door. When it was time, she wouldn’t go in through it anyway. She might as well wait inside where it was warmer.

	The Dragon Hold slowly came alive as word spread of the impending Hatching. Anevay sat at a table in the kitchen cavern. A junior cook moved about the dark kitchen stirring coals up in the ovens. Anevay yawned. If the ovens were already warming, dawn would only be a couple of hours away. How long had she slept at her desk in the records room? It couldn’t have been long. An hour? Maybe a little more.

	Marda came bustling through the kitchen, ordering instructions at a group of men looking like she dragged them out of bed only moments before. Knowing Marda, she probably had. Whether dragon or human, Marda never let anyone go hungry.

	Anevay took a deep breath, a sudden flutter in her stomach. She was called. In a short time, she would hatch an egg. The hum in her mind crooned happily. For some reason, whenever Anevay had contemplated her future, she never considered she might be called. It hadn’t bothered her; she was happy being a mage. But she wouldn’t trade the sound of the Dragon Song in her mind for anything.

	She folded her hands on the table and laid her head on them, closing her eyes. The croon, quiet and soothing, filled her mind.

	A touch on her shoulder woke her, and she blinked up through bleary eyes. Taela stood with a smile on her face that reached her dark blue, tilted eyes. “It’s time if you are ready, Anevay.”

	Anevay stood. “Already?”

	Taela laughed. “You’ve been asleep for a little over an hour. Emallya, Bardeck, the dragons, and the other riders are awake. Food has been placed for your draclet. All we wait for now is you.”

	Excitement growing within her, she flashed Taela a smile, glad the other woman was there. She remained close friends with Kellinar. When Taela became Kellinar’s bondmate, Anevay had felt an immediate connection to the woman. Taela became the sister Anevay never had.

	“Emallya and Bardeck are ready then?” she asked.

	Taela nodded. “They await you in front of the Hatching doors.”

	Anevay smoothed her dress, suddenly nervous. What if she was wrong? What if she was really sleep-deprived and only thought she heard the song? She took a deep breath and released it. Such silliness. She’d grown up in Galdrilene. She knew what the Dragon Song was.

	Taela led the way out of the kitchen, across the inner terrace, and into the Great Hall. A small door led into a hallway, its stone walls smooth and unadorned. They came to stop at a set of heavy doors. Emallya, her violet eyes shining, stood at one. Bardeck, his dark hair hanging to his broad shoulders, stood at the other. He smiled, his dark eyes kind.

	His voice filled the hall, “Beyond this door, a future you cannot yet comprehend awaits you. Within is an extensive chamber with a circle of eggs in the center. Though the chamber is large, only those Hatching and a couple of witnesses are allowed. Hatching is a personal thing.”

	Emallya picked up the ancient ritual, her voice soft, “Once we open the door, Bardeck and I will step aside. You must step through the doorway and into the chamber of your own free will. Once you are in the chamber, the compulsion to bond with your dragon will overcome you. You must be absolutely sure this is the path you wish to take and accept the offered gift of the bond without reservation. If you feel any doubt at all, turn and walk away from this door. At the end of the hall, you will find someone ready to guide you from the Dragon Hold. No shame will be on you for your refusal. Shame can only be found in a false acceptance.”

	Anevay stared at the doors. “I accept the offered gift without reservation.”

	Together, Bardeck and Emallya pushed open the doors. Inside the chamber, twenty-one eggs rested in a depression in the middle of the floor. Five greens, three reds, four yellows, six blues, and three golds. No silvers this time. Her eyes raked across the eggs. One yellow seemed to pulse with light, the hum reverberating off the stone walls of the chamber and in her mind. The egg pulled at her. She walked toward it and reached out her hand. Her fingers touched the satiny, yellow shell.

	The room disappeared in a kaleidoscope of images. Galdrilene, as it had once stood, fell away as she rose in the air. A rainbow of dragons flew with her. A dragon, black as despair, flew at her. Green fire flooded her vision. A crystalline dragon, water dripping from its scales, hung in the light of the rising sun above a perfectly round lake. A gold dragon, his scales marred with ancient injuries, tore a black dragon apart in mid-air. The last image was consumed in a massive, swirling firestorm.

	Love. Unconditional, irrevocable, all-consuming love washed over and filled her soul until she wept with the sweetness of it. On her hands and knees, Anevay sobbed as tears flowed freely down her face. She raised her eyes. A bright yellow draclet, the size of a small pony, gazed back, her dark eyes filled with the love Anevay felt inside.

	In an awkward, uncoordinated movement, the yellow haphazardly folded her damp, leathery wings. Large pieces of yellow shell lay scattered across the floor. Anevay climbed to her feet and scrubbed away the tears. More rolled down her cheeks in their place. The yellow reached her wedge-shaped face toward her. A sense of intense hunger rolled off the draclet. Anevay looked around.

	Bardeck smiled at her from where he stood near the exit hall, his eyes full of happiness. “Somehow, I knew one day an egg would call you.”

	She sniffed and wiped at the tears again. “I’m so glad she did. I’ve read about it, heard about it, but nothing can prepare…”

	His smile grew wider. “No, nothing can prepare you. Not fully. Are you ready to take her out to eat and meet the other dragons and riders?”

	Anevay nodded and followed him as he stepped into the hall. The yellow walked by her side as they moved down the long hall that gently curved up. And then they were at the door, where just over an hour before she’d stood on the other side.

	When they stepped out onto the green grass of the caldera floor, the others greeted them happily. Dragons lined up on one side, their riders on the other. The yellow stopped and gazed up at the adult dragons. Nydara lowered her head to touch noses with her first daughter. Tellnox, his green scales bright in the pearly light of early morning, gazed down at the draclet with pride in his silver eyes.

	The riders, her closest friends, smiled at her but stepped back to allow room for her to lead the yellow past. As soon as the draclet smelled the freshly killed carcasses, she rushed forward to eat. Her razor-like teeth sliced through hair and hide to the meat below.

	Anevay turned tear-filled eyes to her friends. Maleena smiled, joy radiating from her. “I’m so happy for you, Anevay.”

	Mckale wrapped her in a hug, his silver eyes full of warmth and happiness. “Welcome to the ranks of Guardians, Anevay.”

	Vaddoc, his amber eyes catching the morning light, hugged and welcomed her. Kirynn, her long red braid hanging to the back of her thighs, gave her a brief but welcoming hug as well. Serena, her face radiant with delight, threw a tight hug around her. “Not only a Healing sister but also a rider sister.”

	Taela gave her a fierce hug as well. “You have no idea how happy I am.”

	Kellinar stepped forward, the beads at the ends of his pale blond braids clicking together and his ice-blue eyes sparkling. “It couldn’t have happened to a better person.” He enfolded both women in a hug.

	The morning came alive with bright, luminescent threads. Thousands of them flowed out from Anevay. More flowed out from Kellinar and still more from Taela. The threads reached out toward each other, weaving themselves together tightly. Weaving the three of them together.

	Anevay only stood and gaped. As the last threads wove tight, they faded and disappeared. Her eyes flickered between Taela and Kellinar. Maleena stood with her hands over her mouth, eyes wide. Anevay couldn’t tell if the tiny woman was shocked or desperately trying to keep from laughing. When she turned and buried her face in Mckale’s chest, muffled choking sounds coming from her throat, Anevay strongly suspected the latter.

	She looked around at the others. Kirynn made no secret of her amusement. She laughed so hard she doubled over, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. She hung on to Vaddoc for support. Vaddoc’s face held a bemused look as his eyes shifted between the three of them.

	Serena ran her hands through her short, dark, spiky hair. Her blue eyes were pinned on Kellinar as if she tried to determine if this was somehow his fault, though her mouth twitched into a smile.

	“Well,” Emallya stepped forward, “that was unexpected.”

	“Unexpected?” The word sounded so mild compared to the shock driving Anevay’s mind into confusion.

	“Oh, Anevay!” Taela’s voice held no animosity. In fact, new tears swam in her eyes as she hugged her again. “We are bondsisters.”

	Kellinar shook his head. “Two of them?” His voice rose a little. “What, in the name of the Fates, am I supposed to do with two of them?”

	“Well,” Kirynn said between gasps of laughter, “I’m sure you can think of one or two things.”

	Kellinar glared at her. “You know what I mean.”

	Bardeck smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “I have been bondmated to bondsisters. It isn’t always easy, but you will find it as comfortable as a pair-bond.”

	Anevay took a deep breath as Taela stepped back. “Are you angry, Kellinar?”

	His face relaxed, and his rich blue eyes softened. “No, Anevay. Not angry. Confused. Why would I be angry when I’ve been fortunate enough to be bonded to the only other woman, besides Taela, I could possibly love?”

	Warmth flooded through her. He loved her. She’d always loved him, but assumed with Taela as a bondmate, it wasn’t possible for them to be together. It was no secret Kellinar loved Taela with his whole heart. Now she was part of that. Emallya and Bardeck had been part of a tri-bond, but Emallya’s bondsister had died five hundred years ago. Anevay had never seen such a bond in real life. She studied Taela’s face. How would Taela feel about a shared bond?

	Taela smiled as if she read her thoughts, which she probably had. “It is like the bond with our dragons. At first, you feel there is no room for any more love. Then you find your bondmate, and it expands to include him and his dragon.” She looked fondly up at the blue dragon. “All I feel now is another expansion of love to include you and your dragon. We are bondsisters. Like twins that should never have been separated.”

	The yellow draclet finally finished stuffing herself full. Her questioning look pulled Anevay from her shock. “You must bathe away the blood, Latia.”

	The yellow swung her wedge-shaped head toward the water. To encourage her, the adult dragons all splashed into the lake, their antics sloshing water well up into the grass around the shore. Latia ran for the water in an ungainly waddle. The older dragons settled to allow the youngster to accustom herself to her new environment without sloshing her around. Tellnox and Nydara kept protective eyes on her.

	Anevay watched the little yellow play with the older dragons. Her heart felt like it would burst. Even in her play, Latia’s emotions and thoughts were turned to her rider. Love flowed back and forth between them. The adults were beautiful, but nothing in the world was so perfectly gorgeous as Latia.

	The swim over, her scales cleaned of the blood from her feeding, the draclet waded to shore and walked to Anevay’s side. She yawned, exposing her dagger-like teeth. “Can I sleep now?”

	Anevay smiled. “Of course you may, love.” She turned toward Bardeck. “Latia wants to sleep now.” 

	Her eyes traveled up the rock wall of the rim to the broad ledge that fronted the lair Taela and Kellinar shared with their dragons. How was that going to work? She shook her head; that would be worked out later. It would be months before Latia could fly.

	Bardeck pointed to the lower caves, no more than six feet off the ground, with wide steps leading to them. “Choose your lair, little Latia.”

	The draclet waddled forward, folding her leathery wings haphazardly over her back. She disappeared into one of the caves. Anxiety filled Anevay. She couldn’t see the draclet in the dark lair. She started up the steps.

	Kirynn beat her there. “Allow me.” Every lamp in the lair and the sleeping quarters beyond flared to life.

	“I could have set orbs,” Vaddoc said, walking up and putting his arm around Kirynn’s waist.

	Kirynn shook her head. “She can’t put the orbs out when she is ready. This way, she can turn the lamps down or blow them out if she wishes.”

	“Thank you, Kirynn. You too, Vaddoc, for the offer,” Anevay said, her eyes on the draclet. Latia lay curled around, her head tucked beneath one wing, already sound asleep.

	Kellinar and Taela walked into the lair. With his arm around Taela, he looked uncertainly at Anevay, as if unsure how to proceed. She didn’t blame him. What were they supposed to do now?

	Taela’s smile was reassuring. “It’s best if you sleep alone with your dragon until she is ready to join our dragons in their lair. This is your time to bond.”

	Kellinar nodded. “Even Maleena and Mckale didn’t share a lair until their dragons could fly. We may be bondmates now, but that doesn’t negate what you and your dragon need now. And what you need is to be alone together.”

	Anevay smiled, relief washing through her. Kellinar was right. They may be bondmates, but all she felt was the need to be with Latia. A servant bustled in and began arranging thick bedding and blankets on the sleeping bench inside the lair.

	Anevay glanced through the door to the sleeping chamber. A wide, comfortable bed dominated the room. It didn’t appeal to her. Someday, she would sleep in a bed in a bedchamber. But not now. Now, she needed to be closer than that to the little yellow. Kirynn smiled at her again as she and Vaddoc left. Maleena offered soft words of congratulations, and then she left with Mckale at her side.

	Serena gave her a quick hug. “I’m so glad you are a rider now.” She glanced at Kellinar again. Suppressing a smile, she left. Bardeck and Emallya once more offered her a warm welcome to the ranks of riders before leaving. Only Taela and Kellinar remained. 

	“We can stay with you if you like,” Taela offered.

	Anevay shook her head. “No, I really didn’t sleep much last night, and I’m almost too tired to think straight. You two go ahead and get something to eat. I can tell you are both hungry.”

	Kellinar hugged her. “If I must be part of a tri-bond, I’m glad it’s with you.”

	She smiled back. Then they too were gone, and she stood alone in the lair. Her eyes rested briefly on the yellow again. Happiness nearly overwhelmed her. She blinked back tears and moved into the bedchamber to blow out the lamps. Back in the lair, she put out all but one lamp and settled down on the sleeping bench. She stared at the draclet curled against the far wall as the sky slowly faded from black to the gray of predawn and sleep took her.
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Maleena stood in her bedchamber, working her long, chestnut hair into a braid that began at the crown of her head. Mckale watched her from the doorway to the lair. “I don’t know how you can do that without seeing what goes where.”

	She shrugged. In the two years since she’d started wearing her hair that way, she’d mastered the process. “Practice.”

	After securing the end with a leather thong, she reached to pull on her dress. The wide scars on her left arm stood out against her pale skin. More of the same ran across her back. A permanent reminder of her time in the Kormai.

	The sleeves of the dress covered most of them, although she didn’t make a special effort to cover them up. They were a part of what made her who she was. Maleena wasn’t ashamed of them. She’d gained the scars, but her captors had gained nothing. They were a badge of her own strength.

	Her hands froze on the last button of the dress. Fear. No, not fear. Terror. Mckale’s shield usually kept the emotions of others at bay. Only a strong emotion could break through, and this was so intense, she could almost taste it.

	Mckale was in front of her in a few steps. He placed his hands gently on either side of her face, his silver eyes on hers. “Maleena, what is it?”

	“Someone is afraid. More than afraid.”

	“Who?”

	Maleena cast her mind out, searching for the source. “Kirynn.”

	Mckale’s brow furrowed. “Are you certain? I’ve never seen Kirynn afraid of anything.”

	She took a deep breath. “I’m sure.” 

	It seemed so alien to feel Kirynn’s fear. Like Mckale, she’d never seen the redhead afraid of anything. Not even when overwhelmed by a sea of Kojen.

	“Where is she?” Mckale’s voice was calm.

	Maleena focused on the feelings, confusion in her mind. “Her lair. What would frighten her so much in her lair?”

	Mckale turned and ran down the hall. Maleena followed, running hard to keep up with his long strides. He took the stairs to the next level two at a time, reaching the doorway to Kirynn’s bedchamber before she did, his twin blades already drawn.

	She found him in the bedchamber. Kirynn stood several paces away, her zahri held ready. The fear was stronger here. A dull ache started in Maleena’s head. Her eyes swept the smooth stone walls, trying to pinpoint the cause of Kirynn’s emotion.

	Maleena sensed Mckale’s confusion. His voice was cautious when he asked, “Kirynn, what is wrong? Maleena felt your fear through my shield.”

	Kirynn stared at the base of the far wall. “I need to kill it. Creepy thing sneaking up on me like that. Except I have to get too close and I can’t set it on fire without lighting the wardrobe.”

	Maleena followed her gaze. On the floor, next to the wardrobe, was the largest, hairiest spider she’d ever seen. The fear she felt wasn’t wholly Kirynn’s. A tiny spark of it came from the spider.

	Mckale threw his head back and laughed, the tension easing from his shoulders. Kirynn shot him a murderous look. He sheathed his swords and clamped his mouth shut. Only his silver eyes still flashed with mirth in his expressionless face.

	Maleena stepped between them. “You are truly frightened of that spider, aren’t you?”

	The redhead eyed the arachnid warily. Fear still rolled off her in waves. The dull ache in Maleena’s head grew. Mckale stepped forward, placing his fingers lightly on her wrist to reinforce the bond. The painful thrumming in her head eased at his touch.

	Kirynn’s breath hissed through her teeth. “Yes, I am afraid of that thing.” A shudder ran through her body.

	Maleena stared at it for a moment. “I wonder where it came from. We don’t have any spiders like that in this region.”

	“Who cares where it came from. Kill it.”

	She shook her head. “No. I bet it hunts mice. Look at the size of it.”

	Kirynn rolled her green eyes. “Who cares what it hunts?” Her voice turned pleading, “Just please kill it.”

	“I’m going to take it to the records room. Mice are always trying to get after the scrolls.”

	“Cat takes care of the mice. Or one of the others running around here.”

	Maleena smiled. “Cat will be going with Namir and Vaddoc when they leave.”

	Kirynn snorted. “I forgot about that. Fine, do whatever. I’m leaving until it’s gone.” She turned and stalked from the chamber, one eye on the spider as if she expected it to attack her.

	Mckale crossed his arms and shook his head. “Kirynn afraid. Who would have expected such a thing?”

	“And of a spider of all things.” Maleena laughed. 

	She crossed the lair slowly, reaching out to the furry arachnid with her mind, washing him with soothing feelings.

	The spider watched her approach but didn’t move. She lowered her hand to the floor and sent a picture of it in her hand, and then snug in the records room with mice to hunt.

	The spider stared back at her with its too-many eyes and then climbed onto her palm. The hairy monster took up her whole hand and then some. She raised it to eye level and sent another picture of the hold with a question behind it.

	Strange, fuzzy images flickered through her mind. It took her a minute to realize she was seeing things through the eyes of the spider. She felt, more than saw, a bird snatch the spider from a forest floor. Dim images of light and dark swirled through her vision until she felt the impact of rock as it tumbled to a ledge.

	Maleena glanced at Mckale. He still had his arms crossed, but one eyebrow was raised in question. She smiled. “I think a bird dropped him here. It’s very dark and fuzzy, and it was based more on what it felt rather than what it saw.” She sent the picture of the records room again, then turned and started for the door. Mckale backed away.

	She rolled her eyes. “Not you, too?”

	He smiled, but his eyes were fixed on her hand. “I’m not afraid of it, but I don’t want it crawling on me either. Besides, Heleanna says there is a field that is dying. The crop is anyway. She and the other senior mages tried working on it yesterday. It didn’t go well. I’m going to take the other two Green Riders down today and see if we can do something more. They have a pretty good handle on their magic now.” He backed up several more steps as she passed him.

	She laughed and slipped out of Kirynn’s bedchamber, the spider still perched on her hand. The hairs on his legs tickled her fingers, and her arm where his size extended beyond what her hand could hold. It didn’t take long to get to the caldera floor. She ignored the gasps of servants when she passed them on her way through the Great Hall to the small door set midway down its length.
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	CHAPTER 2

	 

	Anevay sat at the large desk in the middle of the room. A mixture of light orbs and candles cast warm light across her creamed coffee skin. Maleena smiled at her. “Already back to work after this morning’s flight?”

	“Latia left with the others to hunt. I might as well spend the rest of the afternoon working on finding what I need for the weave.”

	“You are certain you will find something? You’ve been searching for nearly a year now.”

	Anevay nodded. “It’s here. I can feel it. I’ve already found some of it. The beginning of the weave is coming together.” She looked at Maleena’s upraised hand then and gasped. “What is that?”

	Maleena’s smile got wider. “It’s a spider.”

	“Why, in the name of the Fates, did you bring it here?”

	“It eats mice and bugs. I figured it could help you out in here.”

	Anevay eyed the spider doubtfully. “You want it to live in here?”

	“Mice are always a problem, and the cats can’t get in here very often.”

	“What about Cat? He comes in here plenty.”

	Maleena sighed and walked to a darkened corner of the room. She knelt and lowered her hand to the floor. The spider crawled off and disappeared under a shelf. She stood and turned to Anevay. “Cat will be leaving with Namir.”

	“He’s really going to Slide to Shadereen with Namir and Vaddoc?” Anevay asked, her eyes on the spot where the spider disappeared.

	“Namir refuses to leave without him. Who knew a dragon would get so attached to a cat?” Maleena laughed. “Kirynn about had a panic attack over that spider.”

	Anevay’s startled eyes met hers. “Kirynn? Afraid? And of a spider of all things?”

	Maleena nodded. “She was so scared, I felt it in my lair. I thought something was horribly wrong. Mckale went running with swords drawn, only to find her trying to kill it without getting too close. I guess even the length of her zahri wasn’t far enough.”

	Anevay shook her head, her waist-length black ringlets swaying. Her dark eyes lit with amusement. “I wish I had been there to see that. Kirynn can stand against Shadow Riders, Shadow Dragons, and a sea of Kojen, but a single spider terrifies her.”

	“It is a rather impressive-looking spider.” Maleena laughed, walking back to stand by the desk. “I guess it’s a good thing Kojen don’t have eight hairy legs.”

	Anevay laughed with her. “Vaddoc will never let her live that down. What is she going to do when she gets to Shadereen?”

	Maleena paused. “What do you mean?”

	Mirth flushed Anevay’s brown skin. “Hasn’t she studied up on Shadereen?”

	“Of course. She’s learned all about their politics and traditions.”

	Anevay shook her head. “She hasn’t studied what lives there besides humans? I wish I could be there to see her run screaming across the desert.”

	“Why?”

	“They have sand spiders there. They make this one look tiny.”

	Maleena tried to suppress her laughter. “Well, maybe they won’t see any.”

	Kellinar came through the door, a plate of food in his hand. “What’s so funny?”

	Maleena shook her head. “I’ll let Anevay tell you later.”

	Kellinar moved the scroll Anevay was looking at and set the plate down. She stared at him. “You didn’t have to do that.”

	He dropped a kiss on her hair. “I know, but a year of being your bondmate has taught me that you will never get around to getting it yourself, and you need to eat. I can feel it. Is there anything I can help you with?”

	She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “No, not really. However, if you could find Taela for me, I would really appreciate her help with this. Some of the images are easier for her to read.”

	“I will hunt her down for you.”

	Maleena waited and walked back through the Great Hall with him. “What have you got planned for the day?”

	He ran his hand over his braids. “After I find Taela, Dhovara and I are going to spend time working with Tania. It won’t be long before her dragon is ready to Slide, Aylene’s only a month younger than Latia. Tomorrow, Dhovara and I both take our turns on the boats. The other senior mages can help with Tania, then of course.”

	The hatchings in the past year had brought several new riders to their fold, and it was interesting to see how her fellow riders took on their new responsibilities. She smiled. “Sounds like you will be busy.”

	He smiled back. “Busier than I’ve ever been.”

	They walked out onto the inner plateau. The lake at the far end sparkled in the sun, and next to it, five young dragons slept. Two greens, two blues, and a gold. Loki’s gold, Merru, was nowhere to be seen. “When do you leave?”

	Kellinar’s face took on a grim look. “As soon as my turn on the boats is over. Another reason I need to work with Tania. Her magic is quite strong.”

	“It won’t be easy leaving Anevay behind.”

	He let out a long breath. “Truthfully, I’m glad Latia is too young to Slide well enough yet. If I could find a way to make Taela and Paki stay, I would. I understand we need to get the nations behind us, but Trilene is not going to welcome us with open arms. At least Serena understands what we’re walking into. Taela rarely left Haraban when she was growing up. She lived a sheltered life there.”

	Worry and sadness rolled off him. Maleena’s heart went out to him. “Galdrilene can’t fight this war alone, Kellinar, and you can’t shelter Taela from the world.” Maleena leveled a stern look at him. “And you can’t make her stay.”

	Pain flashed across his face even as he laughed softly. “Don’t I know it. When I suggested it might be best to stay, she threatened to stab me.” The laughter died, leaving only anguish in his ice-blue eyes. “I don’t know what I would do if something happened to Taela or Anevay. Losing Serena would hurt more than I can express. She has always been my friend. But what I feel for Taela and Anevay…”

	Maleena reached up and placed a finger against his lips. “I understand. You know I do. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if something happened to Mckale.” She wrapped her arms around his waist in a hug. “Anevay is staying here out of harm’s way, and Taela is not without her defenses. She may have lived a sheltered life before the call, but you forget she survived the Kormai. And you are wrong if you think for a single moment she is not just as worried about you.”

	He sighed and returned the hug. “Did I ever thank you for not dying on me?”

	“Not in those exact words, but yes.”

	“Then I’m saying it again.”

	Maleena glanced up as the aura of an approaching person rippled across her mind. The aura had a brisk, sure feel to it. “Tania is looking for you.”

	“I still have to find Taela.”

	“I can find her for you if you like. In fact, I can find her faster.”

	“Thank you, Maleena.”

	A slight, young woman strode through the doors of the Great Hall. The sun shone off her rich black skin. Her black hair hung in a multitude of braids. The blue and white beads on the ends of the braids clicked as she walked. She smiled as she approached them. “Dhovara said I might find you here.”

	Maleena smiled in welcome. “Hello, Tania.”

	“Good afternoon, Maleena.”

	Maleena turned to Kellinar. “I must go. I still have duties to attend to at the Tower of Spirit after I find Taela. And then later, Taela and I have some experimenting to do.”

	He frowned. “I wish you two would stop, it isn’t safe.”

	She laughed. “Nonsense. We only messed something up once.”

	“And blinded everyone in the Dragon Hold of their senses.”

	“It only took us an hour to reverse it.”

	He shifted, visibly uncomfortable with the memory. “It felt longer than that.”

	She patted his shoulder. “We will be careful, I promise.”

	Still laughing softly, she walked into the Great Hall. She and Taela had made a few mistakes, but they had learned far more than they messed up. She reached out with her mind, “Taela?”

	The return sending came immediately. “Yes?”

	“Anevay needs you in the records room if you have time.”

	“Of course. I will go there now. And you and I can meet there after dinner.”

	“I will be there.”

	Maleena walked through the city, enjoying the sweet smell of roses on the early summer breeze. After two years, her fear of crowds and the people of Galdrilene had faded. It didn’t ease the knot of anxiety in her gut, though. In less than a month, she and Mckale would leave for Calladar.

	She’d become used to the people here, but Calladar might not be so welcoming to magic users, even if some of the ruling houses knew about Galdrilene. She took a deep breath. It would all be okay.

	***

	Taela walked into the Great Hall on her way to the records room. Dhovara, the Mage Councilor of the Tower of Air and Water, and a Fire mage stood with a young woman in the hall. Something about the woman tickled Taela’s memory. Golden hair hung to her waist and framed a heart-shaped face. Why did she look so familiar? The blonde turned her head to look at the Fire mage. Taela stopped short, her breath freezing in her chest.

	Ropey scars ran down the side of the woman’s face and trailed down her neck. More scars marred her hands and arms. Memories flooded Taela. A massive cave with white marble walls and a polished onyx floor. The woman cowering from Sadira, yet defying her at the same time.

	She looked at Taela, and recognition flashed in her eyes. Taela forced herself to breathe again, to walk forward. Her eyes didn’t leave the familiar face. She stopped a few paces from them. The Fire mage turned toward her. “Hello, Di’shan. We have a new mage.”

	Taela nodded. She’d always felt a spark of something in this woman. “Welcome, Kalila.”

	“You two know each other?” Dhovara asked.

	Kalila glanced at her. “Yes.” She turned her gaze back on Taela. “So, you did escape. I have wondered about it and thought of you and Paki often. Is Paki…well?”

	Taela smiled. “Paki is well. She is a mature dragon now. How are you here? How did you get away?”

	“Everyone left the Kormai to pursue you. I tried to get Drisa and Larna to come with me, but they were broken. They are empty shells of themselves. I…I left them and ran.”

	The two mages looked back and forth between them in confusion. Guilt rolled off Kalila in waves. Taela shook her head. “You did what you had to. You have no reason to feel so much guilt. How did you make it here?”

	“I nearly died in my escape. A band of Traders taking a shortcut found me on the Ash Plains just south of Calladar. Their Shamam healed me. She used magic and knew I could too. I traveled with them until we reached Yari, then she introduced me to Aleel.” She nodded her head toward the Fire mage. “Aleel brought me the rest of the way.”

	“You’ve been traveling for over a year to get here?”

	Kalila smiled sadly. “I have nowhere else to go. I can’t go home. Not when I can use magic. Madeir, the Shamam, proved that magic doesn’t drive you insane.”

	Taela gave her a hug. “I’m glad you found your way here. Galdrilene is like a balm on open wounds. You will be happy here.”

	Kalila returned the hug and stepped away. “I hope so. My life is not what I expected. Everything seems confused and turned on its head. My time in the Kormai with Sadira changed me. I’m not sure I would fit back into my old life even if I couldn’t use magic. The things that seemed so important before no longer have any worth for me.”

	Dhovara smiled, dark eyes full of warmth. “You will find your feet here. Aleel is going to take you to the Tower of Air and Water. I have things I must attend to in the hold, but I will see you later.”

	Taela watched as Aleel led Kalila away. She turned to the small door that would take her through a short hallway to the records room. Memories from over a year ago intruded on her thoughts.

	The door to the records room opened before she even reached for the latch. Anevay stood in the doorway, concern on her face. “What’s wrong?”

	Taela shook her head. “Nothing.”

	Anevay pulled her into the room. “I may not be a Spirit mage, but I can feel your distress through our bond. Why are you upset?”

	Taela let out a deep sigh. “I’m not upset, really. In fact, I’m happy. I told you about Kalila, remember?” Her bondsister nodded. “She’s here.”

	“Here? In Galdrilene?”

	“Yes. She escaped Sadira. She can use magic and, with help, made her way here. I’m happy for her, but seeing her brought up a lot of bad memories.”

	In her mind, Taela heard the screams of those Kovan tortured with his ‘healing.’ Screams she’d been helpless to do anything but run and hide from. Images of Maleena—battered, bloodied, and nearly dead—being carried through the marble cavern. The overwhelming fear that Paki would be killed. Too many memories she wished she could forget.

	She didn’t notice the tears until Anevay enfolded her in her arms. She stood quietly in the arms of her bondsister and let her silent tears fall. Images and memories of her time in the Kormai, short though it was, burned through her mind.

	She sensed Kellinar’s agitation. He would feel her distress, too. She pulled away from Anevay and worked to gain control. The past couldn’t be changed; only learned and moved on from.

	Anevay’s dark eyes searched hers. “Are you okay?”

	Deep love washed through her from her bondsister. More love surrounded her heart and soul, flowing in from Paki, Kellinar, Latia, and Shryden. The memories faded to the background where they belonged. She had so much now. So much more than she ever expected.

	Taela nodded to Anevay. “Yes, I’m okay now.” She sucked in a deep breath and wiped away the tears. “Maleena said you needed my help.”

	Anevay smiled. “I think I’ve found another key, but some of the symbols are clearer to you. If you wouldn’t mind translating a few.”

	“I don’t mind. Maleena will be meeting me here later anyway.”

	Anevay’s brow furrowed. “You two will be experimenting again?”

	“Of course. We have things to figure out as well. Besides, we can’t let you have all of the fun.”

	Her bondsister shook her head and laughed softly. “Just try not to blind everybody this time.”

	Taela rolled her eyes. “Why does everyone keep bringing that up? We only did that one time, and it was nearly two weeks ago.”

	“Losing all of your senses at once so you’re standing deaf, numb, and blind for nearly an hour left quite an impression on everyone.”

	Taela mulled that over. She would have to see if Maleena remembered exactly what they did that day; it might come in handy later. Would their friends and bondmates be willing to be experimented on? Probably not. Maybe they could practice on each other.

	She sat down at the desk with Anevay beside her and immersed herself in the symbols; the meaning of each line clear as the morning sun to her mind.
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	CHAPTER 3

	 

	Vaddoc walked through the hold trying to suppress his growing irritation. Where had Loki gone off to now? He knew Merru shouldn’t leave the hold. Only a couple of months younger than Latia, Merru had taken his first solo flight a few weeks ago. Vaddoc didn’t really believe anyone in Galdrilene would harm the draclet, but it wasn’t a chance worth taking.

	It wasn’t because Loki didn’t care for the young golden dragon. Anyone could tell he adored Merru. It didn’t help that the draclet was just like his rider. The two were constantly disappearing and getting into trouble. Soon, the young pair would be flying together. Vaddoc could only guess the kind of trouble they would get into then.

	He would never forget the day they’d stopped everyone’s heart by leaping off the waterfall at the edge of the caldera. Merru’s wings hadn’t been strong enough to lift himself into the air at the time, much less a rider. But he’d thrown his wings out and locked them, gliding down the seventeen-hundred-foot drop.

	Vaddoc shook his head at the memory. He thought he would never breathe right again after that. Every adult dragon had dived over the cliff after them, terrified that the two would die. Not even a stern talking to by Bardeck and Emallya, or the long lecture from Marda, had elicited any chagrin in the two.

	They’d made many such dives since and sneaked out as often as possible. Loki mastered light-bending so fast, Vaddoc was sure the boy had been using the weave without realizing it for a long time. It made sense. It was probably how he’d gotten past the Spirit mages all those times.

	Vaddoc stopped on the inner terrace, his eyes sweeping the caldera again one more time. The adult dragons, back from their hunt, bathed in the lake. He didn’t bother asking Namir; it wouldn’t do any good. Merru wouldn’t answer the older dragon anyway. Not when he and Loki were off getting into trouble. It wouldn’t help to ask Emallya, Taela, or Maleena either. Just as no one sensed magic in him, the Silver Riders couldn’t sense him when he was cloaked in a light-bending weave.

	Emallya didn’t understand why no one could sense his magic. Every senior mage could sense the magic in another, even a young mage just balanced on the edge of first use. But not with Loki. Something in him kept any of the mages from knowing he was ready to use magic the year before when he went to the Kormai. It had kept Emallya from sensing it in him the moment she met him. But it hadn’t stopped Merru from finding Loki, or bonding with him, too young though Loki was.

	Namir looked up at him, water running in streams off his golden scales. His amber eyes held a hint of humor. “You might as well find something else to do. Loki and Merru won’t be found until they wish to be.”

	“Why do you dragons not make the two behave?”

	Vaddoc felt Namir’s mental shrug. “Merru is his own being. As far as Loki, we like him.”

	Vaddoc shook his head. The same answer the dragons always gave when they let Loki get away with too much. The boy could set Galdrilene on fire, and the dragons would find no wrong in it. Come to think of it, it was probably a very good thing Loki’s magic dealt with light and energy, and not fire. What a mess that would be.

	“How is Loki supposed to learn to be a responsible Dragon Rider when he acts like this?” he sent to Namir.

	“Do not worry so, Vaddoc. Loki will be what he needs to be when he needs to be it.”

	Heaving a deep sigh, he walked back into the hold. Loki needed training. Vaddoc would leave for Shadereen soon. Hadar would have to teach the boy, if Loki would actually behave and do what he was supposed to.

	He met Maleena in the Great Hall. She smiled at him, her violet eyes sparkling with suppressed laughter. “What is so funny?”

	“You are broadcasting your thoughts so loudly, I can hear them through my shield. Don’t worry so about Loki. He will be fine. And quit scowling, it makes you look fiercer than you are.”

	“How can he be trained if he keeps disappearing? He is my charge now, and I cannot keep track of him. What kind of teacher am I that my pupil chases after whatever he fancies?”

	Maleena laughed softly. “You are too hard on yourself and have too little faith in Loki. He is a lot like Kellinar. Trust Loki, he will turn out all right.”

	“Maybe you are right. I guess he will come to me when he is ready to learn something. If I am not here, Bardeck is, and so is Hadar.”

	Maleena looked thoughtful for a moment; then a mischievous glint lit up her eyes. “If you still want Kirynn to go to Shadereen, I would suggest you don’t mention sand spiders.”

	Vaddoc gazed at her in confusion. “Why?”

	“Apparently, Kirynn’s only real fear in the world is spiders.”

	“Spiders? She’s completely fearless in the face of armed enemies, but terrified of spiders? How do you know?”

	“She found a spider about the size of my hand in her bedchamber. She couldn’t even get within zahri range to kill it. Believe me, feeling terror from Kirynn was confusing.”

	He threw his head back and roared with laughter. Sand spiders were much larger than Maleena’s hand. He tried to imagine Kirynn running in fear from one. His mind couldn’t conjure the image. He shook his head. He would have ample opportunity to see it in person, especially if they visited the border villages in Shadereen.

	Maleena’s smile faded, and her violet eyes took on a look of distant concentration. Vaddoc watched her carefully. It was the look she got when her mind was being pulled elsewhere. “Maleena?”

	Her eyes flashed to his face. “He let his weave down for a moment. I believe you will find Loki and Merru down by the tanneries.”

	Vaddoc smiled. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	He hurried toward the broad stairs beyond the outer terrace. In all likelihood, Loki would be gone from the tannery by the time he got there. He paused, turned abruptly, and walked back toward the inner terrace. His long strides carried him past Maleena. She gave him a knowing look.

	He walked out onto the inner terrace. “Namir, would you kindly take me to the tannery?”

	The gold immediately started in his direction. “Of course. Although I highly doubt either one of them will show any repentance for missing their lesson today.”

	“I still have time. If I have my way, they will not miss it.”

	He strode to the equipment cave and pulled Namir’s well-oiled saddle from its rack. Although the seat was sized for him, the skirts were made to fit over the shoulders of the full-grown dragon. Though large, it was surprisingly light. He stood on Namir’s leg and settled it over the dragon’s shoulder peak where the dorsal ridge scales were the smallest. It only took a few minutes for him to fasten all of the straps and settle into the saddle. He buckled the two safety straps snug over his upper thighs.

	Namir launched into the air without any command from Vaddoc. They were one, two halves of the same being. Their hearts, souls, and lives blended together until the only separation was that of their individual bodies.

	His spirit soared with Namir over the edge of the waterfall. It was impossible not to feel the thrill of flight and the enjoyment of being in the air with his dragon. Namir locked his great golden wings and twisted into a sharp dive, pushing Vaddoc against the safety straps. Pure joy flowed into him from the dragon.

	All too soon, the tannery came into view below. For a moment, Vaddoc understood how Loki might want to escape and be alone on an adventure with Merru. Nothing was quite so beautiful as the gift of a dragon-bond.

	“He is there.”

	Namir’s sending brought his thoughts back to the present. Yes, taking off and having fun with your dragon was great, but they all had their duties. Duty was something you didn’t shirk lightly. Vaddoc’s upbringing and training had taught him that.

	He followed Namir’s sight path, and there stood Loki and his golden Merru gazing up at them. The workers in the tannery stopped their labors to watch Namir land. Many smiled and waved. The big gold rumbled a greeting at them.

	Tell, the head of the tannery, walked toward them. “I’m assuming you are here for these two truants,” he said as he got closer.

	Vaddoc cast a glare at the youngsters. “Yes, it appears they forgot they had a lesson today.” 

	He had to work at holding the glare. The two looked unabashed and so completely pleased with themselves that he really wanted to laugh. Oh, the fun and innocence of childhood. It really wasn’t Loki’s fault. He was so young for the position of a Dragon Rider. Nowhere in the histories was there a record of someone being called before their sixteenth year of age. “I hope they have not caused too much disturbance to your work.”

	Tell shook his head. “Not at all. Full of questions, as usual, but careful to stay out of our way.”

	Vaddoc looked back at Loki, “I expect you in the hold within an hour.” He sent to Namir, “Please back me up.”

	Namir lowered his head to Merru’s. “It is time, young one, to behave as a dragon. I trust you will not force this issue. Vaddoc is a fair and patient teacher; he does not deserve this disrespect.”

	Merru lowered his gaze to the ground, and Vaddoc heard his reply through the mind of his dragon. “We will be there, Namir. I am sorry. We did not think of it as disrespect.”

	Loki stared at Merru for a moment before turning to Vaddoc. “Merru is right. I really didn’t think of it like that. We will be there, Vaddoc. For this lesson and any others. But we still won’t stay in the hold if there are no lessons to attend. We will have some fun.”

	Vaddoc nodded. “An acceptable compromise. Thank you for that.” He glanced at Tell, “Thank you for letting them spend their time here. May peace be on your day.”

	Namir brought his wings down in a rush as he launched himself into the sky again. He climbed quickly until he was high enough to ride the air currents. He started to coast toward the hold, but Vaddoc stopped him. “It will take Loki and Merru most of the hour to make it back to the hold on foot since Merru can’t yet carry a rider. Let us enjoy a little flight time.”

	“That sounds wonderful.” Namir turned and soared out over the bay, his golden scales glittering in the sun.
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	CHAPTER 4

	 

	Maleena stood with Taela at the desk in the records room, the Ka’ti open in front of them. She watched the translations of the symbols as they formed in her friend’s mind.

	“Oh, what about that one?”

	Taela’s eyes stopped moving over the page. “That one?”

	“No, the one just before. Yes, that one.”

	“It does look interesting.”

	Maleena nodded. “It looks incredibly useful, especially since we will both be leaving for crowded cities soon.”

	Taela glanced up at her. “Should we try it?”

	Maleena hesitated for a moment. “We have to know if it works.”

	“Who are we going to try it on?”

	“Hopefully not the entire hold this time.” They both laughed at the memory.

	“What is so funny?” Mckale’s deep voice made them look up. He stood in the doorway with Kellinar.

	 “Nothing of importance. What are you two doing here?” Maleena said.

	“Kellinar informed me you intended to experiment with weaves from the Ka’ti again.” His silver eyes were steady on hers. “Are you sure that is a good idea?”

	Taela nodded. “Absolutely. There are weaves in here that can be very helpful to Maleena and me. This one that we just found, may make it easier for us to be in crowded rooms. We have to try.”

	Maleena gave him a rueful smile. “We will do our best to keep it from affecting everyone.”

	Kellinar cleared his throat and glanced at the taller man next to him. “Mckale and I are actually here to offer ourselves as your victims. Maybe if you have someone specific to aim these weaves at, you won’t involve the entire hold.”

	Maleena glanced at Taela. The other woman shrugged, and she looked back at the men. “You are sure you want to do this?”

	Mckale nodded, warmth and humor in his eyes. “Just try not to do anything permanent.”

	“What was the weave again?” Maleena sent to Taela.

	Taela’s eyes scanned the page again. “There it is. Are you sure about using our bondmates for this?”

	Maleena glanced briefly toward the men. “I don’t think this weave will hurt them. In fact, it will be interesting to see if it will even work on bondmates.”

	Kellinar looked at Mckale. “Watching them talk in their heads is unnerving.”

	“Yes,” he agreed. “Nothing like getting meaningful looks and hearing half-said remarks to set you on edge. I hope they don’t have anything too drastic planned for us.”

	Taela chortled. “Sorry, we’re so comfortable ‘talking’ in our minds to each other; I didn’t think it would bother you.”

	Kellinar’s blue eyes twinkled. “Only when I don’t know what you have planned for me, bondmate. After all, you did threaten to stab me this morning.”

	Mckale’s eyes settled on Taela. “She threatened to stab you?”

	Kellinar nodded. “I suggested she stay here when Serena and I leave for Trilene.”

	Mckale rolled his eyes. “I told you not to mention it. I said it wouldn’t go over well.”

	Taela glared at Kellinar. “He will not leave me behind while he flies into danger.”

	“Yes, much better that we both be in danger.” Kellinar’s eyes held a touch of the sadness Maleena had seen in them earlier.

	She laid her hand on Taela’s arm. “Let us get back to the task at hand.”

	Taela held the translation steady in her mind, and Maleena reached out to the river of magic flowing through her. She selected several threads, double-checking the translation several times. When she was sure she had the right strands, she wove them together, laying each one carefully over the other until the weave looked identical to the one Taela held in her mind.

	Maleena looked at Mckale leaning against the doorway and sent the weave spinning through the air toward him. He couldn’t see it, of course; his eyes were still on her even as the weave settled over his head.

	Taela leaned closer. “Did it work?”

	Maleena shook her head. “I can still feel everything from him.” She let the weave unravel.

	“He’s your bondmate; it might not work with him. Try it on Kellinar, maybe it will work on him.”

	Kellinar laughed. “You are so kind, my love.”

	Taela shook her head. “Stop being silly. It isn’t anything that will hurt you. Or it shouldn’t anyway.”

	“That’s very comforting.”

	Maleena suppressed a smile and made another weave identical to the first and sent it toward her friend. This time, when it settled over him, she felt the immediate absence of all emotion from him.

	Her eyes widened, and she crossed the room until she stood an arm’s length away. Still, she felt nothing. She purposely reached out with her mind toward his. It felt dim as if a heavy curtain wrapped around it. She reached out and touched his arm. His unblocked emotions poured into her. He was a good person with a good soul. The emotional flood wasn’t painful and caused no discomfort thanks to the shield Mckale provided.

	She dropped her hand and took a step back. Mckale stood straighter, ready to help her if she needed it. But standing there without touching him, Kellinar’s emotions again receded behind the heavy curtain. She turned to Taela. “It works, but not with your bondmate.” Maleena unraveled the weave and let it dissipate. “You try.”

	She watched as Taela wove the threads together and sent them toward Mckale. A look of wonder crossed her face. “This is going to be perfect for crowded rooms.” The weave unraveled and fell away from Mckale.

	Kellinar’s eyes glanced first at Taela, then at her. “What did it do exactly?”

	Taela smiled at him. “It helps block others. In a crowded room, it would reduce the emotions to nothing more than a murmur.”

	Mckale nodded. “That will be helpful, but it doesn’t change anything when you touch someone?”

	Maleena shook her head. “No, for that your shield will have to be enough.”

	Deep sadness from Nydara washed through her, and she looked at Taela. Tears shimmered in the other woman’s eyes.

	Kellinar walked forward. “Taela?”

	“Emallya didn’t make it in time.” Maleena looked at Mckale and saw her sorrow reflected in his eyes.

	Taela took a deep breath and wiped away the tear trailing down her face. “The egg is dead.”

	Maleena sent waves of comfort to her dragon. Nydara’s despair filled her. Tellnox also grieved the loss of the egg. It was the first egg of their clutch to die. Mckale let his breath out in a long exhalation and moved to put his arm around her waist. “We knew this would happen. The Fates have been kind to allow so many to hatch already.”

	He was right. Seven of the eggs had sung and been united with their riders. It could be so much worse. Still, she felt a pang of sadness at the two lost lives and a touch of anger that the destined rider had either taken their own life or had been killed for no reason. It made their journeys back to their previous homes all the more important. They had to let people know. Hopefully, the nations would listen.
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	CHAPTER 5

	 

	Maleena swung her sword in a smooth arch only to have it blocked again. She spun in a quick movement. Not fast enough, Emallya’s blade sent her sprawling. With a growl, she grabbed her sword from where it had fallen and pulled herself to her feet. Wiping the sweat from her face, she set her feet and brought the sword up again.
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