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	PROLOGUE

	 

	Maleena stood in the middle of a blackened field. Ash floated through the air like snow. Tears streaked her face as she slowly turned, her heart constricted as if in a vice. Tellnox lay still and crumpled on the burned ground, his brilliant-green scales charred. A long, jagged tear lay his neck open from jaw to shoulder. Mckale lay not far from Tellnox, his silver eyes staring sightlessly at the sky. 

	With a sob, Maleena turned away. Her eyes fell on Kellinar’s body. Next to him, Shryden’s now white scales were evidence of a dragon that died after his rider. Taela wandered lost and screaming through the battlefield. Paki’s body lay partially submerged in the perfectly round and still lake. 

	Syrakynn raised her voice in keening sorrow as she dragged herself across the ground to her fallen rider. With each passing moment, more of the red washed from her scales. 

	Loki leaned against Merru. Both of them bled heavily from too many wounds. Serena sat next to her dead Miya, her eyes filled with loss and desperation as she stared off into nothing. 

	Maleena turned, frantically searching for Nydara. The silver lay behind her, both wings shattered beyond repair and one back leg useless. It was too much. Too much sorrow, too much devastation, too much…

	Nowhere could she find Vaddoc and Namir. In her heart, she knew. Knew they had died before this battle ever happened. Died defending the Yari as they fled the shadows. Knew exactly when and how they had died.

	The screech of a Shadow Dragon spun her around. More Kojen charged over the battlefield. Maleena grabbed a discarded sword, perhaps one of Mckale’s, and braced herself. Despite the pain in her wings, Nydara pulled herself forward. Using the last of her strength, the silver sent fire into the sky to hold off the Shadow Dragon while Maleena met the wave of Kojen.

	There were far too many, but Nydara could no longer fly. Maleena fought with her last breath to defend the silver. Pain exploded in her head as a Kojen sword connected. Darkness closed over her as she fell to the ground. Nydara’s grief-filled roar echoed in her ears as the world faded…

	The image shifted…

	Maleena worked a weave she had only used once before under the direction of a much older dragon. Mckale and Tellnox tried to keep the shadows at bay while Nydara flew in defensive moves. It was nearly finished, two more threads…

	A black dragon crashed into Nydara, and the weave fumbled. A wave of white light burst away from Maleena, ripping apart and destroying everything in its path. The explosion stunned Maleena and knocked Nydara from the sky. The dragon tumbled toward the lake. 

	The last thing Maleena saw before Nydara hit the surface of the still water was the blast tearing her friends from the sky. Then the dead lake claimed her and the silver, and their souls fled…

	The image shifted…

	Again, it ended in everyone’s death, including hers. Over and over, the images shifted, each one different and yet each one ending the same. The Shadow Riders won. The Guardians and their dragons were all killed. 

	Until the last image…

	This one showed her friends mostly intact, the Shadow Riders and their dragons dead, along with the Kojen. What she saw in the sky left her stunned. As the image faded, Maleena saw herself in Mckale’s arms as he wept into her hair. Nydara lay nearby, her silver scales slowly fading. 

	Emallya’s familiar voice whispered through her mind, “The unfinished weave is the only way.”

	Maleena shook her head slightly and reached for the voice, desperate to hear it once more, but it was gone. She turned the images over, examining them for any information she might have missed. Each one had ended in her death. The last one, though, showed her friends still alive, which meant her child would live and have a family. Her life for those of everyone she loved. If Nydara were willing, it would be a fair exchange. Either way, she would most likely die. 

	“I will make the sacrifice with you, and we shall go together into Maiadar. It will be a worthy death,” Nydara sent.

	Maleena sent a wave of gratitude to the silver. “Then we will do what we must to ensure the lives of the others.”

	Mckale and Tellnox would live; they would be there to raise the baby. Tears stung Maleena’s eyes as she pulled her hand back from the glass-smooth surface of the lake, allowing her magic to dissipate. She swallowed the sorrow she felt, knowing Mckale would sense it, and leaned back just as the sun broke the eastern horizon.

	The unfinished weave…there was only one way to get it.

	“Maleena?” Mckale’s gentle voice reached through the horror of the images as he knelt on one knee next to her. “What did you see? I feel your grief. Is there no hope at all?”

	She rested one hand on her large belly and took a couple of deep breaths to steady her emotions. She focused her energy on cleansing her heart of the lingering sadness, thankful that Mckale could only read her emotions, not her thoughts. Only then did she finally notice the cold wind and the thin sheet of snow that covered everything but the smooth, sandy shore.

	Maleena looked up into Mckale’s silver eyes. “There is hope. It is small and everything won’t end happily for everyone, but it’s hope nonetheless.”

	He ran his hand down the side of her face, gently brushing back her hair. “How will it end? What will happen?”

	She shook her head and laid her palm on his cheek. “I have no way of knowing for sure, my love. The lake only shows what could be, what might happen in the future. It gives no solid answers. That is why Emallya said it was so dangerous. Too many people forget that it only offers possibilities.” Maleena didn’t plan to tell him that she had gone through all the scenarios the lake offered. It would do no good. The future would be what it would be.

	Maleena placed her hand in Mckale’s. “Help me up; it grows uncomfortable to sit here.”

	Mckale’s large, strong hands helped her gain her feet. Her ever-expanding belly made it difficult for her to get up from the ground. With a sigh, she placed her hands on the small of her back and arched slightly to stretch. “I need to speak with Kellinar and Taela.”

	“They are still in New Sharren. I think they feel if they keep busy enough helping to build and resettle the Mallay people there, then they won’t have to think about Anevay.” Mckale frowned. “Why do you need to speak with them? And do you think you should be going that far at this point?” 

	A deep pang of sadness struck her heart at the mention of Anevay. Only three months had passed, and she still found herself ready to ask her friend a question, only to remember she was now in Maiadar. Just as the pain of losing Emallya and Bardeck had yet to ease, so too did the loss of Anevay. “I must talk with them because Anevay’s unfinished weave is the only hope I found.”

	Mckale shook his head. “Taela already tried to figure out what Anevay was creating and has been unable to.”

	She snorted. “Taela spent less than an hour in the records room. She didn’t really try, and we won’t know for sure until she does.”

	 “As you said, just because one can read the book doesn’t mean they have the ability to create new weaves. That was Anevay’s talent alone.”

	“I know.” Maleena nodded. “Still, I have to talk with them. Taela can try again. She and Kellinar will both have to face the loss of Anevay eventually. The rest of us have.” She sighed and glanced at the still surface of the lake. “If she can’t finish what Anevay began, there might be another way to get the rest of the weave. But it will be a huge risk to them both.”

	“How?”

	“I’m not sure it can even be done yet. I will have to speak with Taela first. Until then, I’m not entirely sure of all the possibilities.”

	“Fine. If you must talk in circles, then you must. Sometimes you sound so much like Emallya with these enigmatic explanations…” Mckale sighed. “We will go to the border tomorrow.”

	Maleena frowned at him. “No, I will go now.”

	“Maleena, please. You need to rest. This alone,” he motioned toward the lake, “has drained your energy enough. If you want to argue about it, then I will speak with Nydara. See how fast you get to the border without a dragon.”

	Nydara huffed a rumble of agreement. Maleena shot a glare at the silver, knowing the dragon would take Mckale’s side. “All right, tomorrow then.”

	She gathered her heavy wool cloak around her, then turned and walked toward the silver dragon. Mckale would need to help her into the saddle again. It seemed grace and ease of movement would continue to be a thing of the past until the baby was born. With a sigh, she stopped next to Nydara and looked up at the saddle. Even with the addition of the second lower stirrup, it was impossible to reach with her belly in the way. 

	With mirth in his eyes, Mckale stepped to her side and held out a hand. “My lady.” He bowed slightly.

	Maleena laughed. “You are really enjoying my lack of mobility, aren’t you?”

	“Of course, it means our child grows well and healthy. Besides, you look beautiful pregnant.” He bent and brushed a kiss across her lips.

	She shook her head and rubbed a hand over her belly, feeling the baby kick strongly. If the child would only quit propping his or her foot in Maleena’s ribs at night, she might get some sleep. She sent a mock glare at Mckale. “Don’t lie, Mckale. I look like a bloated cow. My stomach makes me wider than I am tall.”

	Mckale threw his head back and roared with laughter, the deep timbre floating across the still and silent lake. When he regained control, he looked at her with warm amusement dancing in his eyes. “You hardly look like that, my lady. I remember my mother’s belly getting much larger than yours when she was pregnant with Sonja.” 

	Maleena waved away the comment. “From what you have said, your mother was almost as tall as Sonja. I highly doubt a large, pregnant stomach made her look as unwieldy as I do.”

	He chuckled. “You can look into my mind and see that I’m not lying. You are beautiful like this.”

	She rolled her eyes. He very well may think she looked beautiful, but she didn’t feel it. She felt huge and uncomfortable. “Let’s get back to Galdrilene, since you insist that I rest. Tomorrow, I have to speak with Taela. If what I’m thinking is possible, there will be much to prepare.” 
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Kellinar worked a weave of air to maneuver another large square block into place. The sun pressed down on him, warmer than he thought it would be for the Ash Plains between Shadereen and Calladar. The Mallay people, who had decided to settle here and create their own nation, rather than integrate with another, had named it New Sharren.

	After setting the block carefully in place, Kellinar wiped away the sweat that rolled down his face and looked around. It wasn’t much of a nation yet. A cobbled-together camp stretched halfway around the building site. The people of the Mallay had endured late summer storms in structures that were barely more than tents and worked from sunup to sundown, sometimes beyond, to bring their dream of a future to life. They would need to finish the housing soon. Though unusually warm now, he sensed the change coming. The warm, late fall weather was about to give way to winter.

	Galdrilene offered its full support. Providing materials, livestock, traveling rations, mages, craftsmen and women, and of course, Kellinar and Taela. Jacelynn and Varden had also come. 

	Kellinar worked in the middle of the site, where several modest houses were being constructed. He glanced farther out where Jacelynn worked on the wall that grew steadily each day. Jacelynn led the mages in the work of molding the large blocks of stone from the Galdrilene Mountains together. Varden lifted blocks and other materials into place using air. It would eventually reach a full dragon-length high and encompass a large city. Right now, it was only halfway there in both height and girth. 

	During the month-long wait while the people of the Mallay were preparing to travel to their new home, Belan, Vesnar, and Telain had gone to Galdrilene to learn the workings of the city. Inspired, they were determined to run New Sharren under Dragon Law, the same as Galdrilene.

	Kellinar smiled, remembering the excitement and hope of the displaced people when they first stepped through the tall waving grass of their new home. Neither emotion had died in the nearly two months since. With the help of the members of the guilds from Galdrilene, the New Sharrens were learning to make quality clothing, weapons, and household items, among a myriad of other things. 

	The construction of the University was nearly complete on the north side of the growing city. For now, Davin Po and a few others from the University in Galdrilene directed lessons on reading, writing, counting, and history beneath a small group of scraggly trees that Jacelynn had coaxed into growing. Mapping the stars was taught at night on the open prairie. 

	The open grasslands beyond the city were no longer empty. A large herd of goats browsed the bushes that grew along the deep river of clean water that cut through the endless prairie in a wide depression on its way to the Blood River that lay a short distance to the west of the new city. The herd included those saved from the Mallay, their tan coats and white legs making them stand out from the others that were donated by various nations. The long-eared breed from Las Fane, the breed from Galdrilene, with ears so tiny they could barely be seen. The smaller, dark gray goats from Shadereen, the solid whites from Calladar, the largest breed, and another breed from Boromar with upright ears like the whites, only in a variety of colors. Several from Boromar and Calladar were trained to harness, and they pulled small wagons as they accompanied those who ventured far afield to gather what the land had to offer to supplement the food supply. 

	The new breeds of goats were not the only new animals. Several young boys and girls attended geese, once forbidden to the Mallay. In Trilene, goose meat and eggs were considered a symbol of status. The consumption of them by anyone outside of the Trilene District was illegal, and the law was strictly enforced. No longer. Haraban had given New Sharren a good-sized flock. Sheep were also a new addition to the diet of the budding nation. 

	As the call rang out for the mid-day meal, Kellinar looked to the east where Shryden dozed in the sun with Paki and Adirynn, waiting to be called to transport more supplies. Behind the dragons, the newly finished, massive rock berm rose high into the air with ledges jutting out from its sides at regular intervals. Atop it sat Varden’s blue, Abrax, as he kept the afternoon watch. 

	One of Belan’s first orders of business was to implement the construction of a place for dragons. No one had protested other than the dragons and their riders; they wanted the New Sharrens taken care of first. The people of New Sharren were grateful to the dragons and their riders and had insisted on seeing the berm started before they would work on anything else. A major effort over several weeks by Mckale, Jacelynn, the Earth mages, and even Kirynn and several Fire mages had created the new Dragon Hold that also served as a protective barrier to the east. It wasn’t the caldera at Galdrilene, but it was comfortable enough, and the dragons were grateful. 

	Several people walked by, each greeting him as Di’shan Kellinar. He smiled and nodded, doing his best to hide the discomfort he felt when addressed by his title, especially since many of them had watched him grow up. 

	The workers descended on the makeshift camp, where women and men unable to help with building due to watching small children or the fragility of age, offered a variety of dishes for those coming in for the midday meal. Older children dashed among the tent houses, happy to be free from their lessons under Davin Po and the other instructors. 

	In another, large camp, a mixture of Galdrilene Defenders and Border Guards from both Shadereen and Calladar traded out positions as those who took the morning shift came in to eat, and others rode out to replace them. They formed a makeshift army, brought together by the neighboring border nations and Galdrilene, to protect New Sharren while the vulnerable, fledgling nation built itself. New Sharren’s older “sisters” to the north and south were pleased to see the new nation rise. 

	Even a small group of young Ke’han warriors, eager to help and represent their people, had offered their assistance. Although the assistance was accepted, it was also agreed that they were under their own command. A few of the Ke’han had brought their wives, and even though they kept a camp well away from the growing city, the women were happy to help foragers learn the land, and the children all ran together, uncaring of the differences between them. The Ke’han also brought both a Nagi and a Nagas with them. These smaller, earthbound dragons were instrumental in locating hidden pools of water just below the surface for building wells and watering herds, as well as finding offerings from the ground in both food sources and metals. 

	Several young men and women worked through a final set of practice with their swords before heeding the call for the midday break. Anxious to build an army, the New Sharrens were desperate to learn. It would be years before it was ready to stand on its own, but the timeline didn’t dampen their determination. 

	Kellinar enjoyed watching the animated conversations among different groups of people as they discussed how far they’d come already and what they hoped to finish before the day was over. People he’d seen dragging at their jobs in the fisheries or the wineries in Trilene, now woke before the sun crested the horizon in the mornings, ate their morning meal by firelight, and then went to work under the glow of orbs set by the Light mages. Other than their midday meal, work never stopped until evening when the mages or riders called a halt. 

	The people of the Mallay, long considered lazy and worthless, would work until they dropped from exhaustion, given the chance. The first two weeks had seen just that problem until Belan had the riders and the mages call an end to the day’s work. No longer the downtrodden of the Mallay, the New Sharrens flourished under the chance and hope for a future. Finally, they truly had a chance to live, rather than merely exist, and their pride in their work was evident in every action.

	Kellinar looked around for Taela in the crowd of people moving among the tents. A flutter of unease rippled through him until he spotted her under the shade of the trees abandoned by the students and teachers. Another group gathered around her, sitting on the trampled grass with their meal. 

	Kellinar felt the push against his shield as a woman laid her head on Taela’s shoulder. Pain spiked through Taela’s mind as the woman’s grief assaulted her emotions. A man quickly led the woman away as he explained the transgression to her. 

	Taela closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. He started toward her, then hesitated, though it was hard for him to hold back. Taela and several Spirit mages were instrumental in helping the New Sharrens. The survivors of the villages had joined the Mallay people in their sojourn to New Sharren. So many in both the villages and in the Mallay had suffered the loss of a loved one or several loved ones. The weight of dealing with the emotions showed in the dark circles under Taela’s eyes. Even so, she refused to step away from the New Sharrens. If he went over there now, he would disrupt the group. Especially when he knew his patience was exceedingly thin when it came to anyone who caused his bondmate discomfort for whatever reason. The death of Anevay had made him overly sensitive to threats of any kind to Taela. 

	Anevay… Kellinar closed his eyes against the hollow ache that opened in his chest at the thought of her name. Taking several deep breaths, he pushed the pain and the thoughts of his lost bondmate away. He wasn’t ready to deal with it yet. When he opened his eyes, he saw Taela looking at him across the intervening space. Sadness shadowed her face, and she shook her head slightly. 

	Kellinar turned away. He didn’t care what she said; he didn’t have to face it yet and didn’t see how waiting could possibly make it any worse. He started walking back to where he’d been working, no longer feeling like going among the tents. Kellinar’s stomach rumbled in protest, but he ignored it.

	He settled on the ground in the shade against a partially built wall and rested his arms across his knees. Kellinar closed his eyes against the bright sunlight and reached for Shryden, needing the calm presence of his dragon. Shryden filled him with reassurance and love, easing the ache that threatened to come back in a crushing wave. 

	A light touch on his arm startled him. Kellinar opened his eyes and looked up into the aged and weathered face of an old woman, her long white hair falling over her shoulders. Clarene 's toothless smile was as familiar as the Thieves’ Caves had been. The woman had been around forever, it seemed, the longest-lived person in the Mallay, in all of Trilene. She had chastised him when he was a wild child in the alleys, bandaged cuts and bruises, and made sure he got at least one decent meal a day. Later, as a thief, Kellinar made sure she never worried about food, warmth, or clothing. 

	“You need to eat, Kellinar.” Her voice was still strong and sure, even if age had withered her hands and bent her back.

	He looked at the stuffed pita wrapped in a thin cloth in her other hand, and his mouth watered. “Thank you, Clarene.” Kellinar reached for the food. As he unwrapped it, she settled slowly to the ground next to him. He glanced at her. “How did you know I was here and that I hadn’t eaten already?” After all, he could have grabbed a pita from one of many tents.

	Clarene smiled up at him from where she sat. “I’ve always known, haven’t I?”

	Kellinar took a bite, savoring the flavors as he turned that over in his mind. She had always known. Known when a child was in trouble, when a woman was suffering, when a man tried to hide something. Could she use magic? “Clarene,” he paused and finished swallowing, “do you ever wonder how you always know?”

	She laughed, her lips spreading wide, exposing her gums. “I never had to wonder, young man. I always known it were magic. ‘Course nothing the likes of what your bondmate or even those mages here can do. I sense things, have since I were a slip of a girl.”

	“You could be a mage, Clarene.” Kellinar studied her.

	She shook her head and smacked her gums. “None of that nonsense now. I’m much too old for that kind of thing. No, I will stay old Clarene like I always were. Too many years being an old woman for me to want anything else.”

	 “At least now we know how you have lived so many years despite a life in the Mallay.”

	“Oh?” She raised her bushy eyebrows. “Why is that?”

	“Magic slows the aging process. Not as much as a dragon bond does, but most mages live to be around a hundred and fifty or so.” Kellinar smiled at her, then took another bite of the pita. How close was she to that? 

	Clarene chuckled. “Well, I’m not likely long for this world, then. That’s all right, though. I had a longer life than most, and I find I grow tired these last few years. Never thought I’d live this long anyway. Nice, long rest sounds about right. I won’t be ruffled at all when the Fates snip my thread from their loom.”

	Kellinar shook his head and took another bite. He hoped he could face his time with the same kind of courage when the day came.

	Clarene hauled herself to her feet. “You enjoy your lunch, young man. I have others to make sure they get food in their bellies.” 

	He watched her walk away, mumbling to herself about young people who didn’t seem to know the value of a good meal in the stomach. With a sigh, he took a large bite and chewed it slowly. At least she hadn’t called him Di’shan. He remained where he was and finished the pita she’d brought him.

	Abrax bugled a loud welcome that echoed off the half-finished walls and rolled over the grass. In answer, a bell near the recently built city gate clanged. The Traders were here. They’d been expecting them for a couple of days. Namir had sent word when the Traders left Shadereen. Though the gold had offered to Slide them, they refused, preferring their traditional way of traveling.

	Kellinar stood and walked through the maze of worksites toward the gate. When he arrived, the first of the small box-houses on wheels was just coming into sight. Behind it stretched a long line of the little portable houses and covered wagons. A small cloud of dust rose around the approaching group, kicked up into the warm air by the hooves of numerous animals on the trail, which was already worn between New Sharren and Shadereen. A similar trail led north to Calladar. One day, when the city was done, they would work on turning the trail into a proper road. 

	A loud yodeling call floated toward them. First one, then more, as the Traders announced their own arrival. The people of New Sharren gathered around in anticipation. This was the first visit by Traders to their new nation. For the first time, all the wares would be available to everyone. The offerings wouldn’t be segregated according to class. 

	The thin cloud of dust grew larger as the caravan came closer. Even the dragons roused themselves. The wind from their wings whipped up more dust near the gate as they settled on the half-built wall to better watch. 

	After a long wait, the slow-moving caravan finally arrived. The woman sitting on the driver’s seat of the lead vardo drew rein and scanned first the dragons, and then the people. The bright purple dress with a high collar that she wore was at odds with the way her graying hair was pulled into a severe bun. Her gaze settled on Kellinar and dropped to the pendant hanging around his neck. She briefly inclined her head toward him. “I am Lead Wagon Artlia Shemhon. Where shall we set up?”

	“I’m afraid you are asking the wrong person,” Kellinar said. I’m a Guardian of Galdrilene, not the head of this nation.”

	Artlia raised an eyebrow. “Who should I ask then?” 

	“That would be me.” Belan cleared his throat and stepped forward. “I am Belan Kyzen.”

	She looked him up and down. In his worn leather pants and a sweat-stained linen shirt, he hardly looked like the leader of a nation. “What title would you prefer to be addressed by?” 

	“No title is necessary. Just Belan is fine.”

	Kellinar wondered if her eyebrow was actually attached. Could it really move that high on her head if it was? She stared at Belan for a long moment as if taking his measure, her mouth set in a thin line. “Very well, where should this caravan set up?”

	Belan motioned toward the stone bridge arched over the wide stream. “On the other side of the bridge will be fine. It will offer grazing room and water for your animals and allow you plenty of space.”

	“As you wish. When we are settled, there are a number of people who have paid to accompany us so that they may settle here. Several families from Markene, one from Las Fane, and two from Dunnus. In addition to the families, we have several men from various places. We will need to negotiate their immigration.” She clucked to the horses, and her wagon moved toward the bridge. 

	After the lead wagon was across the bridge with the others following, Kellinar looked at Belan. “She’s certainly a warm, congenial woman.”

	“The Lead Wagon is used to dealing with stuffy heads of nations. Once a Trader reaches that rank, they rarely do any actual trading. Their job is to negotiate better trading fees, bring news to high-ranking houses, and ensure everything flows smoothly. The lower-ranking wagons are the ones you are used to trading with.” Belan clapped him on the shoulder. “Can you blame her for being sour?”

	“I suppose not.” Kellinar ran a hand over his braids and glanced back at the city. “I hadn’t thought of trading fees. What do you plan to charge?”

	“For a half-made city with barely enough population?” Belan shook his head. “I won’t charge a lot.”

	“Should we charge anything?”

	“Are you kidding? That woman would slit my throat if I insulted her by charging nothing. It would be saying that her caravan looked poor and in need of charity.” He sighed. “In order to charge less, I will have to tread carefully. However, I do not intend to make her pay what she likely thinks we will ask. Not yet.”

	“If she regularly negotiates for lower trading fees, why would she care?”

	“Because the fees she already pays in most places are high, and to be able to negotiate them lower is a point of pride.”

	Kellinar shook his head, glad again that this was Belan’s place. The whole thing sounded convoluted and confusing. “At least your population is increasing. Who would have thought people would want to migrate to a newly formed nation in a precarious position on the border?”

	“There are always those looking for something new.” Belan wiped sweat from his face with a handkerchief. “It’s well known we’re lacking in permanent residents with skills in needed areas. Soon, those helping from other nations will leave, and our population will be even lower. Not to mention, we have a glut of women with so many men lost in the Battle at Trilene, which explains the number of single men wanting to immigrate.”

	 “You know the people from Galdrilene will stay as long as you need.”

	Belan nodded. “I know. Even so, it would be nice to have a larger population that wants to stay permanently.”

	“Kellinar,” came Shryden’s sending. “We need to return to Galdrilene.”

	Startled, Kellinar glanced toward the blue. “I thought Maleena was coming here to talk to Taela. Unless…has something happened?” His gut clenched. “Is Maleena all right?” Worry for his pregnant friend crawled through him. 

	“Maleena is fine, only very uncomfortable,” Shryden reassured him. “Another song has been sung and the call answered. An egg is about to hatch. It will be the first Hatching since the battle, the first without Emallya and Bardeck. It’s our duty to be there to welcome the new draclet and its rider. And it’s our duty to be there for our friends.”

	Relief washed through Kellinar, only to be replaced by another tightening in his gut. He had avoided Galdrilene since the Battle of Trilene. In the few days spent at the Dragon Hold after the battle, he hadn’t set foot in the lair or sleeping quarters once shared by Anevay. When it became unbearable for Taela and himself, they left for Markene to help prepare the refugees for their move to New Sharren. 

	The memory of Anevay—her brilliant smile, her rich brown eyes he could so easily become lost in—once again rose in a wave of pain that crashed over him, threatening to drown him. “I can’t, Shryden. I can’t go back to Galdrilene, not yet.”

	“You have to. You can’t push aside your duties as a Dragon Rider.”

	Images of her eyes, wide with pain and shimmering with tears, flashed across his mind. “I can’t.”

	Kellinar pushed past Belan and the gathered crowd. He walked through the city with no destination in mind. The anguish was still too fresh, too raw. He refused to face it. They would just have to do without him for this Hatching. He welcomed the building anger. It covered the pain, pushed it aside, and kept him from feeling it. 

	It was more than the loss of Anevay; it was the knowledge that if not for his decision to incite a rebellion in Trilene, she would still be there. His actions had killed his bondmate as surely as the bolt from Oksana’s bow. How could he face the lair without her? How could he face Dhovara knowing he had placed her niece in the path of death? How could he face himself in Galdrilene, where everything that was left of her life resided? Where it felt as if he would see her everywhere he turned.

	Belan followed him. “Kellinar, are you all right?”

	“No, I’m not.” 

	“What is it? Maybe I can help?” Belan reached out and grabbed his arm. 

	Kellinar yanked away, glaring at the man who was also his friend. He needed to be angry. Angry at the world, angry at someone. If he let the anger go, he’d have to face the pain. “Leave me alone, Belan. This has nothing to do with you, so back off.”

	“Kellinar,” came Shryden’s gentle sending.

	“No! Shut up, Shryden. I don’t want to hear any platitudes from you either.”

	Shryden jumped down from the wall with a roar and stormed across the half-constructed city. Smoke curled from his nostrils as he lowered his head, bending his neck so his forehead almost touched Kellinar’s, forcing him to stumble back a step. The dragon glared down at him with ice-blue eyes. “Kellinar.” The force behind the sending nearly brought him to his knees. Several people put their hands to their heads as the sending spilled over. “You will stop this!”

	“I can’t just turn it off, Shryden. It’s my fault she’s dead! Look at what I did and tell me it isn’t.”

	Shryden huffed a puff of smoke that enveloped Kellinar briefly before the wind swept it away. “You are right. Look at what you did. Look around at these buildings rising higher each day. Look around at these people. You did this. All decisions have consequences, both good and bad. There is nothing you can do about it.” Shryden’s eyes softened, and so did his sending, “I miss them too. I miss Latia. I miss Anevay. I ache with the grief in Taela’s and Paki’s hearts. I weep at the pain in your heart. I love you, Kellinar, but I won’t let you keep hiding the pain under work or anger. We are one; I will help you face it.”

	Kellinar sank to his knees and hung his head. The pain, buried for the past three months, crashed down and tightened around his chest. He lifted his head as Taela settled next to him, her arms going around him. Kellinar pulled her close, letting the tears fall into her hair. One by one, the New Sharrens moved to stand around them, silent yet supportive.

	Shryden nudged him. “We must go soon anyway so Paki can lay her eggs. It is time to say goodbye to the past, time to welcome a new rider, and time to welcome the future.” 

	After a long moment, Kellinar stood and brushed the dirt from his pants. He looked up at the blue. “What would I do without you?”

	“Not what you should, that is for certain.” 

	He turned to Belan. “We have to return to Galdrilene for a Hatching. You will be all right while we are gone?”

	Belan clasped his shoulder. “We will be fine. Everything is well in hand here. You do what you have to do.”

	Kellinar sensed Belan meant more than the words he had spoken. “I will do my best.”

	“That is all anyone can ask.” Belan gave his shoulder a squeeze before releasing it. “I must get ready to face the sour Artlia.”

	Kellinar tried to smile at Belan’s humor. “Good luck, my friend.”
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	CHAPTER 2

	 

	Kirynn stared down the arrow, focusing on the target beyond. She let it fly. It made a satisfying thunk as it landed in the center. After almost three months of training, several hours a day, it showed. Though she had learned the basics of the bow during her training in Boromar, it wasn’t something she mastered. She hadn’t wanted to be an archer; they began battles, then fell back, giving the field to those trained in close-quarter techniques. Kirynn never wanted to fall back. 

	The compact, yet far-reaching bows of Shadereen differed from the cumbersome longbows of Boromar. She would be able to use this one from Syrakynn’s back and also in regular combat until she either ran out of arrows or the enemy got too close, and then swap it for her zahri. Granted, learning to swap the two weapons quickly off her back while not tangling them was an exercise in frustration, but she was getting better. 

	The weapons master working with her today nodded in approval of her aim. “You are doing better. Now, change weapons, the enemy is upon you.”

	Kirynn reached over her shoulder with her right hand, pulling the quick release on her zahri. As it dropped, she caught it while tossing the bow over her head to hang across her chest. She yanked to lock it into the clip on the back of her shoulder. 

	The weapons master attacked. Kirynn swept her zahri up. Her placement of the bow was off, and it slid around, tangling in the longer weapon. The flat side of the master’s blade smacked across her chest. He shook his head. “You did not place the bow right and failed to secure it fully in the clip. However, you were quicker this time. Well done.”

	“Not quick enough. Don’t offer praise until there is a reason to give it.” This was the first time she’d worked with Mendoc. Like the others, he was too soft, too quick to praise. “If I ‘die,’ there is nothing to say well done about. Don’t insult me. This kind of coddling is for those still in the interim barracks in Boromar. I left those behind long ago.”

	Master Mendoc studied her for a long moment. “Very well. Bring your bow to bear again and this time do it in a timely manner.”

	Without a word, Kirynn went to work. Many in Shadereen thought she drove herself too hard. In a sense, they were right. It wasn’t without reason, though. Reasons that were beyond becoming proficient with a new weapon. She did it to find her emotions again. To feel something.

	Trilene was the worst battle she’d ever fought in. Even two bloody years on the front against Kanther hadn’t prepared her for the level of butchery and misery she witnessed. In Boromar, it had been drilled into her that empathy had no place in war, only normal life. They were expected to learn how to shut it off and then reconnect. Students who couldn’t learn this didn’t graduate. 

	The level of disconnect necessary for the battle at Trilene made it difficult for her to reconnect again. Unlike others who had battled there, the images weren’t burned into her memory. One had to care in order for things to linger.

	 The Border Guards suffered from nightmares and stress. Shadereen hadn’t been at war with any other nation since it had established its borders five hundred years before. The Border Guards hunted Kojen; the common soldiers dealt with lawbreakers. Never before had they taken human lives or ignored the injured and dying in order to preserve their own lives. Guilt weighed on them as much as anything else did.

	Kirynn, however, felt nothing. She had turned dispassionately away from burning children, unarmed men, and women as they were cut down in order to stay focused, to kill as she needed to. Sometimes, she envied the others, even with the issues they faced. Boromar turned out unequaled killers, but at what expense? For three months, she’d watched the world move forward and felt nothing. 

	Kirynn nocked another arrow and sent it flying toward its target. Perhaps if she mastered this, she would feel something. Pride, excitement, anything. Even Syrakynn was unable to help her find her emotions. Mendoc opened his mouth to say something and froze, staring over her shoulder. Kirynn spun, ready for whatever might be coming their way, and stopped.

	Three of the ladies of Shadereen walked into the training yard. Not only was their presence unexpected, but their style of dress as well. Instead of frilly, ridiculous dresses, they wore leather boots, breeches, and cotton shirts. The elaborate piles of curls normally perched on their heads had been replaced with tight coils at the back of their necks. Kirynn recognized them: Wives of the Council of Seven.

	Mendoc frowned, but bowed briefly. “How may I be of assistance, my ladies?”

	Lord Mannoc’s wife, Arlenyi, stepped forward. “We wish to learn.”

	“Learn what?”

	Arlenyi gestured at the various weapons in the training yard. “How to use these.”

	“I…” Mendoc stared at the three women, then looked at Kirynn as if unsure what to do.

	Kirynn shrugged. “Find them some practice swords and someone to teach them what to do. I will continue to practice on my own until you return.” 

	Mendoc hesitated for a moment before striding from the training yard. Kirynn turned back to the target and sent another arrow flying while the women stood close to each other in silence. 

	Mendoc returned with a group of other weapon masters. Though noticeably uncomfortable, they all grabbed a variety of wooden practice swords and laid them out on a table for the women. Solen, a weapons master Kirynn had worked with several times, beckoned the women forward. “Come, hold them, get a feel for them, and decide which you want to start with.”

	The women approached and stared at the swords. Finally, Arlenyi reached for one and picked it up. Her action seemed to embolden her companions. They, too, began picking up a sword, testing it, putting it down, and trying a new one. 

	Kirynn watched from afar. She should have felt something at this odd display. Instead, she felt nothing, although she did find it interesting. Was curiosity a feeling? Maybe something was working. She went back to swapping weapons while Mendoc berated her slowness. 

	“What is the meaning of this?” Lord Mannoc’s shout echoed off the stone walls of the open-air training yard. Everyone turned as he stormed across the hard-packed dirt. Kirynn narrowed her eyes at him. Whether or not she felt anything, Shadereen had agreed to Dragon Law, and it was her duty to uphold it.

	“They said they wanted to learn,” Mendoc said and shifted under the glare of Lord Mannoc.

	Mannoc turned to his wife. “What in the name of the Fates do you think you are doing down here dressed like that, Arlenyi? And attempting to learn weapons no less?”

	Arlenyi wilted in the face of his anger. “We just wanted to learn, and I doubt it can be done in a dress.”

	“You,” he pointed his finger at her face, “will take yourself back inside the keep and put on appropriate clothing this instant, and I will never hear of you learning weapons again.” His voice became low and menacing, “Do you understand me? You are a woman, now get inside and start acting like a proper one again.”

	Arlenyi took a step back and glanced at her two companions. Both women stared at the ground. Kirynn eased the arrow from the bowstring and gave Mannoc a flat look. “You have no right to stop her or order her around.”

	He spun toward her. “I have every right. She is my wife, and I will not have this kind of behavior from her.”

	“Husband isn’t synonymous with owner, Mannoc, and the label of wife doesn’t make her less than you. Dragon Law clearly states that anyone can learn anything they wish.” Kirynn glanced at Arlenyi. “However, they do have to actually want it, and if they do, while things get settled here, they may have to stand up for themselves to get it.”

	Arlenyi stared at her for a long moment before raising her chin, squaring her shoulders, and looking back at her husband. “I will not return to the hold like a ‘proper wife’ as you put it. I have the right to be here, the right to learn, and intend to do so.”

	“You will not. You will behave like you are supposed to.”

	Her amber eyes turned icy. “Do stop whining, Mannoc, it is grating on my ears.” 

	He wasn’t whining, but Kirynn felt the first sense of emotion while watching his face turn an interesting shade of red at the implication. Satisfaction threaded its way through her along with a sense of relief. She was finally beginning to thaw. 

	Arlenyi gave him the same kind of down-her-nose look that Kirynn had seen Taela use on people. The one that said the person it was directed at was the dirt beneath her shoe. “If it displeases you so to see me dressed like this and taking part in learning the use of weapons, then perhaps you should seek out one of the many simpering harlots you take to your bed while I sleep alone.”

	Mannoc sneered at her. “You will never be any good at this. No more than you are at pleasing me in bed or any other area of my life.”

	She gave him a mirthless smile. “I fail to please you? How did Di’shan Kirynn put it that night at the ball? Oh yes, I believe it was, ‘you could not find it with both hands and a map.’ So the feeling is mutual, husband. Unlike you, I have enough honor to never take another to my bed in order to find out if another man could do better and maybe show me what ‘it’ is since I have never had the pleasure of finding out with you as a bed partner.”

	Mannoc stared at Arlenyi as if he’d never seen her before in his life. Maybe he hadn’t. It was nice to see that all the ladies of Shadereen weren’t the brainless twits Kirynn had taken them for at first. Mannoc snarled and swung his hand at Arlenyi’s face.

	In one smooth motion, Kirynn raised the bow and loosed the arrow. It pierced his palm right through the middle. Mannoc shouted curses and cradled his hand near his body while drops of blood stained his shirt. He shot her a venomous look. “You will pay for this.” His eyes were full of disgust when he turned back to Arlenyi. “You both will.”

	No one moved as the lord strode from the yard. After several minutes filled with a heavy silence, Mendoc stepped toward Kirynn. “That was a good shot.”

	“It was a horrible shot. I was aiming for his head.” Kirynn took a deep breath and sighed. “I guess I need more practice.”

	Arlenyi smiled. “Horrible shot or not, I thank you.” With a shaky hand, she turned and reached for one of the wooden swords. “I think I would like to learn this one first.”

	Kirynn nocked another arrow and sent it toward the target, hitting it squarely. Maybe she had more emotion back than she realized. If she were as disconnected as she had been during battle, the arrow would have likely landed true. Somewhere inside the doors were opening again, which was probably a good thing. Whether or not Mannoc was the hind end of a donkey, it wouldn’t have gone over well if she’d killed him at this point. Even if he did deserve it. 

	***

	Vaddoc sat on a tall rock several days after Kirynn’s incident with Mannoc, watching Syrakynn and Namir set the large sand spiders on fire before snapping them up and eating them. They both claimed the spiders tasted better when cooked. He had to agree. They had a mushy and somewhat liquid texture inside when raw. 

	The wide-open desert spread out around him, and only tall cactus and scrubby bunches of brown grass broke up the scenery. Below him, Kirynn practiced shooting lizards and spiders stirred up by the dragons. Arrows zinged through the air, impaling the creatures eight times out of ten. A number he knew was unsatisfactory for the driven woman. 

	One of Kirynn’s arrows struck a large lizard. Half a second later, the entire arrow burst into flames. The smell of cooked lizard flesh filled the air as it burned from the inside out. Vaddoc stared at the reptile in shock. “What in the name of the Fates?”

	She flashed him a grin. “It’s something I’ve been working on. This one is better.” Raising the bow, she let another arrow fly, this time at one of the huge spiders rousted out of its hiding place by the dragons. The arrowhead pinned the arachnid to the ground. For a moment, nothing happened, then the spider exploded in a shower of parts.

	“That weave doesn’t always work. Sometimes it just burns like the other one.” Kirynn nocked another arrow and took aim at another target.

	Stunned, Vaddoc watched the display. “What made you think of such a thing?”

	She shrugged. “Since my aim isn’t perfect, I wanted to make sure my arrows would still be deadly, even if I didn’t hit a vital organ.”

	It made sense, even if it did seem brutal. Then again, after what happened in Trilene, what did he care how a Shadow Rider died? Anything that made sure they were dead was good with him.

	“Are the ladies still coming to the training yard?” he asked when she paused in her live moving-target practice.

	“Every day for the past week. There are more of them now. All of the wives of the Council of Seven and several of the younger, lower-ranking women. There are also about five young women from the common people who have requested and been granted training.” 

	Vaddoc stared at the dragons for a long time. “Shadereen changes.”

	Kirynn shrugged. “Everything changes; it’s the only thing anyone can count on.”

	Vaddoc nodded but didn’t respond. The changes in Shadereen were easier for him to swallow than others. His time spent in Galdrilene had opened him up to most of what was happening in his birth nation. The other changes, though, those tried to strangle him. 

	His father and older brother had both been killed by Kojen. Lenyi, the first woman he had ever loved, was killed before his eyes by Kojen. How was he supposed to look at a Ke’han and see anything but a Kojen? They were different, Trilene had proved that, and yet he couldn’t get past the way they looked. Working with them was now part of his duty, and he wouldn’t fail in that, but would he ever trust them? 

	Namir raised his head and looked in his direction. “The Ke’han are as different from the Kojen as you are from the Shadow Riders. They will not betray you.”

	Vaddoc didn’t bother to answer; the dragon knew the thoughts that filled him. He turned away from the amber eyes of the golden dragon. If only he could see it the way Namir did.
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	CHAPTER 3

	 

	The familiar crescent of Galdrilene’s caldera ridge filled Taela’s vision as Paki came through the Slide. So much had changed that it felt as if they’d been gone forever. She blinked back the tears that welled unbidden. Anevay wouldn’t be there when they landed. In New Sharren, she’d been able to ignore the empty spot in the bond. Able to bury herself in helping others and pretend it was all a bad dream, and that Anevay was back in Galdrilene working on her weave.

	She wasn’t, though. It was a silly thing to try to pretend. Taela knew that rationally. Her irrational heart, however, had wanted to hide from the pain as long as it could. She swallowed the lump clogging her throat and wiped away the tears that leaked down her cheeks. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and blanked her mind of everything. For now, she wouldn’t think about it.

	Paki touched down just ahead of Kellinar and Shryden, her landing made awkward by the heavy load of the dragon’s nearly developed young in her belly. It wouldn’t be long now. Soon, Paki would lay the second clutch of eggs in Galdrilene. It could only be hoped that with the changing world, fewer eggs would die.

	Mckale strolled out to meet them. For a moment, Taela felt a flash of surprise at seeing him instead of Bardeck, who had never failed to greet riders as they landed. The loss and sadness tugged at her, and she fought to ignore it. 

	She unbuckled the safety straps and slowly slid from the saddle. Mckale smiled, his silver eyes warm. “It’s good to see you both again, you’ve been missed.”

	Kellinar returned the smile, although Taela sensed the heavy sorrow her bondmate was suppressing. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I hear we have a new rider.”

	Mckale nodded. “That we do. A young woman named Liora. Mage Councilor Amariel has taken to finding those who are called by the song, since Maleena needs to stay closer to home. Maleena feels them and senses their general area, then Tellnox and I take the Mage Councilor there to locate the possible new rider.”

	Taela smiled to herself as she watched her friend, so obviously comfortable in his role. With all of the other mature dragons and their riders scattered, Galdrilene had turned to Maleena and Mckale to fill the empty places left behind by Bardeck and Emallya. It looked like they were handling it well. 

	“You might as well take some time to wash up. Kirynn and Vaddoc haven’t returned from Shadereen yet.” He glanced behind them. “Where are Jacelynn and Varden?”

	Kellinar pulled Shryden’s saddle off so the dragon could swim in the lake. “They had a couple of things they wanted to finish. They should be here before the end of the day.”

	“I have a few things to do before I visit the baths,” Taela said, loosening the straps and then hefting Paki’s saddle into her arms. 

	Kellinar nodded and carried the blue’s saddle toward the equipment cave. “I’m going to hit the baths, then I’m headed down to the docks to…do some things.”

	Mckale nodded and said nothing, though Taela sensed he knew they were avoiding facing the inevitable. He was right in one sense, in another, they were handling it the best they knew how. She stowed Paki’s saddle on its rack and untied her small pack. 

	Kellinar slung his pack over his shoulder and dropped a brief kiss on her lips. “I’ll see you at the evening meal.”

	Taela nodded and watched him leave the cave. Taking a deep breath, she too left. It really wasn’t a long walk to the records room, though this afternoon it seemed altogether too long and too short at the same time. The fragrance of roses in full bloom wafted on the warm breeze through the Great Hall as she walked down it to the small hallway. 

	She stood in front of the closed door for several minutes, trying to stamp down the foolish hope that Anevay would look up from where she sat at the desk, surrounded by scrolls and notes. Taela had spent the briefest of times in that room after the battle at Trilene. She’d merely glanced at the notes Anevay had left, careful not to touch anything. Her mind had been in such turmoil, nothing in those notes had made any sense. Maybe they would now.

	Taking another steadying breath, she lifted the latch, pushed the door open, and stepped into the room. 

	Only a few light orbs glowed fitfully, casting deep shadows over the room. No candles burned on the desk. Though scrolls and notes still sprawled across it, just as Anevay had left them, her bondsister wasn’t there. Grief closed around her heart, clogging her throat as tears burned her eyes. Silly. She had known Anevay wouldn’t be here. Still, a part of her couldn’t help hoping. Now the empty room confirmed it.

	Taela shut the door slowly and walked around the desk. She sank into the chair and lay her head on her arms on the small, cleared space. A sob broke past her lips as her last hopes to see her bondsister again were dashed, and grief welled up to take its place. She gave in to it and allowed herself to cry, to say goodbye.

	Even after her sobs subsided, she remained as she was. The silence of the room pressed on her ears. No sounds of mice scrabbling around behind the scrolls disturbed the quiet. Yet something threaded its way through the stillness. Not a sound, something else. A vague sense of a question with undertones of sorrow drifted across her senses. 

	Taela lifted her head. Sitting only a few inches from her, Nica gazed at her with his too-many eyes. With a sigh, she sat up and laid the back of her hand on the desk. The spider crawled slowly onto her hand, filling it and then some. His hairy legs tickled the skin of her palm and her forearm as she lifted him to eye level. 

	“Oh, Nica.” Her voice quavered as more tears welled up. “How do I tell you that she isn’t coming back? That you’re stuck with just me now, and it isn’t fair. Anevay was the sweet one, the patient one, the one who never lost her temper. It should have been me who died. Not her.”

	With her other hand, Taela pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her pants and wiped her nose. As she laid it down, she regarded the spider. Maleena had communicated mentally with Nica before when she first found him. Perhaps that would work now. 

	Reliving the pain of the moment, Taela drew up the memories of Anevay’s death, allowing the images to flow through her mind to the spider. A sense of shared grief was returned, along with dim, unfocused images of Anevay carrying him around on her shoulder while she searched for scrolls. Of sitting through the turning of the night in the candlelight while Anevay worked and occasionally talked to him. Mixed with the grief was a sense of love.

	Taela gave the spider a watery smile. “I miss her too.” She sent her understanding to the arachnid and returned him to the desktop. “Let me get some candles lit and then maybe we can make sense of what Anevay was trying to do here.”

	Using the flint on a shelf, Taela set fire to a ball of kindling in a deep iron basin. She lit two tapers before it went out. Using them, she moved around the room, lighting the others. All but the one nearest the chair on the desk. Instead, she grabbed another holder and set the taper in her hand into it. Taela placed it on the desk next to the half-burned candle. “We’ll leave that one in memory of her. This will always feel like her room.”

	Nica settled between the two candles, one new and burning, one half-burned and cold. The spider watched her as she pulled the notes closer and began to read. As the next few hours passed, the spider remained on the desk. Taela wasn’t sure if the spider needed her company or if she needed his, but she was happy to have it either way.
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	CHAPTER 4

	 

	The sharp tang of fresh tar filled the cold air as Kellinar stood on the dock watching the boats. Weaves of magic flowed through the sky as the Weather mages on the boats worked the still air up to fill the sails. He closed his eyes to the sight and took a deep breath, enjoying the familiar sounds and smells as he slowly rubbed the smooth, rounded rock in his hand with his thumb.

	He’d walked most of the city before making his way down to the massive bay. Kellinar didn’t even try to lie to himself about why he wasn’t at the hold. He could admit he was avoiding it, and even though he had sensed Taela’s anguish for well over an hour, he couldn’t bring himself to walk through those doors and into the Great Hall. 

	Kellinar opened his eyes and gazed at the bay rippling in the gentle mage-made breeze. The bright sunlight danced across the water. Near the dock, a large fish broke the surface with a splash. 

	The world hadn’t stopped. The fish continued to live out their lives, and the strident cries of seagulls still filled the air. The boats still set out each day, just as they had always done. Galdrilene remained the busy and industrious city it had always been. Kellinar had tried to hide from it, had stayed as busy as he could to avoid it. Now it all stared back at him, sympathetic yet unyielding to his pain. The people had already mourned the loss of beloved members in their society in the months he was gone. And now life moved on. The sun and moon maintained their rhythm, and life came and went. 

	Only his world had stopped. No, that wasn’t completely true. Taela’s world had stopped, too. Their world remained in a holding pattern, waiting for them to say goodbye, waiting for them to step forward and begin the rest of their many years of life without two pieces of their hearts and souls—Anevay and Latia. 

	Kellinar glanced up toward Galdrilene and felt a flash of anger and envy at their ability to heal from their loss while he still struggled. The world should have stopped. It should have stopped and stayed that way until he could face it again. But no amount of magic could make it do that. 

	He stared down at the rock in his hand and bounced it on his palm a couple of times. Oksana would pay with her life for what she’d done. He couldn’t single her out or purposely hunt her down. Either of those things would put others in danger, and he wasn’t about to be the cause of another lost life. But if ever that woman and he came face to face, she would die.

	He sensed Shryden reaching out to him and acknowledging his desire with approval. Kellinar sighed with relief. It was good to know he was getting enough of his senses back that the blue was beginning to agree with him again. The dragon had been at odds with him many times these past few months. Mainly because of Kellinar’s anger over the dragon’s refusal to help him hunt down Oksana or to Slide back to Trilene and burn what was left of it to the ground. 

	Kellinar took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh, then threw the rock as far as he could out over the water. It landed with a plop and immediately sank from view, leaving only a spreading circle of ripples. 

	It was time to go back to the hold. Taela’s sorrow had died back, and she was focused now. Obviously, she had worked through something, and he sensed her stepping forward without him. It was time for him to face everything. 

	Kellinar turned and started down the dock toward shore. He made it only a few steps before stopping short when he saw the other thing he’d been avoiding, standing on the steps to the dock. Dhovara. The Mage Councilor of the Tower of Wind and Water, his former teacher, and Anevay’s aunt. 

	Sadness dwelled in the depths of her eyes even though she smiled at him, her bright white teeth a sharp contrast to her dark skin. She walked down the dock, her bare feet silent on the damp boards, and her hips swaying slightly as the floating structure moved with the water underneath it. 

	“Kellinar, it is good to see you once again.” She stopped and crossed her arms under her breasts. “I was beginning to fear I would never see you. Was it everything you avoided, or just me?”

	He smiled sadly. “Everything.”

	“It does no one any good to avoid the truth, Kellinar. It only delays and compounds the pain.” Sympathy filled her expression. “Death is never an easy thing to take, and Galdrilene’s loss was tremendous. Although I do have to say, Mckale and Maleena have really stepped into the emptiness left by Bardeck and Emallya.” She cocked her head slightly and eyed him. “Galdrilene has found healing, but I do not think you have yet. Why? What keeps you from finding peace?”

	Kellinar scowled. “How can you even ask that? Fates be damned, Dhovara. It’s my fault Anevay is dead. It’s my fault Emallya and Bardeck are dead. The whole shadow-blasted thing is my fault!” The echo of his shout floated across the water. 

	Dhovara’s expression slowly changed to anger as she listened to him. “Your fault? How dare you belittle Anevay in such a way.” Although she didn’t raise her voice, it shook with outrage.

	“Belittle her?” Taken aback, he looked at her in total confusion. “How have I belittled Anevay?”

	Dhovara moved until she was nearly toe-to-toe with him, her dark eyes flashing as she jabbed a finger into his chest. “Anevay was a strong and independent young woman. She may have been sweet and slow to anger, but that did not make her weak!”

	Kellinar backed up a step. “I know it didn’t! She was my bondmate, only Latia knew her better. I know exactly how strong and independent she was.”

	Dhovara moved forward a step. “Then why do you try to take it from her? Why do you try to strip her honor from her?”

	“I’m not. What in the name of the Fates are you talking about, Dhovara?”

	“Anevay was strong; she did not need you to make her decisions for her. She was capable of deciding a course of action without her bondmate to guide her.”

	“I know that!” He took another step back.

	“And yet you would take that away from her by insisting it was your fault!” She stepped forward again. “Anevay was her own person. It was her choice to stay and fight that battle. It was her honor to enter that fight, no matter the outcome. And I know that even if she had known how it was going to end, she would have fought anyway. Latia would have fought anyway. Neither of them would have abandoned you to battle in order to save their own hides.” Dhovara’s voice rose as she continued to punctuate each word with a jab of her finger. “You will not take her honor by taking the blame on your own shoulders. You will not sully her memory by claiming rights to her decisions!” 

	“She would never have had to decide whether or not to fight if I hadn’t been so quick to start a war in Trilene! If not for me, there wouldn’t have been a battle for her to fight in, no battle for her to die in!” He was yelling back now and didn’t care. “No battle for Emallya and Bardeck or the Mallay people to die in!”

	“Now you take the extraordinary strength and honor of the people of the Mallay?” Her brows were drawn so tight they nearly touched, and her dark eyes were filled with fire. “Now you make all of their choices for them, too?”

	“No, I didn’t say that!” He ran a hand over his braids in frustrated anger. “I didn’t decide it, but I’m the one who started the whole flaming thing.”

	Dhovara shook her head. “You want someone to blame, Kellinar, but the truth is there is no one. Not even yourself. You could not start a war by yourself. You are a great and powerful man, Kellinar, but you are not that great and powerful.” Her expression softened. “The people of the Mallay, the New Sharrens, decided to go to war with their leaders in order to gain their own freedom. You did not decide this for them. They found their own courage, their own self-worth, their own strength, and they decided something for themselves for the first time in hundreds of years. Do not take the honor of that decision from them.”

	Kellinar stared at her as his anger ebbed away and confusion took its place. Was it really as she said? Had none of it ever been on his shoulders? Was the blood spilled that day really not on his hands? He thought back over the events that had led up to the battle. Kellinar had never told anyone they had to go to war. He had tried to get Anevay to go home and work on her spell, and she had refused.

	Dhovara gently laid her hand on his cheek. “All decisions have repercussions, Kellinar. Some good, some bad, but each person is responsible for their own choices, no matter how it turns out. Never try to take that from them by assuming you have the power to make those decisions for them.”

	She patted his cheek lightly and smiled at him, her dark eyes crinkling at the corners, before turning and walking away. She glanced back before starting up the steps. “Come and see me when you have had time to understand what I said.”

	Kellinar stood there, a storm of confused emotions rolling through him, as he watched her leave. Dhovara had repeated nearly word for word what Shryden had said to him in New Sharren. When she disappeared from sight, he looked at the Dragon Hold rising high above him. It was time.

	He climbed the wooden steps up the side of the bay and began the long walk to the Dragon Hold, dreading each step but knowing it had to be done. When Kellinar finally passed through the massive doors into the Great Hall, he sensed Taela in the records room. Her focus was intense, and her sorrow diminished, though not gone. 

	He didn’t stop on his way past the little hall that led to the room; he had his own task to confront. Dhovara’s words chased each other around in his mind while he climbed the steps to the second level of the hold. 

	The door to his lair loomed in front of him, and he froze as he reached for the latch. Closing his eyes, Kellinar leaned his head against the smooth wood and tried to steel himself for the empty room that waited beyond. Anevay wouldn’t be there, would never be there again. 

	With a deep breath, he turned the latch and pushed the door open, but didn’t step forward, nor did he open his eyes. A completely irrational hope sprang in his chest. Maybe she would be there. Maybe the whole thing had been a nightmare. Maybe…

	Kellinar shook his head at the ridiculous notion and opened his eyes. The room looked just like they had left it when the three of them had departed for Trilene. Guilt stabbed at him when he thought of all the ways he could have dissuaded her. Again, Dhovara’s words rang in his mind, and he knew she was right. The choice hadn’t been his—it was Anevay’s. 

	He walked into the room. One of Anevay’s shawls still lay across the back of a chair. Her brush lay next to Taela’s on the table. Kellinar crossed the sleeping chamber and opened the large wardrobe. Anevay’s dresses hung there next to Taela’s dresses and his nicer shirts. Several articles of what she had called practical clothing were still folded on the shelves, stacked neatly along with his and Taela’s. 

	It was as if she had never left, and the room waited for her to walk in at any moment. The only thing that felt out of place was the pack against the wall that had been on Latia’s saddle. Someone had retrieved it before Latia and Anevay were cremated. 

	Kellinar reached up and grabbed a square of the lavender soap Anevay had always used. He held it beneath his nose and closed his eyes slowly, taking in the familiar and heart-wrenching scent as memories of her flooded him. 

	“I thought I sensed you come back.”

	Kellinar turned to see Taela standing in the doorway, her red-rimmed eyes evidence of the sorrow he’d felt so strongly from her earlier. He looked down at the soap in his hand. “I had the stupidest hope that she would be here when I opened the door. But she wasn’t, of course. Only her things and memories were here.”

	Taela crossed the room and put her arms around him, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I had the same hope when I went into the records room. She wasn’t there either. Anevay and Latia are really gone, and I don’t know if we’ll ever be whole again.” A sad sigh escaped her. “I wish I could talk to Emallya and Bardeck about it, they lost a bondmate, but now they’re gone too. Why didn’t we talk about it before with them? Why do we always think of all the things we want to say or ask after someone dies?”

	Kellinar slid an arm around her and hugged her close. “I don’t know.” His gaze wandered the room as he thought about life without Anevay and, for the first time, really thought about Galdrilene without Emallya and Bardeck. Emallya had saved his life in many ways. Throughout everything that was thrown at them, Emallya and Bardeck had been there, leading with their years of knowledge and wisdom. 

	Maleena and Mckale were doing their best to take up where the older couple left off, but they didn’t have any more experience than he or any of the other first-hatchers did. For the first time, Kellinar felt that Galdrilene had gone from the solid rock in his life to a drifting ship. 

	“Galdrilene is just a place, Kellinar. Home, yes, but a place nonetheless,” came the sending from Shryden. “All places change. I am your rock as you are mine. Galdrilene will find the wind again, and its sails will fill with air. It will just take time.”

	“Thank you, Shryden, for your wisdom. I don’t think I could have survived this without you.”

	“Of course you couldn’t have. We are one.”

	Kellinar felt a rush of love and gratitude for the dragon as he stepped away from Taela and looked at the open wardrobe. “I think it’s time we clear this out. We can take the clothes to Marda, she’ll know what to do with them. Maybe the Crafts Guild can use the fabric for something.”

	With a heavy sigh, Taela nodded. “I think you are right.” She walked over to the table and ran her fingers across Anevay’s brush, then reached for the shawl on the chair. “I think I will keep her brush and this shawl, though. I don’t want to give everything of hers up.”

	He nodded and glanced at the soap in his hand before gently setting it back on the shelf. He would keep that too.

	As the sun slowly sank west of the bay and painted the fall sky in pinks and oranges, they worked to clean everything out, only keeping a few mementos as physical memories of the woman who had left such a hole in their lives. 

	The rich smells of the evening meal drifted up the stairs and into the room by the time they finished. Kellinar glanced around. With the help of a few attendants, everything had been carried out. A bracelet, a brush, two shawls, and a bar of soap were the only things that remained to show that Anevay had once lived there. They had even sorted through Anevay’s pack. Taela had lingered over the shawl Anevay had bought the day the news of the armies came in, and in the end, decided to keep it.

	Emotionally exhausted, he put his arm around Taela’s waist as they walked toward the little dining room. Kellinar thanked the Fates that he and Shryden still had Taela and Paki. Kellinar glanced down at her face as she walked beside him. Her beautiful, tilted blue eyes were tired and strained, mirroring what he felt through the bond. He hoped that one day soon, he would see her face light up with laughter again.
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	CHAPTER 5

	 

	Kellinar and Taela were already in the dining room when Maleena walked in. She smiled at them, pleased to sense an ease to the cloud of grief that had clung to her friends since the death of Anevay. It was good that an egg was going to hatch after the meal. It provided a new beginning and a reason for them to come home and say goodbye to their fallen bondmate.

	With a heavy sigh, she eased into one of the chairs. Taela patted Maleena’s hand. “You look uncomfortable.”

	Maleena laughed softly. “I am uncomfortable and ready for this baby to make his or her appearance.”

	Kellinar glanced at the door. “Where is Mckale?”

	The welcoming roars of the dragons reverberated throughout the hold, heralding the arrival of the riders. 

	“Busy greeting everyone. Serena arrived a little while ago. She’s washing up and changing her clothes. Jacelynn, Varden, Kirynn, Loki, and Vaddoc are here as well,” Maleena replied. 

	Maleena shifted and tried to stretch in the chair. She’d grown more uncomfortable and restless the last few days, making a good night’s sleep almost impossible. Small, rippling contractions would run across her belly, then disappear. Mage Councilor Gideon had assured her this was normal and it was just her body gearing up for the task ahead. 

	Marda was also happy to share her own pregnancy experiences from when she was younger. As both a mother and a grandmother, as well as having attended every birth in the hold, her motherly advice and reassurances were comforting. 

	Serena strode through the doorway, her eyes appraising Maleena the minute she stepped into the room. She walked around the table and laid her hand on Maleena’s arm. “May I?”

	“Of course.” Maleena smiled at her friend.

	Warmth flushed through her body before settling in her abdomen. After a moment, it faded, and Serena nodded as she drew back. “Everything is exactly as it should be. Gideon has kept me apprised of your progress, of course, through reports from Nydara or Tellnox. Even so, it’s good to see for myself. Judging by things, you don’t have much longer to wait. In fact, you are very close.”

	“That’s good. I need a long, comfortable sleep,” Maleena said with a sigh, trying to ignore the twinge of anxiety that rose at Serena’s words. She was ready for the baby to be born, but at the same time, the whole process scared her. She’d never seen a baby born. The people in her home village had kept away from her, and she had kept away from them. And the babies born in Galdrilene were handled by the Healing mages. 

	Serena laughed as she walked around the table. “A good, long sleep is not something you are going to get once the babe is born. In fact, you likely won’t get one of those for months.”

	Maleena groaned and leaned back in the chair. Maybe she was going to be permanently sleep-deprived. 
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