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PROLOGUE







Terg, a little green and gold dragon, climbed over his father’s back, counting the old dragon’s spines as he made his way down to the great spikes of his tail. A tiny blue spark of light fluttered around his head. His giggles echoed off the deep red and black rocks around them as he marveled at the spots where his father’s spines had been chipped and broken.

His father was a great grand purple dragon, easily five times his current size. Thick black lines of scales marked him from his snout, over his eyes, and down his sides. He loved the time he got to spend with him because he knew his father was special. He was Lar Hardscales of Petrall. The only dragon without a link to the Great Dream Tree, Aconi, allowed to come and go as he pleased from the Dreaming. Other than his twin brother, Aerrad.

Aerrad did not have a link to Aconi as Terg did. He was not a Weaver like Terg either. But like Terg, Aerrad had never been to Sathea. They had spent all their lives in the Dreaming under the protection of Great Mother Gilliphae.

“Terg,” Lar called as Terg hopped in between his spines back towards his head. “Terg.”

“Yes, father.”

“Come sit, youngling. It is time for your lesson.”

Terg groaned. “I want to play,” he whined.

“Terghelm! Down, now!” Lar snapped.

“Yes, father,” he said gliding down. He sat down before his father’s head. His large brown eyes were on him. He tried to stifle his giggles as the light danced between his father’s horns.

“Get that thing off of me, Terghlem the Redeemer,” Lar said. He clicked his tongue lightly and the light flew back towards the grove where the Great Tree of the Dreaming, Aconi, thrived. “What are you calling those beings?”

“Tree Sprites!” he said excitedly.

“Another of your creations?” his father asked narrowing his eyes at him.

“Aerrad made them,” he said quickly.

“It is my understanding Aerrad created them to deal with the dream mites you made.” Terg groaned and rolled his eyes. “Great Mother was very unhappy when she came to see me about them, Terg.”

“I didn’t know they would infest the trees! I only meant for them to annoy Great Mother. She was going on and on about how special the trees were. On and on about how her dryads were fallen trees on Sathea given new life in Dreaming. I was bored.”

“Your boredom with your lessons has caused a bigger problem. The sprites build borrows in her trees.”

“They eat the dream mites though! I don’t know why she fusses. She said all things must find their harmony here in the Dreaming. The dream mites eat the leaves, and the tree sprites eat the dream mites. The sprites burrow to build homes in the trees. They cause no harm! Great Mother’s precious trees are protected now.”

“You should use caution in your creations, Terg. They are infused with your emotions and thoughts. You give them life and will here in the Dreaming.”

“I know, father. I will apologize to Great Mother…again,” he said rolling his eyes. “I want to play not be lectured.”

“I swear you are more stubborn than a jerboa during mating season, youngling. There will be time for play later. You should take your lessons with enthusiasm like your brother.”

“I am not Aerrad, father,” he said turning circles in the grass.

“Sathea wept, do you ever sit still?”

“If you want Aerrad instead of me, then just say so,” he huffed.

Lar sighed. “I want you, Terg. I know you are not your brother, but it does not hurt for you to take some pointers in behavior from him now and then.”

“Why can’t you take me to Sathea? That can be our lesson today.”

“You are safer here. Sathea is safer with you here.”

“It is not fair! I am tired of being trapped here in the Dreaming!”

“It is not safe, Terghelm!” Lar roared. Terg cowered, backing away a few steps. Lar sighed again sending a waft of smoke into the air. “You are so much like me,” he said shaking his head.

“Really?” Terg asked.

“Oh yes. Stubborn, willful, and determined. I swear when your mother had your egg she did it to vex me. Two dragons behaving in every way I did when I was younger. Ways, I might add, your mother claimed infuriated her to no end, and here I am taking my own behavior on the snout,” Lar chuckled. “You more so than Aerrad. Your brother inherited my moodiness and love of silence. You got everything else.”

The fact that he was like his father made him feel warm. He raised his head and stuck his chest out. “Did you get lectured too?” he asked.

“No lectures were had in my time, my youngling. When I annoyed my father, he would grab me by my tail and hang me over pools of liquid fire threatening to throw me in if I did not stop.”

“Seems a big excessive, father,” he said, giving Lar a look. He glanced around to make sure there was nowhere Lar could dangle him over something as his father laughed.

“Things were different then. I know it is difficult for you. You are curious, and I encourage your curiosity, Terghelm. However, I need you to remain here in the Dreaming to keep it safe. It is the greatest gift we have been given,” Lar said. Terg nodded. “Do you know where we sit, my youngling?”

He nodded. “Near the Berc Mountains on Sathea. Here in the Dreaming, they are the Blackhold Mountains. The place you now call home.”

“Do you know why?” Lar asked.

He frowned. “You did not give me that lesson.”

“Correct. The lesson was for Aerrad. However, you are twins, and the information should have been shared.”

He panicked for a moment, wracking his mind for an answer. He heard his brother’s voice faintly in the back of his mind say “hide.”

“To hide from Brightscales!” he shouted, louder than he intended.

“Thank your brother for saving your hide again, Terghelm. Yes, I came here to hide you and your brother. I came here to keep the time I spend with each of you a secret from Brightscales.”

“Brightscales says not nice things to the Nightmare. She thinks Aerrad and I are the Nightmare. Well one of us anyway. She doesn’t seem to realize we are two.”

“You pay her no mind, Terg. She has been enthralled with her own being for a very long time. A dragoness with an ego that big leaves very little room for nice things,” Lar said.

He nodded. He did not care for Rona Brightscales. She was his mother’s twin, but he saw her as a monster of cruelty. He could not believe his mother would be the twin to a creature so foul and full of hate. As soon as they hatched from the egg, they could hear her curse their existence, even if she believed she was speaking to the Nightmare. She called them the spawn of the betrayer.

“What is my lesson today?” he asked, shaking himself.

“Normally, I share the stories with your brother, but today I want to test not only your ability to share thoughts with your twin, but also keep the memories I will give you.”

“Like the ones you gave me of Mother?”

“Aye,” Lar said quietly. Any mention of his mother always made him sad and withdrawn.

“Will it be a new story, father?” he asked, trying to bring life back into his father’s eyes.

“Aye. The story of Sathea and her great protectors, dragons,” Lar said. Terg sat up attentively. “A tale I heard from a Great Tree named Magnus, and one that ends with your creation.”

“Wait! Do not begin yet!” Terg said excitedly. He closed his eyes for a moment and a bright yellow flower bloomed before Lar with its petals closed tight.

“What is this?” Lar asked.

“A Ciel flower! It will hold the memory of the story if you touch it. You have to be gentle though!”

Lar chuckled. “Great Mother teach you that bit of magic?” he asked.

Terg nodded. “I got the idea from the red ones behind the grove that bloom when a great dream has been had. Go ahead and try it!”

His father lightly flicked the flower with his tongue. The petals opened and Lar began his tale.
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Before Sathea found her name, she was a dark place. A place of chaos and corruption. A place of death and destruction. Nothing grew. Nothing flourished beyond fetid decay and putrid fire. It remained so until a bright warm light bloomed in the sky and seven beings stepped forth. Seven sisters saw the land and wept at what was.

The seventh of the sisters looked around and told the others, “There is a balance here. Though there is naught but darkness and death, there is balance.”

“Nay sister, there is no balance in darkness and death. How can anything hope to flourish and grow without light and life?” the first sister asked. Then she raised her arms to the sky and the light became the sun. It shined all across Sathea. “Now there is light to balance the darkness,” the first sister said.

The seventh sister shook her head. “There is no balance in the light, sister,” she said. “The light keeps the darkness away, but without the darkness the land merely burns.”

“I can help,” the second sister said. She touched the ground where their tears had fell. There was rumbling and groaning until the sound of water rushed through. The fires were extinguished where the water touched.

“There is no balance, sisters,” the seventh sister said. “The water washes away the land until the heat of the sun burns it away.”

“I can help,” said the third sister. She picked up a handful of mud and formed it into a ball. She rolled it and the valleys and hills were created channeling the water into rivers, streams.

“There is no balance,” the seventh sister said again. “The land still burns, and the water disappears. You have solved nothing, and you have missed what is for what could be.”

“I can help,” the fourth sister said. She touched the land and lush grass sprouted, coating the land. It flourished with the water in the soil. Swaths of dry dirt were transformed into tall green grass.

“There is no balance,” the seventh sister said. “The grass withers and dies, the land dries, and the water disappears. Where is the balance for what is here?”

“I can help,” the fifth sister said. The fifth sister dug in the ground. She pulled at the roots of the grass twining them together. When she was done, trees began to sprout and grow. Shadows loomed under thick branches filled with great leaves. There was a cooling in the areas where the trees blocked the light of the sun.

“There is no balance,” the seventh sister sighed. “The trees burn, the grass withers, the land dries, and the water disappears. The shadows cannot move, and where does it leave what was?”

“I can help,” the sixth sister said. She took a boulder from the ground and threw it at the sun. The force of her throw created winds and clouds. Before the boulder could reach the sun, it stopped, blocking part of the sun’s light. Darkness and light held space upon the land.

“There is no balance,” the seventh sister said with tears in her eyes.

“Then you show us the balance you see that we do not,” the first sister said.

“Nay,” the seventh sister said, shaking her head. “I will wait. I will watch.”

The Seven Sisters watched as life blossomed across the land, but what they did not know is this land was home to something else before they arrived. Something the seventh sister acknowledged in the darkness and death. Something that thrived in the dark and the chaos. The great beast called the Prem. Seen and unseen, it hid deep in the land, watching and waiting, as the Seven Sisters went about their work. It lingered in the dark, and while the sisters watched, the Prem emerged, and chaos followed.

The sisters argued with each other. The land changed with their disagreement as the Prem fed on the chaos. The harmony between the Seven Sisters was lost as fires erupted from the land, burning all in its path. The creatures that were beginning their new lives were consumed by the Prem’s insatiable hunger. The Prem thrived on the chaos, growing bolder. It’s belly grew fat from fear and its happiness exacerbated by misery.

The Seventh Sister pleaded with her sisters to hear her. She pleaded with them to see the destruction and the chaos. She wept as her sisters fought violently with one another, choosing sides and plotting against each other. She wept until her sadness turned to anguish, and her anguish to anger.

It was then the Prem decided to attack the sisters. Even in her anger and sadness, the seventh sister stood before the others to protect them. The beast, once hidden in shadows and darkness, stood before the light of the seventh sister. Her fury threw the shadows away, exposing the truth of the Prem. A great beast covered in black and green fur. Its eyes pulsed with an eerie green fire as a putrid grey slime dripped from its jaws lined with long sharp teeth. It walked on four legs but raised itself to stand before the seventh sister.

The Prem lunged at her, snapping at her as it growled deep in its throat. The seventh sister sent the wind created by her sister at the beast pushing it back. She brought her fist down into the ground splitting the land open. She took hold of the beast and pushed the Prem down into the gaping hole. She closed it on the sounds of the Prem’s howls. The land bulged and groaned unable to contain the Prem. Where the Prem fought for freedom became mountains. Where the Prem were cast to their fate rose a great one of black stone.

The Seventh Sister was not done. She took a stone from the land, and threw it at the moon, cracking it into five pieces. Four pieces remained high in the sky, but the fifth fell to the land. The six sisters raged against the seventh sister. They shouted and berated her for daring to destroy their work. The mountains had changed the land, pushing the water and directing the growth of the trees and grass.

The Seventh Sister picked up the piece of the moon that fell and brought it to her lips. “You will hold the Great Balance,” she whispered. She sat it down into a patch of land where light, wind, fire, and shadows met. She looked at her sisters and spoke to them with tears in her eyes. “You ignored the one here before. You ignored their place in balance. I cannot mend what you have done. I can only try to protect what remains while you watch what your blindness has wrought,” she said.

Each of them turned into a tree with roots deep in the soil. As the Seventh Sister gave up her will to become the grandest tree of them all, the piece of the moon she left cracked open and two full-grown dragons emerged. Their names were Sye and Thena. They flourished across the land, and more dragons appeared. The land they lived on would come to be called Sathea where they and their progeny were the protectors of the Great Balance, and guided by the Seven Great Trees.




• • •




“That can’t be all of it!? There must be more to the tale, father,” Terg said, frowning.

“Why do you believe it is not the end of the tale, Terghelm?”

“Well, what happened to the Great Balance? What happened to dragons?” Terg asked, thinking of the foul things Rona would whisper to the Nightmare.

“Dragons flourished, and the Prem waited. The Prem was a being very good at waiting. Sometimes it had to wait many years for a meal. Sometimes it had to allow life to grow before devouring it. The Prem realized it could not defeat these great beasts as they were. Their numbers had grown. The Prem had to grow too. The Prem had to change. It split itself into many pieces and began infecting the land slowly. Each piece destroyed, would return to the whole with knowledge of the land until the Prem had its prize. Dragons,” Lar said.

“Dragons were not immune to the corruption?” Terg asked.

“Why would they be, my youngling? Why would dragons be immune from the corruption that is said to have infected even great beings like the seven sisters?” Lar asked. Terg shook his head without answer. “Once peaceful dragons began to fight one another for space, mates, and dominance. They ravaged the land with their fury. Those that did not want to participate in such behavior were forced to hide or fight.”

“This was during your time!” Terg said realizing what his father was saying. “You are really old.”

Lar chuckled. “Aye, dragons live very long lives, my youngling. We age with the trees. At the time, I was a very young dragon. Barely out of the egg, but forced to fight to survive or be killed,” Lar explained.

“What happened, father? You survived! Something must have saved you!”

“The Great Trees,” Lar said with a slight smile. “They watched, speaking in a way only they could understand. A rustle of leaves and a creaking of branches showed their disquiet. They stored their magic, protecting themselves as best as they could from the dragons that no longer heeded their calls. They did so until they could no longer. The Seventh Sister, now the Great Tree Eovus, spoke to them all and promised to ease the suffering of Sathea and the dragons. Eovus knew the cause of the chaos, its roots ran deep. It was the Prem.”

“Eovus took a cutting of itself and planted it in a space now filled with wonder. A place that would be called the Dreaming. It was a place of silence and peace at first. Then the cutting took root, and as the sapling grew and burst forth with its first flowers, all the beings on Sathea fell into a deep slumber. In that slumber Aconi grew and the Dreaming blossomed. The Dream Grove appeared, rivers ran, and mountains burst forth from the land. The Great Sleep of those on Sathea added power to the growing sapling, Aconi. Some dreamed of living peacefully without fear of being consumed. Others dreamed of a place where dragons lived in harmony. Even Eovus dreamed, but their dreams were powerful. Eovus dreamed of all the things that would and could be on Sathea. The Prem was dragged into slumber as well. Eovus had locked them away, fearful of their insatiable hunger. As Eovus slept, so would the Prem in a place they would later call Bishamyr.”

“Dragons did not wake until they heard the call of two young dragonesses, Rona Brightscales and Jezzar Brightflame. One a prophet, and the other what would be called a Weaver because of her link to the Great Dream Tree, Aconi. They amassed an army of young dragons who longed for peace and together brought the Great Balance back to center on Sathea.”

“You were one of those dragons,” Terg said in awe.

“Aye. I was older than them by some years. I had grown tired of fighting and hiding, so I hid deep in one of the forests of Sathea. I hid near a tree bigger than any I had ever seen.”

“Did the Prem sleep too?”

“Aye, for many years until it woke. When it did, I believe it was nearing the end of its years. To save itself, it split into pieces, beings that had their own minds and will but were still tied to one another. Eight of them, but only seven remain.”

“What you call demons?”

“Aye, we have no other name for what the pieces of the Prem became. Those pieces have given rise to countless others. All of them we call demons. Some have more power than others, but they are all the same. They are all pieces of the beast that was the Prem.”

“How do you know this?” Terg asked suddenly. He heard the whisper from his twin asking the question that burst from his snout.

“Your brother’s question, or your own, Terghelm?” Lar asked.

“Aerrad, father, but I am curious as well.”

“You have heard the things Rona says to the Nightmare, Terg, but have you truly listened? Have you realized the deal that was made yet unfulfilled?” Lar asked. Terg frowned not sure of what his father meant. He touched his link with Aerrad hoping his brother would help him, but Aerrad remained silent. “When you find the answer, you will find the reason we know of the pieces of the Prem, my youngling.”

“I ignore her,” Terg mumbled.

“As you should, but sometimes you should listen with the absence of feeling. The truth lies in the words spoken and unspoken,” Lar said.

“Did you…” Terg started to speak and stopped.

“Ask your question, my youngling.”

“Did you love mother or Rona?”

“I believed in Rona’s cause. We had a bond forged in agreement. We needed more dragons like us. We were no longer mindless beasts. We had magic we could grasp and wield at will, and we had dreams. We needed more dragons like that on Sathea. Dragons who would care for her, and place her needs above their own.”

“And mother?”

“I fell in love with your mother, Terghelm. I fell in love with her the moment I saw her. She was a beautiful dragoness the color of the grass of the Dreaming with eyes as blue as the sunlit sky. You and Aerrad are a testament to that love.”

“Did Great Mother really protect them in their egg?”

“Aye. It was Eovus’s wish. Great Mother and Aconi would control the Dreaming, and watch over the egg until it hatched. She protected your mother just as she does you and your brother. The only difference was she did not know there were two in your mother’s egg. She did not see Rona when she tethered Jezzar to Aconi and gave your mother the gift of a link to the Dreaming. Great Mother believes it allowed Rona to become a prophet instead.”

“She can see the past and future?” Terg asked.

“So she says, and I have no reason not to believe her. However, I think she is only seeing a piece of it.”

“Like how she cannot see Aerrad and I?”

“Just like that, my youngling. It is also why I brought your egg to Great Mother at your mother’s request. She believed you would be safe.”

“You brought us to her to protect us, but I don’t know why Rona hates mother so much. I don’t know why you won’t speak of her, or allow us to see Sathea. It was her home!”

“Terg,” Lar sighed. “Rona is a lesson. Chaos will always find a way, youngling. We must balance it as we do everything else. We must balance the good and the bad. Jezzar, your mother, gave the Dreaming form, Terg. All around us, there are things she brought forth in a space that was once empty. If she loved the sight of it upon Sathea, then it appeared here in the Dreaming.”

“There are dark things here, not just beauty,” Terg said frowning. “Dangerous things.”

“Aye, your mother saw the beauty in both. She saw the need for both to create a balance in the Dreaming, just as we do on Sathea. Jezzar Brightflame was the balance of the Dreaming. She carried it on her wings. She could create here in the Dreaming just as you and Aerrad do. I know you do not understand, but what she was is lost, Terghelm. All I can give you are memories of her. The Dreaming was her home more than Sathea.”

“She created these places in the Dreaming? These creatures?”

“Aye, just as you have done with your Ciel flowers and dream mites. The Weavers flitter about in what the first of them gave form. It was Jezzar’s insistence, Great Mother grant a link to other dragonesses. It was Jezzar who called those with a link to Aconi, Weavers, dragons responsible for tending to the dreams of those on Sathea. She made a home for herself and her Weavers. A home for you. A home you add to just as the other Weavers do. You know Tirk the Arkuth?”

“The old bird that is always around Great Mother?” Terg asked. His father nodded. “Aye, Great Mother has assigned him to the dark place in the Dreaming beyond the Nightmare.”

“His kind exists because of your mother, Terg. Beings tied to the Dreaming and Sathea. They even see her as their mother. Mother Brightflame is what they call her.”

“I did not know that!” he said shocked.

Lar nodded his great head. “Your mother was strong, loving, and kind, Terghelm. She loved the Dreaming, Sathea, and you before you were even hatched. You must take solace in the fact that she loved you, but the being who loved you is lost forever.”

“No, she isn’t! I hear her!”

“What?”

“I hear her calling to me!”

“You must not listen. That is not your mother, Terg!”

“Yes, it is! She speaks and I see her in my mind.”

“It is not your mother, Terghelm! Your mother is gone! She is lost to darkness! The being you hear is not her. It will never be her again. You must grieve as I grieve,” Lar hissed. Terg turned his head away as tears stung his eyes. “If I could, I would take you and Aerrad to Sathea, but I cannot. The risk to Sathea is too high. You and your brother are all there is to hold the chaos of the Prem, and the whispers you hear of demons at bay. You are the only thing keeping the shade of your mother in her place.”

“Yes, father,” he mumbled.

“Terghelm, I am giving you a task. It is why I brought you here today and not your brother. You must remember. You must guide. You must hold on to our history to save our future. You can do those things here in the Dreaming,” Lar said. He nuzzled Terg gently as the little dragon cried softly.
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“In her place,” Terg said to himself as he looked around the hidden cave he sat in.

Magnus, the same great tree that sheltered his father so long ago, created this space for him using his thick roots to cover the entrance. It was the place where he kept his memories. A place full of history. They sat around him intertwined in vines along the walls of the cave. So many Ciel flowers. So many memories. So much history. He was much bigger than he was the day his father told him the tale of Sathea, the size his father was then. He did not learn from the tale or take heed when he should have. He did not remember the history, but he tried to make the future better.

He sighed sending smoke wafting into the air to hover around him as it fought for release from the cave. He stood up and made his way out. He needed fresh air. He needed the sky. As his snout touched the roots to allow him passage, one of the vines slipped down, touching the top of his head, and pulling him into a memory he both cherished and wished to forget.




CHAPTER ONE







“You called me way out here, Pax? Why? The air feels like I’m trapped in a cave with half of Petrall, and I can smell that damn fairy Womriel!” Terg said as he walked into the meadow to meet her. It was an area where the trees were sparse but abundant with grass and bright yellow and white flowers. She sat in the middle of them, enjoying the heat of the sun.

“You smell him because this is the place that borders Wom from the forest I named for my Verg,” Pax said. “Besides, it was you who cursed Womriel to become the Forest of Wom where the Fairy Folk thrive.”

“That was Magnus, not me.”

“Magnus asked you to punish Womriel. If my memory serves me correctly, and I believe it does, it was you who decided to turn him into a forest,” Pax said grinning at him.

“It needs more trees,” he said with a huff. “Ones that do not stink of treachery.”

“Do you ever stop complaining, you old grumpy dragon?” she asked. “It is a beautiful day.”

“No. Character flaw that I will not apologize for. I am old, and I am entitled to my aches and complaints.”

“You are not old, Terg. You cannot be old and get around among the dragonesses as you do.”

“I am old, but not where it counts,” he said, winking at her.

“Never change, Terg,” she said, laughing.

“I have no plans to. Although, I would if the right dragoness came around. A dragoness that could sedate the fire in my loins and make me quiver with desire. One that would have me crawl on my belly until it is raw,” Terg said, with a sly smile.

“I am not that dragoness, Terg,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I told you, it is unnerving to even think about. What is wrong with Ygi?”

“Nothing, but she is not my dragoness. Not in that way, anyway. The only dragons crawling on their belly for her are the Pillars,” he said, laughing.

“Yet you still go to her,” she said, smirking at him.

“Well, of course. I have needs, Pax! Needs you will not fulfill!”

“You were my brother’s mate, Terghelm the Redeemer.”

“But you were twins! Twins share everything!”

“For Sathea’s sake, Terg! That is not how that works!” she hissed.

He laughed as she huffed smoke at him. “I know Paxxy, but I cannot pass on the opportunity to ruffle your scales. You are glorious when you are agitated with me,” he said, nuzzling her lightly.

She sighed at him and hummed at his touch. “I need a favor, Terg.”

“Anything, beautiful, but what do I get?” he asked.

“To keep your life,” she hissed.

“You older dragonesses become surly with age, you know. There is no fun. No banter. No wagers. No flirting!” Terg said, sitting down. “Otunte threatened to eat me yesterday! Can you believe that?”

“I can. Otunte is weak, but she is still a dragoness. You should spare yourself and stick to the younger ones.”

“Perhaps I will. The younger ones find me pleasing. You should hear the things they say about me and my size,” Terg said, grooming his claws.

“I am sure Ygi hears well enough for the both of us.”

“Pax, unnecessary,” he said, trying to hide his grin.

“What does Jaydum say about all these young dragonesses flocking around you?” Pax asked.

“Pax!”

“Do not play coy, Terg. I have known for years he wanted you. I am pleased you found your way to him. You should not have to spend your life alone regardless of my twin,” she chuckled.

“He is not Lazarus, but he is mine. He is a beautiful dragon, and he cares for me,” he said thoughtfully.

“I know, Terg. I am an Empath, my dear friend.”

“And a wonderful source of information about one’s feelings. How long has Jaydum desired my company?” he asked, laying his head at her feet.

“Most would ask their mate that question, Terg. Not an Empath,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“You are an Empath, and my best friend, now tell me,” he said, nudging her.

“I am not sure. I only noticed after Laz was gone to us. You be good to him, Terghelm,” she said.

“I promise, Pax.”

“Lazarus would want you to be happy, and so would Bysi. Now, the favor I need,” she said, shifting her position.

“No,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“No?”

“Aye. You will remain with me. I am not ready to say goodbye to you yet. My heart is not ready. However, we can enjoy this meadow and the silence. I could entertain you by burning small pieces of bark from Womriel. He screeches when I do that.”

“Terg, please,” she whispered.

“No! Damn it, Pax! No!” he shouted.

“I am hurting badly. Every day is harder than the last. Please,” she begged.

“Fly off Paxtyia of the Depths!” he said, turning his head away from her.

“Terg! Really? That was unkind.”

“But warranted,” he said, huffing smoke at her.

“How did you know that is what I wanted?” she asked him after a moment.

“You never leave Petrall anymore, Pax. Not unless you must. You have been gone for many moons. I knew something was wrong.”

“I do not want to return,” she said.

“Then don’t. We can find a forest for the two of us. We can live out our days as the handsome dragon and his grumpy dragoness companion. Well, three of us. I will not leave Jaydum. I cannot leave Jaydum. The moans on that dragon, Pax, they set my scales to shiver.”

“Terg.”

He sighed. “What is the favor? I will hear you, but I agree to nothing yet.”

“I need an image of myself left here in this place where eyes can see,” she said.

“See what?” he asked, confused.

“My decision to give up and go to the Dreaming. I do not want to be found or sought after.”

“My previous words still stand; fly off Pax.”

“Terg, why can I not go? I miss them. I miss Iros. I miss Laz. I miss Verg.”

“Yeah, and I miss Laz and Bysi, but you do not see me giving up my life, do you?”

She looked off across the meadow towards Wom. The sound of the forest moving drifted on the breeze. “You are stronger than I am,” Pax finally said.

“Lies and jeroba shit, dragoness. Neither suit you,” he scoffed.

“You are the most foul-mouthed dragon I have ever known, Terg!” she hissed.

“You want me to aid you in your endeavors to snuff yourself out with that kind of fire still in your belly,” he said, raising his eyes at her.

“Stop baiting me!”

“Never, Pax. I take great pleasure in it. It is how I know the dragoness I love still lives as her mate asked her to.”

“Not fair, Terg.”

“And it was fair for Laz to burden you with taking care of me, Pax of the Depths? Was it fair for him to do the same with Iros for you? Nothing is ever fair, but we do what we have to ease the pain of our absence from the hearts of those we leave behind. You and I have a luxury most do not, Pax. We still have each other without the complication that being mated brings. We are still here! We are family!” he retorted.

“I am afraid, Terg! Do you hear me! I am afraid,” she said, trying to control her tears.

“Afraid? You are afraid of nothing, Paxxy. What is going on?” he asked, shocked.

“I saw something in a dream thread. I have seen it before, but I cannot remember clearly. I have been out here trying to figure it out, but I cannot focus.”

“Tell me.”

“I saw a serpent. A serpent that was as green as the vibrant leaves on the Dreaming’s trees. Like all the greens of the Dreaming manifested on its body. Those of short lives, they adored it, Terg. It was almost like they worshipped it. I do not know, but it felt strange.”

“Short-lifers are strange, Paxxy. They smell too. I guess they would have to, or I’d eat the lot of them,” he said, bobbing his head.

“Be serious, Terg,” she snickered.

“Why does the serpent disturb you? Is it the serpent or the behavior of the short-lifers in their dreams?”

“Both. I cannot weave those dreams, Terg,” she whispered. “I can only view them as if some other Weaver has control over them.”

“What? That is not possible, Pax. You have consumed dream essence! You are the only Weaver capable of exercising control over the dream and the dreamer. No other Weaver could,” he said. He stopped and looked at her closely for a moment. “What are you not telling me, dragoness?”

“Why must you be so damn inquisitive, Terg!? Can you not just be a good friend for once?”

“This is not friendship, Paxxy. This smells of secrets and half-truths. You suddenly call me here when half of Petrall is upset over your absence. You tell me you tire of living this life when you are the talk of the Dreaming. It has been forty-thousand years since the Culling of the Warida, but the mere thought of the wrath of the Black Flame brings obedience to the Depths. Now you say you are afraid of a serpent in dreams that you cannot weave. Enough, Pax. I would have what lies between the words you say.”

“Laz left himself in that place to keep demons away from Sathea. He made himself a barrier.”

“To guard against those great demons, the Seven,” he said, nodding his head.

“Aye. I think Laz suffers without me, Terg. I feel like my twin is in extreme pain and cannot hold the void without me, but more. The serpent I saw is connected, I am sure of it, but I cannot gather how.”

“Nonsense Pax. You cannot feel any of that. You are only grieving.”

“It is not nonsense!” she shouted. “Terg, I need you to believe me, please.”

“Pax, you have told me about this barrier. You cried under my head as you told me what Laz had done. I felt him leave, but I have felt nothing since. Just emptiness where his heart once was. I have felt no pain.”

“I know you have not, but I have, Terg!” she said, exasperated. “Pain like I have never imagined. I know it is him. I feel him pulling at me.”

“You have done as he asked. You have organized Petrall to ward against them. The Weavers thrive, and the Watchers and Walkers grow. You do not need to hold on to this sense of duty you have to Lazarus! You break my heart with this. What else do you think you could do?”

“Protect him!” she shouted with tears in her eyes. “Protect my twin as I always have!”

He took a deep breath. “This serpent you have seen, is it what made you feel the urgency to do this?”

She nodded. “Lazarus left me a message, Terg. I thought he was mad, but he was not. I think the serpent is what he was perturbed about, but I cannot grasp it all. He worried about the Seven, but this serpent… it felt wrong.”

“Because you spend too much time on Petrall,” he said as a matter of fact.

“Aye, but that is not all. The serpent felt familiar. It almost felt like us, like a Weaver, I mean.”

“I have never heard a tale of anything like that, Pax. Even Hynro cannot touch dreams as we do. No other creature on Sathea is born with a link to the Dreaming as we are. Not even the Arkuth or the Serbsut are linked. We have guided them there, but we feel the Dreaming as we feel Sathea. No other can. Have you talked to the Great Mother about it?”

“Aye, but she was vague as usual. She said the serpent has lurked for time untold and that with its movements, the Nightmare grows.”

“You know her words hold meaning, Pax. You just have to find it. Have you visited the Nightmare?”

“No,” she said, making a face. “Why would I? I have no need for that thing,” she said. She squinted her eyes, reading him. “Why do you feel like that?”

“Stop reading me, dragoness! For Sathea’s sake!” Terg said, sighing. “You said Laz left a message. Did he mention anything about it?”

“No. Only about the first Matron.”

“Jezzar?” Terg asked, frowning.

“Aye, Jezzar and some creature called a Mooza. He did not mention these things to you?”

“I was his mate, not his pair. As his mate, I shared Laz’s heart and his nest. Iros was his pair, his best friend, and who he shared his mischief with. Those little details, codes, and ideas, he only shared with Iros.”

“They kept too many secrets,” she said with a huff.

“Of course they did. It was all a part of the game Laz and Iros played. The thrill of the hunt,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“He said he left pieces. Have you found them?” Pax asked.

“I have not even bothered to look, Pax. You know I find those games annoying. I would rather have the information forthright, but I will speak to Magnus if you give me time to do so.”

“I have no time left,” she whispered.

“You have plenty of time, dragoness. Stop this now.”

“Terg, do you ever have the feeling like your time has run? A feeling like you are in the way of something bigger?”

“No, but that is probably because my ego is considerable.”

“More than considerable, I would say,” she mumbled. “I have that feeling. I feel like what I plan to do, is the right thing. That it is meant to be now. I cannot explain it better than that.”

“Pax, I… Tell me your plan,” he said, defeated.

“I mean to go in as he did. I am going to reunite myself with my half and seal the Black Flame with me.”

“You want the illusion, so no one comes to look for you,” he said.

“Aye. I need you to sustain the image of me here. I want them to believe I decided to fade away into the Dreaming forever. I need to be back with Lazarus. The Twin Stars of Petrall must be whole again.

“The Black Flame, is this why you created it?”

“I needed to. I know you do not understand, but as Empath, I needed to,” she said.

“Why did you really call me here, Paxxy? You do not need me for that illusion. You can sustain it yourself.”

“I… I wanted to say goodbye, and I wanted to let you know where I truly went. That I went to my twin and half of your heart,” she said. He nodded and turned his head, trying to hide his tears. “Terg, another will come. Another like me, I mean. An Empath. If you are still around, and I hope you are, protect them. Empaths are… The burden is heavy, Terg. Make sure they have more than I did. They need more than the love of a mate to see them through. They need more to protect them from…”

“The serpent you saw?” he asked.

“Aye. It felt like it could devour me. Like it could devour the Dreaming. Like…” she stopped huffing smoke.

“The Nightmare,” he said. Pax nodded. “Can I change your mind? Can I promise you that if you stay with me, we can work it out together?”

“No. This feels right. It always has since the idea occurred to me before I lost Iros. I belong with my twin. He needs me. I feel it deep in my heart,” she said. He nodded. “Take this, Terg. It is for you.”

A memory orb floated over to him. It was a deep red orb with silver and white striations in it, the color of the aura of Pax of the Depths. It disappeared as it touched his snout. “Paxxy!” he sobbed. He rested his head on hers. “You have not been whole in a long time. Why did you not tell me! I could rend him in two for forcing you to that!”

“I promised I would keep him safe, but I am tired. I am almost 400,000 years old, and I am tired, Terg. The pain consumes me now. You are the only one I have left. Do not let them mourn me. Tell the Pillars…”

“I will tell them.”

“And let my sweet Ygi know…”

“I will, Pax.”

“I know, and you will not forget because we are not on Petrall. Now go on. I will not have you linger in grief. Go spend time with Jaydum.”

“Nay. We will see it done together. You can play the stubborn dragoness with your twin. Tell him I said hello, and that he is missed and loved as you will be.”

“Terg…”

“If you insist on doing this, I am going with you, Pax, discussion over. I know you know where the place is, so lead us there, dragoness. Today, I am the dragon who soars under the power of your wings.”

She smiled at him. “I love you, Terghelm the Redeemer.

“I love you too, Pax. Now come on before I come to my senses. Great Mother is going to have my scales for this.”

“No, I think… I think she knew it would come to this,” she said.
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The cries of pain echoed off the rocks where he lay in the Dreaming. He looked around, wondering what poor animal could make such a sound. Nothing lived in this part of the Dreaming. This forest was sacred, a shared place between the Dreaming and Sathea he named Xtyia Forest in both areas. It was the same place where he met her that long-ago day, one-hundred and fifty thousand years ago. It was his gift to her life that he watched bloom from a single seed as he counted the days she had been gone.

“What on Sathea is going on,” he said, rising with a huff.

He followed the sound but could not pinpoint where it was coming from. He opened his eyes and emerged from his cave on Sathea. The cries were deafening here. “Whoever is trespassing is going to regret it,” he said, swinging his head around. This was his place.

“Be still, whelp! This is for your own good,” a female voice said. He recognized it immediately. “Hold her still, Ergodi.”

“Hurry, Ivy. I am already bored with this, and I have work to do with the Farseer.”

He made his way into the forest. It lay before his cave, a sprawling expanse of greens, yellows, and deep browns. He crept through the trees, trying not to give away his presence. Although his scales allowed him to blend well in the coverage, it was still harder than it looked, given his size. As he pushed through the trees into the same clearing Pax once spoke with him in, he saw them; Ergodi, Ivylth, and Pimo. He frowned as he saw the little fledgling before them. Ergodi held her down while Ivylth raked her claw down the little fledgling’s neck and side, drawing blood. The little one gasped for air, struggling against Ergodi’s grip. Pimo was sending waves of healing aura at the wounds Ivylth inflicted with her claws.

“I said, be still! Worthless dragoness! You are no Weaver! You are a monstrous stain on all Petrall stands for. You brought us destruction with your hatching!” Ivylth hissed. The little dragoness cried out again in agony. “Stop it, you foul beast! I do not care to feel your pain! Your pain is nothing compared to what I have endured! You will learn that you exist to do as I say and no more!”

Bones snapped. He flinched as he felt the fledgling’s pain flow over him. He realized, horrorstruck, she was an Empath.

He rushed through the trees, bashing Ergodi with his tail and knocking him down as he pinned Ivylth to the ground. “What on Sathea do you think you are doing!?” he shouted as fire licked his jaws.

“Terg!” Ergodi said, shocked.

“Master Terg to you, coward,” he said, narrowing his eyes at Ergodi.

“I am no coward!” Ergodi said, trying to right himself. He bashed him again with his tail, sending a tree crashing down.

“You will always be the coward who hid while others died,” he said. “Now, do you want to explain yourselves, or should I just kill you all and spare myself the lies?”

“Teaching! We were just teaching,” Pimo squeaked.

“Lies!” he shouted, sending her cowering against the trees. “You lying useless dragoness! I expected more from you, Pimo the Mender! Is this how you use the magic gifted to you?!”

“This is not your concern, Master Terg,” Ergodi said, standing himself up.

“I have made it my concern, coward,” he said, backing away from Ivylth. “If you move, Ivy, I will kill you,” he said. She whimpered and looked at Ergodi. “He cannot save you. He cannot even save himself today. He only tries to look brave, but I can smell his fear. Try me, Ergodi. I want you to, dragon!” he shouted. “I will take your hide and line my cave with it.”

“Ter… Master Terg, this is just a misunderstanding. We were well on our way back to Petrall,” Ergodi stammered.

“Were you? Was that before or after you tortured this little Weaver?”

“She is no Weaver!” Ivylth screeched.

“Moving your snout counts, Ivylth,” he said with a grin. His eyes glowed and pulsed as she fell to the ground, writhing in agony. “I should have snapped your neck when I found that pool of death, but she would not let me,” he said as he dug through her mind. “It surprises you it was the Grand Lady who spared your pitiful life? I’m not surprised. In fact, I was annoyed at her interference. But she is not here to save you this time. There is no one here to save you,” he whispered as her screams filled the air. “What is this?” he said as he found a part of her mind she had locked away. “Shall we have a peak, Ivylth the Trickster?”

“Stop it!” Ergodi shouted. “Stop it, please! I will take her and Pimo back to Petrall. Just stop!”

“Your heart only gives you common sense when it comes to this poor excuse for a dragoness, Ergodi. Go back to Petrall and remain there. If you think to escape my wrath, know that there is nowhere you can run on Sathea from me. I will set your punishment when I return.”

“Who do you think you are to punish us?” Ivylth said, righting herself.

“You see, Ergodi, she is so daft that she does not realize that she has escaped death yet again,” he said.

He spit fire at her, hitting her on the more rigid scales on her back. She screeched and lunged at him. The roots of the trees wrapped themselves around her, pinning her to the ground. A thin branch whipped her across the snout, slashing her open. Her screams were cut off as the roots found her throat and squeezed while the smaller branches swung across her side hard enough to remove scales.

“How does it feel, Ivylth? Do you think I have come close to the pain that little dragoness felt?” he asked as the branches continued their assault.

“Master Terg, please. Please. I am begging you,” Ergodi said near tears. “Please do not kill her. We will go back and wait. I swear on Mother Rona!”

“Another useless dragoness,” he snapped, releasing Ivylth. “Go. Now!” he shouted. It tempted him to kill all three of them, but that was not the way. It would make him no better than them, and he wanted all of Petrall to know what they were doing to one of their own.

Once they cleared the trees, he turned to look at the little dragoness in the grass. She had not moved but was alive. She was black from tip to tail. Even her tiny horns and spikes were black. He had never seen a dragoness painted in such a way. Even the new generations of Watchers were various hues of the same color. This little one was as black as a cave that goes deep under the mountains.

As he approached, she cowed and cried out, hiding her head under her wing. He moved away from her, giving her space to see him. He laid down and stretched himself out, exposing his belly to her. “What is your name, little dragoness?”

She moved her wing just enough for him to see deep brown eyes peek out at him. “Harbinger,” she whispered. Her voice was soft, but there was strength in it.

“Do you know who I am, little Harbinger?”

“Terg the Redeemer,” she whispered. “The Matron tells me stories of you.”

“Have you been taken to Weaver Circle yet?” he asked. She shook her head. “Why not? Do you wish to stay with the Matron? You are too big to be there now. You must have at least a thousand years to the sky.”

“Three thousand, and I am not welcome there,” she said.

“Says who?!” he hissed. She whimpered and cringed. He took a moment to calm himself. How easily he had forgotten how to navigate around an Empath, beings who could read, transfer, and manipulate emotions “Do they do that often to you, Harbinger?” She remained hidden under her wing. He could see where patches of scales were missing from her side, exposing the soft pink flesh underneath. “I will not hurt you. Did the Matron not tell you I was harmless? Well harmless to beautiful young dragonesses anyway,” he said, chuckling.

“They hurt me all the time because of what I know and what I am,” she said from under her wing. “They all hurt me.”

“What would one as young as you know that would cause them to do such things to you?” he asked.

“How they truly feel. The things they wish to hide in the dark,” she said, peeking out at him again.

“Their emotions, you mean?” he asked, shocked. The echo of Pax’s words hit him with force. She had warned him there would be another like her. An Empath he would need to care for. He stood in the last place he shared with Pax with the manifestation of her words before him.

“Aye,” she said, shaking. “I do not feel well.”

“Are you hurt? I should have checked you first. I am sorry, little one,” he said, rising.

“My belly. Ivylth made me eat the blue flowers again, and now my belly hurts badly.”

He watched as she shimmered and returned. He was struck silent, watching her. She was trying to heal herself on instinct by carrying herself to the Dreaming. “The flowers that grow near Weaver Circle?” he asked. She nodded and whimpered. “Never eat those, little one. They are not for you,” he said. He closed his eyes, and a few small purple berries appeared in front of her. “Eat those. You will feel better.”

She stuck her snout out and sniffed them, nudging them around. “What are these?” she asked, looking up at him. Her eyes made his heartbreak for what Ivylth had done to her.

“Abscella. They only grow on the bushes in the Dreaming. It will heal what ails you.”

“These grow where the one that sings to me lives,” she said, sniffing them again.

“Great Mother Gilliphae,” he said. “She sings to you?”

“Aye, when I am sad,” she said, taking a berry. “Thank you.”

“Harbinger, I must decide what to do with you. Is there a place you would like to go? I need to return to Petrall and deal with those three.”

“You should not punish them. They are afraid of me. Fear makes them do what they do,” she said. “If you punish them, they will only find someone else to hurt or fresh ways to hurt me.”

“Wise words for one so young. What if I take you somewhere safe? There are those on Petrall that I am very close to that would look after you.”

“Are they nice?” she asked.

She moved towards him, limping on her back leg. She sniffed him near his front leg, making his scales tingle. “I believe so. They are my family,” he said, trying to keep his emotions balanced.

“You do not have to hide your feelings from me. I feel them anyway,” she said, sitting down in front of him. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t, but I do. Even now, the land speaks to me, sharing how it feels.”

“I am sorry they hurt you,” he said. She was already using her magic naturally. He could see it in the way she tilted her head as if she was listening to something only she could hear.

“I do not need pity. The only reason Ivylth and Ergodi do what they do is because I am little, but I will not be a little dragoness forever.”

He smiled at her. “No, you will not be. I can already see the great dragoness you will become. However, until then, I must keep you safe.”

“You can’t unless you stay at my side. They will find me. They always do. I will not have them harm anyone else because of me.”

“I promise you, I will always be there to protect you. They will never harm you or anyone else again, Harbinger,” he said. He paused. “Do you have no other name?”

“I am the Harbinger. I am death on black wings.”

“You are beauty on black wings. If you bring death, it is because they deserve it,” he said with a tone. “Has another dragoness has given you a proper name?”

“Aye, she was nice, but I have not seen her since that day,” she said.

“Do you remember her name?”

“No. She came to the nursery to speak to the Matron and saw me. She was like the sunset in color. She had an odd voice that tickled my ears. She said my name was Nihility, but no one calls me that. Well, no one except Endrir and Destined.”

He chuckled at the circle he had found himself in. The dragoness he wanted to take the Harbinger to was who named her; Ygi the Screecher. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Nihility,” he said. She nodded her head at him but looked away. “Who are Endrir and Destined? Can they protect you?”

“No, they can’t!” she said. There was worry in her voice. “I must protect them.”

“You are their dragoness?” he asked with a slight smile.

“We are bound together no matter how hard they try to keep us apart,” she said. “But I am no dragon’s dragoness.”

“Yet,” he mumbled. “Come on, little dragoness. I know exactly who can keep you safe until you grow as big as you desire,” he said. For the first time in one hundredthousand years, he was eager to get back to Petrall.

“I cannot fly all the way back to Petrall. I hurt all over,” she said.

“Then you can ride,” he said, smiling at her. He lowered himself and nudged her with his snout. She carefully glided up to his neck and sat in between the first of his spines. “You must hold on tight. I do not wish for you to fall. If you did, you would shatter my heart. That would be a travesty after you captured it so easily.”

“You do not have a dragoness to protect you?” she asked.

“I do now. A little black dragoness called Nihility has captured the heart of the Great Terg the All-Powerful Redeemer,” he said, blowing fire and making her giggle. He had not heard a sound so sweet in a long time.
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Terg roared and pushed himself through the roots, tearing himself away from the vines.

“Damn you, Magnus,” he shouted to the empty forest before him. The trees of Xtiya Forest rustled in response to his curse. He huffed smoke. “You could speak, Magnus, instead of using my magic against me!” he said as he dug his claws into the ground in frustration. He stopped as the silence grew thick. The trees went still until a soft breeze caressed his snout. “Ygi,” he whispered as he caught her scent.

His ears tickled, and there was the faint sound of birdsong and the hiss of fire. Ygi was calling for him. There was an urgency in her message he had not heard before. He took flight. Ygi was calling him to Petrall with a whisper of Nihility, the hatchling he saved, on the wind.

Terg made his way high into the sky, flying high enough the air thinned. His lungs ached as if Sathea gripped them tight to keep him from flying too far from her. He wanted to be away.

The memories were vivid and fresh. They led to other thoughts. Thoughts of his betrayal of his twin, Aerrad, the life of lies he had built around himself on Sathea, the loss of those he loved, and the sacrifices of the Twin Stars of Petrall to keep his mother locked away.

“Shit,” he mumbled to himself.

There was a sinking feeling that his own history was catching up to him. It placed a pit of dread in his belly. He knew the danger of demons, the Prem, and his mother Jezzar. He knew even when Pax did not. He understood what Laz didn’t. The serpent was his mother, Jezzar, and she was awake, but contained. “Nihility,” he thought to himself. The image of the little black dragoness filled his mind. Dread disappeared, replaced by a strong urgency to fly faster.




CHAPTER TWO







The Mother Moon hung bright in the sky, painting everything a blueish hue. The Mother’s two children were away with the Maiden Moon this night and three nights before. Only the Mother Moon and the stars held the sky. Nihility lay in the cool soft green grass before a sea of short lifers those in the cities called the Dark Ones for the depth of brown in their skin. They were the Daughters of Ote, nomads who roamed Sathea using her landscape as their home.

They were over a hundred thousand strong, and she sat as the only dragoness among them. They did not fear her presence. Instead, they welcomed her and believed her presence blessed them and their dreams. She did not dissuade their beliefs. If there were any short lifers on Sathea she respected, it was the Daughters of Ote and their nomadic ways.

In her borrowed form, she appeared as one of them, and they honored her as a Sister of the Aether, the fire wielder. However, tonight she was not here to walk among them and revel in their festivals, partaking in their ways. She was here to bring them into the Dreaming and to offer them a seat with the Council of Dreaming. For that, she needed her proper form. She needed to be dragoness. The black dragoness of Petrall they named the Harbinger.

Their leader, Mother Tangi, had raked the dream sand into the pit so the Dreaming could send its message for their next journey. They had doused their fires and laid out their soft pallets of woven grass to sleep. She could hear the murmurs from the fathers who were calming their children while the mothers suckled those who still needed the strength of their milk.

This was her night to gather their threads to her and tie them to the grove where the Great Dream Tree Aconi stood with his keeper Gilliphae, the Great Mother. Great Mother had chosen her to honor the Daughters of Ote. “Nihility the Harbinger, it is your duty to guide them to the Dreaming,” Gilliphae had said to her. She felt pride at the request. Lady Ygi could have come, but Great Mother chose her.

She was Lead Weaver of Weaver Circle on Petrall. She was chosen because they believed she could harness the Crystal of the Depths and the dreamers it watched, as no other Weaver could. She did not feel she had earned the position yet, but she worked hard to make the other Weavers that followed her proud. It was her duty to tend to the dreamers of Sathea, but it was an honor to offer the Daughters a seat on the council. They would become one with the Dreaming, allowing it to grow and flourish.

The Daughters of Ote could already touch the Aether, the place where the elements of the Dreaming existed. Their ability to interact with those elements would add to the power of the Dreaming. She had asked Gilliphae about allowing them on the Dream Council, and the Great Mother concurred, but only after she had learned their ways. She accepted the task with enthusiasm, spending the better part of the last fifteen thousand years among them. She had seen the death and birth of many of the Daughters over those years. The love and respect she had for them as short lifers ran deep. They were part of her family.

The Daughters were also Dream Readers. They believed that the images in the dreams held significant meaning in their lives. They were part of the many other short lifers of Sathea that placed weight on the importance of their dreams. Dreams were where great thoughts were born. She agreed but saw no merit in it for her own personal use.

It was her duty to see that the dreamer’s dreams were fruitful and safe. She was a Weaver. You would always know if a Weaver touched your thread to weave your dreams. It could be in a scent that can be smelled even in the dream or one that brings memories while awake, for example. If a Weaver was present in your dream, you would know as well. It would be a face that should not be or cannot be remembered. A shadow glimpsed and felt but not really seen.

She loved being a Weaver. She was hatched with a link to the Dreaming. The Dreaming itself was her home. It mirrored Sathea before the short lifers spread across the land. Sathea changed faster than the Dreaming landscape, but some places remained the same; those linked directly to the Dreaming. She laid in one of those places now, an area the Daughters of Ote called Blackhold Acropolis.

On Sathea, Blackholdsat in open land bordered by the desert, the last peaks of the Berc Mountains, and the Berestague Gulf. The Acropolis was nothing more than the edge of the mountain that had withered away and stood alone. Alcoves littered the rock where the nomads came to birth their young or die in the peace. It was a place where the Silent Sisters worked their magic to ferry their dead from this life to the next and where Lady Shi founded the Sisters of the Aether before her death.

In the Dreaming, it was a border place between the brightness of the upper levels and the Depths where the Nightmare lived. The place where the Shadow Mist swirled. She knew it as the Borderland, the area in the Dreaming between life and death. It was also the place where the Great Lady Pax of the Depths ended her journey through the Depths of the Dreaming.

She languished in the moonlight of the Mother Moon, waiting for them all to sleep. The light of the moon made her scales shine, even though she was the deepest black from snout to tail. Her spines, the two horns curled from her head, and the cluster of eight deadly spikes on her tail, all the deepest black. Only her eyes held a different color, brown. She hummed, lulling them to sleep with her song. She closed her eyes and entered the Dreaming. Her body shimmered as she held her presence on both Sathea and the Dreaming. She was gathering their threads when she heard someone call to her.

“My Harbinger,” a voice whispered, startling her out of the Dreaming. She opened her eyes and saw a tiny orange bird sitting before her. At the sight of it, her sadness and longing threatened to claim her. She pushed it back down quickly.

“Sia?” she asked, confused.

The bird flew towards the pit of dream sand Tangi had placed earlier in the day. She saw one nomad stand. Vivian was a Sister of the Aether who wielded the land. She was tall. Her skin was the color of the red sand of the Acropolis with a yellow tint. Her long black hair was braided down her back with coils of green woven through, the color of the Aether that marked her.

Vivian walked over to the sand and bent down, placing her palm in it. She could hear the sand shift at Vivian’s touch. She moved slowly over to Vivian to see and gasped as the sand moved and took on color, revealing a picture. A figure dressed in white stood with a staff, and a jade serpent surrounded him.

“Destined,” she whispered. Her heart was pounding. She looked at Vivian. Her eyes were closed, her face slack. “Vivian?”

“Nihility the Harbinger, Sister of Fire,” Vivian said in a sleepy voice. “The one who sees you as his world sends you a message. His mind and his heart call to you.”

It startled her. Vivian had done nothing like this before. “What is the message, Vivian?”

“Come home, my little dragoness. Come home, my world,” Vivian said. “Come home. The Farseer needs you.”

“Come home,” she said, shocked. Sia was warning her that something had happened to Destined. She spread her wings and took flight, sending the picture away. “Destined,” she said to herself. Something was wrong. She touched the link they shared, but it was faint. She felt a slight ache in her heart of hearts. “Fool!” she swore, pushing herself to fly faster with little care if anyone saw her.

Petrall was two days away on wings, but she would have to make it sooner. “Destined,” she said again with panic pulling at her belly. She did not know what had happened, but it had to be something with that place. She knew she should have never left him. If he was in trouble, she would not know until it was too late. “Endrir, come home. I need you,” she said over and over, hoping he would hear her. She was afraid of what she would find when she returned to Petrall.




CHAPTER THREE







“Endrir, come home. I need you.”

Endrir sat up in his bed covered in sweat. His heart was racing, and his breathing heavy as he tilted his head to the side, listening. Something had jarred him from the terrible dream that had been haunting him lately. He was thankful but nervous. He sat there waiting, his blanket a tangle around him. He was sure he heard someone call his name, but only the sounds of the city surrounded him. Tresai was a constant barrage of noise. Even at night, the city did not sleep. The short lifers he watched were always busy.
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