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      “You had better get ready,” Nasir said in an observational tone. He tilted his head upward to squint at the open sky from beneath the shadow of his head scarf.

      Arinwyn followed the line of his gaze and swore fluently in Elvish.

      A dragon was flying toward them from the west.

      Despite Nasir’s calm demeanor and tone, the rest of the men traveling on horseback behind him also took notice of the dragon’s shadow approaching across the dunes. Mutters of panic quickly spread through the straggling trail of the Tribe of Hawk to reach the women and children who traveled hidden in covered wagons at the rear of the pack. Harnesses jingled and sabers rasped as men pulled them free from their sheaths.

      Arinwyn stifled another stream of curses. These men could do nothing against a dragon, and they knew it. But status among the People of the Dunes was largely based on brashness and bravery in the face of danger.

      None of them wanted to lose face in front of the other men—or any of the veiled women who were surely peeking out of the wagons at this point.

      Arinwyn took a deep breath to steady herself, inhaling the familiar scent of horse on the dry, desert air. The sun beat down on her covered head like a hammer from the cloudless blue sky. A warm trickle of sweat slithered down the back of her neck inside the soft fabric of her head scarf.

      It was going to be up to her.

      “Tell them to keep riding,” she said to Nasir in a curt voice, switching back to the Common Tongue. “If they are fast enough, they might be able to reach the barrier in time.”

      Nasir paused before answering. “They will not like that.”

      Arinwyn whirled in her blanket-covered saddle to glare at him, her dark eyes flashing.

      “They don’t have to like it. Tell them to flee, unless they want their women and children to die here with them in order to prove their bravery.”

      Nasir sketched an ironic bow from his own saddle and turned his mount to address the rest of the human tribe in their own dialect. Arinwyn only managed to make out the odd word. The language was based on Common, but was different enough to be confusing, especially with the Dune People’s lilting accent. Besides, none of the tribe ever dared to speak to her directly. They were much more comfortable with Nasir as their go-between.

      She ignored the exchange in favor of keeping an eye on the approaching dragon.

      It was hardly the first she had seen. Ever since the mysterious woman who called herself the Khashada had risen to power, the beasts had been seen flying across the land, usually journeying northeast, toward Melaquenya—unless Arinwyn missed her guess. The Quenya—the elves’ source of magic and power—was kept there, and would be a strong lure to someone who had named herself ‘Mistress’ in the Dark Tongue.

      Up until now, the dragons had given the desert tribes little notice.

      But the barrier had changed everything.

      A shimmering, magical wall had sprung up in the distance to the east across the sands several days ago. It appeared to go on for leagues in both directions, dividing Lasniniar in half.

      Iadrawyn and the Light Elves must be responsible. No one but the Lady of the Light Elves and her daughters had anywhere near the kind of magic required for such a feat. Arinwyn suspected the barrier was a desperate move to insulate the people to the east and the Quenya from the attacks of the dragons and the blood-drinking drakhalu many of the creatures carried during their nighttime flights.

      But there were still people caught on the other side.

      Arinwyn knew the Light Elves didn’t mean anything by it. They were likely doing the best they could to protect as many of the Free Races of Lasniniar as possible, as well as the Quenya.

      But it wasn’t very helpful at the moment.

      The few dragons Arinwyn had seen since the barrier had gone up had thrown themselves at it in frustration without success.

      This was usually followed by venting their anger on whatever people happened to be nearby.

      Arinwyn had managed to protect the tribe from two attacks already by creating a magical shield of her own and maintaining it until the dragons lost interest and flew away. But if this was a creature they had encountered before…

      It’s probably not going to get bored this time.

      Her stomach clenched. She was going to have to use her magic offensively this time. While she had become the undisputed master of her powers, the idea of using them against another creature served as an unwelcome reminder of where those powers had come from…

      She shook herself. At least there wouldn’t be any drakhalu to contend with. No drakhal would be able to bear the full light of the desert sun and survive.

      And with the barrier so close, it made far more sense for the desert people to flee toward potential safety while Arinwyn held off the dragon, instead of relying on her usual, defensive tactics. She could only hold a shield for so long, after all.

      There were only two problems with this plan.

      First, the tribesmen’s pride had already suffered from the previous attacks, where they had been forced to merely stand fast while Arinwyn kept the dragons at bay.

      …And then there was the fact that Arinwyn didn’t know for certain whether they would be able to pass through the barrier.

      The Light Elves used a similar shield to protect their own wood where the Quenya was housed. Its shimmering magic allowed elves and allies to pass, but kept dark creatures and intruders at bay. It made sense that the barrier would behave in a similar fashion, but if the Light Elves had been desperate, they might have raised it to keep everyone out of Eastern Lasniniar.

      Arinwyn bit her lip as the dragon continued its approach.

      The sound of horses snorting and Nasir’s many-times-removed nephew calling out what sounded like an order made her anxious thoughts scatter. She turned her head to see Nasir’s mount approach her once more. She breathed an inward sigh of relief as she saw the rest of the men herding everyone off toward the barrier with shouts of urgency.

      Arinwyn gave Nasir a suspicious frown. “What did you tell them?”

      She had expected it to take him much longer to convince them—assuming he was successful at all. Nasir might be the immortal brother of the chief’s long-dead, ultimate grandfather, but the tribesmen were known to be stubborn.

      Nasir lowered his eyelids and gave her a sideways look. “I told them that the Wise One questioned the manhood of anyone who would not dare to escort the women and children to safety.”

      “What?” Arinwyn demanded in a strangled voice.

      It was bad enough that the entire tribe other than Nasir was terrified of her and her powers…

      Arinwyn heard the smile in his voice from beneath the winding fabric of his plain, linen head scarf.

      “You are a full member of the tribe, and have walked these sands long before any of them were born,” Nasir said. “An insult to their manhood from you is deadly to any man’s social standing. It is the only thing that could force them to retreat while maintaining their dignity. It is well.”

      Arinwyn snorted. “You’ve wandered these sands just as long as I have—even longer.”

      She had found herself stranded in the desert over three hundred and fifty years ago, only to be rescued by the already middle-aged Nasir.

      He hadn’t aged a day since.

      “Ah, but I am not the Wise One.” Nasir graced her with another mocking bow from his saddle.

      Arinwyn rolled her eyes at him.

      ‘Wise One,’ indeed!

      “So it’s not enough that you’ve lived hundreds of years longer than any other man of the dunes,” she said in a dry voice.

      Ever since Nasir had found her and sworn her into his tribe, they had been bound in some intangible way that seemed to lengthen his lifespan without aging him.

      Nasir shrugged. “I have always been young at heart.”

      Arinwyn opened her mouth to retort, but he held up a hand to silence her. She felt herself shiver as a sudden darkness fell over them, blocking out the sun.

      Her gaze was drawn inevitably upward toward the underbelly of the dragon.

      “We can continue this conversation later, I think,” he said with a wry trace of his usual humor. “…Unless you would rather deal with the dragon another time, that is.”
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        * * *

      

      The dragon inhaled.

      Arinwyn scrambled into action, her dark eyes widening. She raised her hands in a bracing gesture.

      Suddenly, the desert air around them stirred to life, forming a shrieking, swirling dome over her and Nasir. Her head scarf tore free from her face. The linen unwound from her head to rest around her shoulders, revealing her short crest of white hair and pointed ears. She winced as grit and sand pelted against the golden skin of her bare face.

      She felt her mount tense beneath her, but the mare was well trained, and had been with her long enough to become somewhat used to her magic—her defensive magic, at least.

      The dragon exhaled.

      A fiery blast rained down from above. The dome of swirling air shuddered, but Arinwyn held it fast. The flames rose for a moment in a flash of light against the barrier with a faint roar before scattering and dying in the surrounding sand with a hiss. Arinwyn blinked her watering eyes to clear them.

      “We’re going to have to keep it busy,” Nasir said in a calm voice.

      His own head scarf had unwound enough to reveal his weathered features and the strong line of his stubborn jaw. He had drawn his saber and wore a hard smile.

      Arinwyn nodded to herself. He was right. If she didn’t strike soon, the dragon would move on to the rest of the fleeing tribe. Her mind balked.

      How do you attack a dragon?

      The creatures were new to Lasniniar—a legend of the elves’ old world. Arinwyn still didn’t know exactly where these ones had come from, other than they somehow must be tied to the Khashada.

      Hundreds of years ago, the Fallen One had used drakes—the dragons’ lesser cousins—during his war against the elves. But Arinwyn had only recently come into her own magic back then. She had done her part against the Fallen One’s dark army, but she hadn’t even dealt with a drake before.

      Only one idea came to mind.

      “Get ready,” she said in a grim voice. Nasir nodded and she lowered her arms in a pushing motion.

      The dome above them dispersed.

      The air shifted beneath them. A moment later, she and Nasir were rising from their saddles, lifted by a pair of invisible hands formed of swirling wind. Their desert robes flapped against their arms and legs.

      Arinwyn increased the downward pressure. The wind beneath her blew even harder. She and Nasir began traveling upward in the direction of the dragon in a cloud of swirling sand.

      Arinwyn squinted against it. She didn’t dare close her eyes. Her lips pressed together in a hard line against the grit. She snorted in an effort to clear her nostrils.

      As they ascended further into the sky, the sand fell away and they picked up speed. The dragon twisted its serpentine neck in their direction, its green, slitted eyes widening in surprise in its wedge-shaped head. Its large, bat-like wings beat the air like a drum.

      Nasir gave an experimental slash of his saber as soon as he came within reach. The blade glanced against the silvered scales of the dragon’s foreleg, which gleamed dully in the surrounding sunlight. The dragon drew its foreleg away with what could only be called an indignant look.

      “I suppose you couldn’t bring our mounts up here with us?” Nasir asked as he made a jab at the dragon’s side instead. Even though there was nothing to see, the air formed an invisible platform beneath his boots.

      Arinwyn frowned in confusion. “To carry us on the air?” She shook her head. “Too much weight. Besides, they would be terrified.”

      She was a bit surprised at Nasir’s suggestion. He was usually the soul of practicality.

      Nasir swallowed. “Yes. I believe most creatures would be unsettled by finding themselves in the air with nothing tangible beneath them.”

      The dragon snapped its pointed teeth at his saber, scraping against the polished metal.

      Arinwyn’s eyes widened in understanding. She felt fine, but then again, she was the one controlling the magic. And as someone who had been raised in a treetop village, she had a decent head for heights.

      “Sorry, I didn’t have time to explain.” She flashed him an apologetic grin. “You trust me though, right?”

      Nasir rolled his hazel eyes as he danced out of reach of the dragon’s gaping mouth. “Of course, I trust you. But what happens if the dragon attacks and you get… distracted?”

      Arinwyn swallowed.

      Killed, you mean.

      It was a long way down if anything went wrong…

      “I suppose we had better kill it quickly then,” she said with forced heartiness.

      Nasir grunted as he dodged a swipe of the dragon’s claws. The movement reminded Arinwyn of a cat toying with its prey.

      “I am the most experienced warrior of the desert, but I am still only one man,” Nasir said. “Do you think you can help me and still keep us up here?”

      Arinwyn frowned as she considered. She had raised herself up into the air many times before, and had even used the method to gain the higher ground to attack her enemies, but usually only in a short burst.

      And closer to the ground.

      Still, she had come to accept the magic that had become a part of her, and gained mastery over it. And despite her secret fear of the darkness that lurked beneath its origins, she suspected she wasn’t even close to learning its limitations.

      She swallowed. “I can try.”
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        * * *

      

      Arinwyn furrowed her brow and slowly relaxed her arms from where they had been bracing downward against her sides. For a moment, her stomach clenched in uncertainty as she looked down and saw her own mount and Nasir’s waiting patiently on the sands far below. Her mouth went dry with fear.

      They looked like a pair of ants.

      For a moment, she felt herself stumble, but the air beneath her continued to hold, even as her hands went to the bow slung over her shoulder.

      Once the smooth, familiar wood was within her grasp, she drew an arrow from her quiver, cocked and aimed in one fluid motion, without thinking.

      “Well done,” Nasir said. His low voice held a trace of relief. “Now help me kill this beast.”

      Arinwyn nodded. She loosed an arrow at the dragon’s wing.

      The tip punched a hole through the thin membrane before disappearing into the clear, blue sky beyond it.

      The dragon shrieked in protest.

      Arinwyn resisted the urge to clap her hands over her ears and nocked another arrow as Nasir used the distraction to get closer to their quarry. The dragon’s right wing trailed a bit in the air, but continued beating. The dragon rolled to compensate.

      Nasir slashed at its throat with a two-handed blow.

      A thin line appeared on the dragon’s neck. Dark blood fell from it in a trickle.

      The dragon screeched and flailed its head toward Nasir. He rolled aside just in time as its jaws snapped where he had been standing a moment before.

      He was too close for the creature to risk using its fire against him. Even its neck wasn’t long enough to reach him with Nasir practically pressing up against it. Its short forelegs lashed toward him as a last line of defense. Nasir deflected the blows with his blade, but Arinwyn knew he couldn’t keep dodging forever…

      She let her second arrow fly.

      It landed in the dragon’s left eye, sticking out like a feathered twig.

      This time, the dragon roared. A moment later, it inhaled deeply, Nasir’s attacks all but forgotten as its remaining good eye fixed on Arinwyn.

      Arinwyn felt her stomach drop. Could she put up a shield and keep her and Nasir aloft at the same time?

      She had no chance to think about it.

      Her shield slammed into place just as the fiery blast arrived. Her skin felt hot and she caught the acrid scent of singed hair.

      But she was still alive and in the air.

      She gritted her teeth as the fire roared against her shield. Her scalp prickled with sweat. The effort of keeping both her and Nasir in the air and safe was starting to take its toll.

      The fire suddenly went out.

      Arinwyn lowered her shield in surprise. Her legs were trembling beneath her.

      The dragon’s long neck was angled downward—toward its own body.

      Nasir stood pressed against it with his blade buried in its chest to the hilt. Arinwyn sucked in a breath.

      The dragon tilted its head at the sword jutting from where Arinwyn judged its heart to be with an air of confusion.

      Then it hissed at Nasir and swatted him away with its claws as if the desert man were a troublesome insect. Nasir barely managed to maintain his grip on his saber as he went flying. Arinwyn choked back a cry as she made a catching gesture to stop his momentum. Dark spatters of dragon blood flew through the air from the edge of Nasir’s blade.

      The dragon uttered a roar of pure rage. It was angered, and bleeding, but otherwise unharmed. It flailed its head about in an effort to see them through its right eye.
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