



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  SIMON AND SCHUSTER




  First published in Great Britain by Simon and Schuster UK Ltd, 2009


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © Mark Robson


  Cover illustration by David Wyatt © 2009




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Mark Robson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  ISBN 978-1-84738-069-2


  Ebook ISBN 978-1-47111-658-2




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, event or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Typeset by Rowland Phototypesetting Ltd,


  Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk


  Printed and bound by


  CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  







  For Anne McCaffrey




  It is impossible for me to write a series like this without paying tribute to ‘The Grand Dragonlady of Pern’. I always said I would never write dragon stories

  because, for me, Anne owned dragons. In the end I just could not resist!




  This dedication comes with gratitude for all the wonderful stories that entertained me in my teenage years . . . and in all the years since!




  







  Acknowledgements




  A huge thank you to my editor, Heather, for her encouragement, her hard work and her patience!




  Many thanks also to my team of proof readers, but in particular to: Diane, Patrick and my ‘Mary Godmother’, whose help, support and ‘eagle eyes’ have

  been invaluable.




  







  [image: ]




  







  Also by Mark Robson




  Dragon Orb 1: Firestorm




  Imperial Spy




  Imperial Assassin




  Imperial Traitor




  For information on future




  books and other stories




  by Mark Robson, visit:




  www.markrobsonauthor.com




  







  [image: ]




  Chapter One




  ‘Imagine You’re a Bird.’




  Release the dark orb – death brings me life.




  Take brave ones’ counsel, ’ware ye the knife.




  Exercise caution, stay pure and heed,




  Yield unto justice: truth will succeed.




  ‘They should’ve listened to me,’ Pell muttered as he powered away from the campsite on Shadow’s back. ‘Kira can twist my words all she likes, but I

  should be the leader of this quest.’




  As he considered his three companions, it took a moment for Pell to realise he was grinding his teeth in frustration. In his heart he felt the Oracle’s Great Quest to seek out the fabled

  dragon orbs and return them to the Dragon Spirit in the heart of Orupee’s highest mountain range was a task worthy of heroes. Why then had the Oracle chosen these others to go with him? Kira,

  rider of the dusk dragon, Longfang, was perhaps the most irritating. Of the three she showed the most promise, but she was stubborn and would not listen to reason.




  ‘Don’t fret, dragonrider,’ his night dragon, Shadow, whispered in his mind, her silky voice caressing. ‘They’ll see things differently when we return

  with the night orb.’




  Pell had always marvelled at Shadow’s voice, so totally at odds with her fearsome exterior. If he closed his eyes and listened to that voice in his head, it was easy to imagine Shadow as a

  beautiful maiden, dark and mysterious. And she was beautiful – it just took a certain perspective to see past the vicious horns and teeth of the enormous night dragon.




  ‘They need our strength,’ Shadow continued. ‘Firestorm and Nolita are hopeless. I’ve never seen such an unlikely partner for a day dragon. Given their

  weaknesses, it is hard to see why the others want to seek the day orb first.’




  Shadow was right. How Elian, rider of a dawn dragon, could describe Nolita as ‘brave’ was beyond him. The boy was so naïve! The blond girl was the most craven person Pell had

  ever met. Nolita was pretty enough, with her delicate features and her fine blond hair, but her cringing and weeping was repulsive. Kira, on the other hand, was annoying – but at least there

  was some fire in her personality. The Racafian tribal girl went out of her way to appear fierce, with her face paint and her weapons. Given the right set of circumstances, Pell would have found her

  interesting. In reality, however, he knew they would likely clash over most issues.




  ‘I’m better off working alone,’ he breathed.




  ‘You’ll never be alone,’ Shadow purred in his mind.




  ‘Of course not, Shadow,’ he replied, quickly. ‘Sorry. I phrased that badly. I didn’t mean to exclude you. I should have said, “We’re better off working

  independently.” We make a fantastic team, you and I, and we’re destined for greatness. Why else were we chosen for the Great Quest? There won’t be any dull peace talks or boring

  guard duties in our future. We’ll do deeds that will be the talk of generations.’




  The soothing rhythm of Shadow’s wingbeats and the exhilaration he felt as they climbed between the mountains calmed Pell’s thoughts. Higher and higher they went, until even the

  highest peaks fell away beneath them. Looking down from such a lofty height, it was easy to imagine himself as king of the world. How could anyone in Areth who did not ride a dragon believe they

  were lord over anything? To soar above the highest mountains was an experience reserved for the elite. No walls were high enough to deny him entry. The world was his playground. Who would argue

  with the rider of a dragon like Shadow? None but a fool – a fool with a death wish.




  The Oracle’s riddling words might be twisted beyond comprehension, but Pell could see the path they paved in his mind’s eye. It glittered as if studded with diamonds. Glory awaited

  him. He could feel it in his heart as surely as the sun would set.




  Silently he urged Shadow on. For two season rotations he had longed for the acceptance and respect of his fellow night dragon riders. Until now, they had treated him as a boy, because he had not

  yet visited the Oracle. This time it would be different, he thought, satisfaction warming his stomach with a burning sensation that was pure pleasure. His was a special destiny – the night

  dragon rider entrusted with the fate of the Oracle. By his actions the Dragon Spirit would live or die. It was an awesome responsibility and one with which he would prove his worth.




  The air was bitterly cold as they cruised across the mountain range. While the wind at ground level had dropped to nothing, here, thousands of spans up into the sky, a steady westerly breeze

  aided their journey. Pell let go of the pommel and clapped his mitts together a few times in an effort to trigger more blood flow. His fingers, toes, cheeks, ears and the tip of his nose were numb,

  but he was reluctant to ask Shadow to descend. He was eager to cover as much ground as possible before they took a break. It took a lot of effort and energy for Shadow to get up this high, so they

  should make the most of it.




  The sun marched steadily across the sky as they pressed eastwards, but although it blazed golden in the clear blue heavens, Pell felt none of its warmth. By the time the final majestic peaks

  slipped past slowly beneath them, he knew he had to descend, or risk frostbite. He had seen other riders with missing fingers and toes. The cold was a subtle and sadistic enemy.




  ‘Let’s go down, Shadow,’ he projected. He doubted that his lips could form the words even if he wished to speak aloud. ‘I need to warm up and I’m sure

  you would welcome a short break.’




  ‘Your endurance does you credit,’ Shadow replied. ‘Not many riders show your resilience. We have already flown far today. With our combined strength we will reach

  the enclave faster than many would believe possible.’




  Pell wanted to smile at her praise, but the muscles in his face were too cold to respond. He loved it when Shadow talked like this. It made him feel warm inside. He had known from the instant

  they had met that they were perfectly matched. They were both competitive and strong. They both wanted power and recognition. Perhaps more importantly, however, they both recognised the potential

  their joining offered. A strong dragon with a strong rider could do great things.




  Shadow eased gently into a shallow dive. As they accelerated, the wind-rush began to build and Pell bent low over the pommel of his saddle in an effort to reduce the biting chill of the bitter

  airflow. In order to crouch so low, he had to lean to one side or the other of the great ridge of dragon horn in front of the saddle. He chose to lean to the left. Initially this was fine, but as

  their speed continued to increase Pell suddenly realised that the force of the air was dragging him further left and out of the saddle.




  He tried to pull himself back up straight, but his body refused to respond. Panic flashed through him. His hands had no strength to grip. His legs were numb with cold against the dragon’s

  back. He could not tell if his feet were still in the stirrups. There was nothing he could do. Without a miracle, he was going to fall.




  ‘Shadow!’ he called through the bond. He was unsure if he had managed to mouth the name aloud, or if the call was purely mental. ‘I’m

  slipping!’




  ‘Try to hold on, Pell. I’ve never been very good at catching,’ she replied, trying to slow down without making Pell’s predicament worse. It was not easy. The

  slightest force might prove fatal, so her delicate efforts had little immediate effect.




  ‘I’m too cold,’ he admitted, a growing sense of horror building fast. ‘All my strength has gone.’




  It was awful. He had never felt so weak. Hearing Shadow’s admission made it worse. If he fell and she could not catch him, he would die. To survive a fall from this height was unthinkable.

  In the two rotations they had been together he had only felt close to falling once before, and that had been momentary. This was different. He had got himself into this situation through foolishly

  pushing on in the extreme cold.




  His body slid a little further. He tried with all his might to pull himself back up into the saddle, but he had passed the point of no return. Little by little his fingers slipped from their

  precarious hold on the pommel. He could feel his heart tightening with horror. Suddenly he lost his grip altogether.




  ‘Pell!’ Shadow’s mental voice was full of panic as she felt him slip from the saddle.




  A heartbeat later Pell was hanging upside down by his left foot, which was caught in the stirrup. He bounced against Shadow’s side, the airflow flinging him around with invisible

  hands.




  ‘I’m still with you,’ he replied, grunting as his body thumped repeatedly against the dragon’s scales. ‘But I’m not sure for how

  long.’




  He looked up at where his foot was trapped, then down at the long, long drop to the ground, thousands of spans below. His boot was firmly wedged, but the foot inside the boot was not. He had

  always preferred his boots to be a slightly looser fit than was fashionable. A horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach told him this was a preference he was about to regret.




  With gritted teeth he twisted his body and reached up towards the stirrup. Trembling with the effort he forced his mitts closer and closer, but the more he tried to reach towards his trapped

  foot, the more savagely the wind flailed him against Shadow’s side until a particularly violent impact left him seeing stars and forced him to straighten.




  Pell was strong. It was one of his defining characteristics. Under any other circumstance he would have grabbed the stirrup with ease, but the cold had robbed him of his flexibility and

  strength. It was so frustrating he wanted to scream, but he resisted the temptation. Ignoring all sensations of disorientation and discomfort, he tried again. Fighting the wind and the stiffness in

  his body with every ounce of muscle power he could muster, he forced his hands up towards the stirrup again. Little by little his hands stretched closer and closer.




  ‘Aaarrrrrghhhh!’ The growling roar ripped from his throat as somehow he found the final ounce of strength he needed. His right hand grabbed hold of the stirrup at the precise moment

  that his foot slipped free of his boot. For a moment he hung there, scrabbling to reach the stirrup with his other hand to strengthen his hold, but his weight and the pull of the wind was too much

  for his numb fingers. Despite his very best effort, his grip failed and he fell.




  ‘Shadow!’ His call was instinctive and instant.




  ‘Pell!’




  Shadow tipped into a steep spiral dive, but held off folding her wings completely until she was positioned perfectly above him.




  ‘Spread your arms and legs,’ she ordered him. ‘Try to imagine you are a bird.’




  ‘Imagine I’m a bird? I don’t have wings, damn it!’




  ‘No,’ Shadow agreed, her mental voice returning to her normal soft tones. ‘But if you want me to catch you, then you must calm yourself and do as I say. Try to

  stabilise your body so that you are falling flat on your stomach, with your arms and legs stretched out. That way you will fall more slowly. It will make it easier for me to catch up with

  you.’




  The calm tones of Shadow’s voice in his head were a tonic. The unfamiliar feeling of fear had spiked through Pell’s mind and a metallic taste formed at the back of his mouth. The

  dragon’s soft voice of reason, giving him clear directions, helped him regain a measure of control as he struggled to do what she asked of him. Initially he stabilised himself on his back,

  but with a little experimentation, he managed to flip over onto his stomach and stay flat, with his arms outstretched and his hands cupped. He did not feel as if he was falling any slower. If

  anything, he felt as if he was falling faster than ever.




  ‘That’s good, Pell. Just hold that position. I’ll be with you shortly.’




  He was falling blind. He tried cracking open his eyelids the tiniest sliver to see how far he was from the ground, but it was no use. The wind was too strong. It prevented him from seeing

  anything. How long had he been falling? It felt like for ever, but that was most likely his imagination. Where was Shadow? Surely if she was going to catch him, she would do it soon?




  A sudden swirling bump of air sent him tumbling out of control again. Pell panicked. His heart was thumping so hard in his chest that it felt as if it might burst free.




  ‘Shadow!’




  ‘Sorry about that,’ Shadow said softly in his mind. ‘My closure speed was too high. If I’d grabbed you, I might have killed you with the impact. Stay calm.

  Get back into the position you were in before. I’ll try again in a moment.’




  ‘We must be running out of height—’




  ‘Let me worry about that,’ Shadow said quickly. ‘Get back on your stomach. I can’t catch you if you keep tumbling.’




  Pell did as he was told. It took a heartbeat or two, but he managed to settle into a face-down position again. How long had he got? He could not get the thought out of his mind. It could not be

  long now. Was there really time for another attempt? He could feel Shadow’s concentration through the bond. She would do everything in her power to save him. The surety in that thought was an

  incredible source of comfort. Her focus gave him such hope that little by little he began to feel himself relax.




  ‘Oof!’




  The talons crashed hard into his back and legs, but he cared nothing for the pain as they closed around him. He was safe, he realised. Shadow had done it. She had caught him. The relief and the

  pain, combined with the sudden crushing force that took his breath away as they pulled out of their headlong dive, were all too much. In the blink of an eye, Pell spiralled swiftly into the sweet

  oblivion of unconsciousness.
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  Chapter Two




  Very Tasty




  ‘You’re doing really well, Nolita,’ Firestorm the day dragon told her as they flew out from the top of the volcano and turned northwards.

  ‘Try to distract your mind from the things that cause you most distress. You could try counting my wingbeats. The repetition should help calm you.’




  Nolita clung to the suggestion like a lifeline. No sooner had they cleared the volcano’s rim than the ground fell away beneath them and her fear of heights loomed over her like a dark

  wave. It felt as if the crushing weight of it might crash down on her at any moment. Her stomach tightened and her breathing quickened. She had nothing left to throw up, but that would not stop her

  retching if she could not master the fear.




  Counting was a good idea, she realised. She could even count with her eyes closed, which would save her looking down. Her main worry with this was that the smooth, rhythmic rising and falling of

  Firestorm’s back might send her to sleep. Although it was not yet an hour past midday, she felt exhausted.




  Nolita had been the first of the four riders to be tested. Her nervous anticipation of today had kept her awake most of the previous night. The emotional trauma of the test of bravery in the

  Chamber of the Sun’s Steps, together with the pain and shock of the dragon orb sucking blood from her fingers, had left her feeling weak and drained of energy. The experience still felt

  unreal, like a particularly intense dream. However, she knew that if she reached down into her saddlebag, she would feel the globe that was the day orb. It seemed like a miracle, but somehow she

  had risen to the challenge. All she had to do was to return the orb to the Oracle and her part of the quest would be over.




  ‘Thank you, Firestorm. I’ll try,’ she replied aloud. ‘I’d like to keep my eyes shut as I count, but I’m worried about falling

  asleep.’




  ‘Don’t fret, dragonrider. I will warn you if I sense you are sliding towards sleep. And please, call me Fire. Most dragonriders use a shortened form of their dragon’s

  name.’




  Dragonrider. She, Nolita, was a dragonrider! Who would ever have thought it? For as long as she could remember, Nolita had suffered a terrible fear of all large creatures – even the most

  gentle ones. Add to that a terror of heights that had prevented her from playing even the most simple of climbing games as a child, and the miraculous nature of her current situation became

  apparent. The idea that she would ever ride high in the sky on a dragon’s back was laughable, and yet here she was. If only my brother and my sister could see me now, she thought. They would

  be amazed.




  ‘Thank you, Fire. I appreciate your help and understanding,’ she said, realising with a start that she had not answered him. Her thoughts were so easily distracted at the

  moment. ‘I’m not sure this will ever be easy, but I’ll try.’




  Closing her eyes, she began. ‘One, two, three . . .’ By the time she reached thirty, her heart rate began to drop and the tight feeling of sickness in her stomach started to subside.

  There was still a bitter taste at the back of her mouth, but she ignored it and continued counting.




  Kira glanced left at Nolita to see how she was doing. Nolita was flying on Firestorm alongside Kira’s dusk dragon, Fang. Elian was riding his dawn dragon, Aurora, ahead

  of them, leading the way northwards towards Orupee and the Oracle’s cave.




  At dawn tomorrow, Aurora was planning to make a gateway into the other world. Aurora could have created the gateway at the enclave of the day dragons. There was no limitation on where she

  created them, but gateways could only be formed at dawn, when the barriers between worlds were at their weakest. Elian had pushed them into beginning the journey immediately after Nolita’s

  triumph at the test of bravery. He had made her face up to her fears and ride her dragon again, cleverly reinforcing the boost in self-confidence she had gained. Nolita could hardly refuse to climb

  back onto her dragon in front of her entire enclave.




  ‘Fang?’ Kira asked. ‘Do you know where we’re going to find the griffins that Barnabas mentioned?’




  Barnabas, senior rider at the day dragon enclave, had identified the ‘brave ones’ from the Oracle’s verse about the second orb as the half-lion, half-eagle creatures of legend.

  Even the dragons acknowledged the wisdom of the elderly rider, so Kira felt sure his interpretation of the riddling words was right.




  ‘I have some idea, yes,’ Fang replied with an amused chuckle that rumbled around in her mind.




  ‘What’s so funny? It would be good to have some idea of where the next orb might be. So where will we be heading?’




  ‘I’d rather not say just yet. Aurora and I decided it would be better to wait until we had everyone together. It’s funny, because we had just decided that you would be the

  first rider to start thinking about the griffins, when you asked. It must be your hunter’s instinct.’




  ‘I’d say it was common sense,’ she replied. ‘But we need to find Pell first, and that might not be so easy. Let’s start with that. Where’s the

  enclave of the night dragons? Have you ever been there?’




  Just speaking Pell’s name set Kira bristling with barely concealed anger. The boy’s arrogance had led him to abandon them before the quest had begun. He had not listened to reason,

  but instead insisted that the Oracle’s reference to the ‘brave ones’ had meant the leaders of the night dragon enclave. His misinterpretation and pig-headedness had set him on a

  course that could spell disaster. If the night dragon leader discovered what they were doing, he would move against them. That did not bear thinking about.




  ‘I have seen it from a distance,’ Fang said warily. ‘The enclave is in the largest of the mountain ranges in Isaa. It’s not a good idea to get too close

  unless you are a night dragon. They are very protective of their enclave. I do not want to sound prejudiced, but the night dragons are not welcoming to other dragon types the way that day, dusk and

  dawn dragons are.’




  ‘So how are we going to make contact with Pell and Shadow if they have reached the enclave before we get there?’ Kira asked.




  ‘Well, the sensible option would be to wait for them to leave,’ Fang suggested. ‘If they get there before us, then the night dragons will already know that the

  Great Quest is underway. From what Barnabas said, that will spell trouble. What sort of trouble, I would rather not guess. The night dragons have an unsavoury reputation when it comes to dealing

  with those who stand in their way.’




  ‘Great!’ Kira growled. ‘So we get to sit and wait for pretty boy, while he makes life difficult for us.’ She fell silent for a moment as she started

  doing some quick mental calculations. ‘Fang, how long will it take Pell to get to the night dragon enclave from the Oracle?’




  ‘Depending on the weather, it takes about a week,’ Fang replied thoughtfully. ‘But Shadow is a very strong dragon. She might do it faster.’




  ‘A week? Hmm. We’ve been gone six days from the Oracle. He’s probably not there yet. I wonder . . . ’




  ‘What do you wonder?’ Fang asked, intrigued.




  ‘I wonder if we should go straight to the night dragon enclave rather than the Oracle,’ she mused. ‘We could intercept Shadow and bring Pell back to the Oracle

  before going off to find the griffins.’




  ‘That is a good idea,’ Fang admitted. ‘But we should not make the decision alone. Let’s talk to the others about it later. I think the urgency of getting the

  day orb to the Oracle will probably outweigh the danger posed by Pell’s impetuous trip to the night dragon enclave.’




  Kira was not convinced, but she could see that Fang was right about discussing it with the others. If they were to change their course, then they should all agree on it. She looked at Elian on

  Aurora’s back and then at Nolita. Did the girl have her eyes closed? It was hard to be certain from this distance, but it did look that way. Kira arched her eyebrows as she considered what it

  would be like to fly with her eyes closed. She was not sure she would like to do it for more than a few heartbeats. Flying in cloud and heavy rain when it was difficult to see was bad enough, but

  to fly completely blind – just the thought of it sent a shudder down her spine.




  They landed in the late afternoon near a small lake. No sooner had they touched down than Nolita dismounted and made straight for the water’s edge to wash. Dipping her hands into the lake

  she scrubbed and rubbed at her skin with vicious thoroughness. Kira and Elian left her to it.




  Having witnessed her bravery in the day dragon enclave earlier, Nolita’s quirky behaviour and strange little rituals now seemed somehow more acceptable. It took a special kind of strength

  to face one’s worst fears and overcome them. Nolita needed the rituals to help her do this. Kira found all the hand-washing a source of irritation, but she could see the positive effect it

  had on the blond girl. It kept her going. Kira was not foolish enough to interfere with anything that achieved this.




  They spoke little as they set up camp. There was no need. Each of them had settled into a routine, so they got on with their tasks and worked until the shelter was complete, a fire set, and an

  adequate pile of fuel gathered to feed the flames through the night. With all the major tasks complete, they settled around the fire to heat water for drinks and to cook food for their evening

  meal.




  Kira raised the subject of going directly after Pell, but both Elian and Nolita were quick to oppose her.




  ‘What if something goes wrong?’ Elian asked. ‘What if the night dragons steal the first orb? The quest is on enough of a knife-edge already. Don’t complicate it,

  Kira.’




  ‘The orb must go to the Oracle immediately,’ Nolita added firmly, not allowing Kira the opportunity to respond to Elian’s questions.




  One look at Nolita’s expression said it all. Kira let the matter drop. In her heart, however, she felt they might all come to regret this decision. Her instincts were screaming at her that

  they should go after Pell before it was too late, but she knew that to split the group further would spell the end of the quest. To succeed they needed Aurora’s gateways to speed them from

  place to place. As Aurora was Elian’s dragon, he had become the unlikely leader of the group, which grated a little.




  Kira glanced at him across the fire. He was lost in thought, staring at the flames. With his fair hair and serious blue eyes, he was a nice enough boy, but he wasn’t ready to lead a quest

  like this. He was too naïve. Yes, he was brave and adventurous, but he had no experience of the world outside of his little village. He did have some useful skills, but he was too quick to

  defer to others to be an effective leader. He did challenge things if he didn’t agree, but he lacked the instincts Kira had gained during her training as a hunter. What was the core of this

  quest if not a hunt? She was far more suited to be the leader than he was.




  The evening was warm, and the fire unnecessary other than for cooking. Though it was supposedly the height of summer, this region saw little seasonal variation in weather. The temperate climate

  in Orupee was far more variable. What will it be like in Isaa? she wondered. Isaa was on the far side of Areth. She was not even sure whether it was north or south of the equator. Would it be

  summer or winter there now?




  A slight sound set her senses tingling. Something was moving in the grass behind her, closing with the stealth of a predator. Muscles tensed, she slid her hand to the hilt of her belt knife and

  slowly turned her head. Neither of her compatriots looked up. They were both lost in their own thoughts. It was hard to see anything outside of the cocoon of light that surrounded the fire. Shadows

  danced in sympathy with the flames, but there were no telltale reflections from hunting eyes that she could see.




  For a moment, Kira began to wonder if she were imagining it. The edge of the lake was only a handful of paces away. How could anything hide in such a small area? A slight movement in her

  peripheral vision set her heart racing again. It was a snake – a huge snake.




  ‘Gods!’ she breathed. She had seen a lot of snakes during her hunting trips, but nothing like this one. Its undulating body was far thicker than her thigh and it was so long that the

  middle of its body was still emerging from the water. She froze. Movement would attract its attention. It was far less likely to attack if it did not perceive her as a threat. What was it doing

  this close to a fire? Snakes were normally shy creatures.




  The others were still not aware of it, but Kira was hesitant to speak. Any noise might trigger an attack.




  ‘Fang?’ she asked silently.




  ‘I see it, Kira. Stay still.’




  ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Not far. I’ve camouflaged, but as soon as I move it will feel me coming. Its whole body is sensitive to movement and I won’t be able to mask my approach. I don’t

  want to trigger it to attack before I can intervene. The orb is drawing it.’




  ‘The orb? How?’




  ‘It’s giving off such a strong scent of blood that it’s probably attracting every predator for leagues around,’ Fang replied, his voice sounding casual.




  ‘A little warning would have been nice. How long have you known?’ Kira asked, watching with a growing sense of horror as the snake gathered its coils.




  ‘Ever since we landed,’ Fang admitted. ‘Dragons are not as sensitive to blood as some predators, but we all noticed it. We didn’t want to worry you

  unnecessarily. I’d say this further strengthens the argument for taking it to the Oracle and ridding ourselves of it as soon as possible.’




  The snake’s mouth began to open and Kira could no longer control the urge to draw her knife. The steel blade flashed in the light of the fire as she whipped it from her belt. She drew her

  weapon and the great head lashed forwards towards her, jaws gaping. She flinched, slashing the air with the blade, body braced against the expected impact of the huge reptile. To her surprise the

  strike did not reach her, for as the snake lunged so Longfang’s invisible jaws bit into its mid-section.




  Nolita’s hands rose instinctively to her cheeks and she screamed, the sound reverberating across the water as vast coils of the snake whipped up into the air, wrapping around Fang’s

  neck and rapidly constricting in an attempt to crush the dragon’s throat. Elian was on his feet and shouting. Kira scrambled around the fire to join them. Huddling behind the tiny tongues of

  flame, they used the fire as a fragile shield whilst they watched in fascinated horror as the two giant reptiles twisted, locked in combat. The dragon’s cloak of camouflage disappeared as the

  huge weight of the snake dragged him down.




  ‘Fang!’ Kira yelled, her stomach tightening as she realised just how big the snake was. ‘Fang! Kill it! Kill it!’




  Heavy and strong though the snake was, it was no match for Longfang. The dragon’s jaws had gained a good purchase. With brutal efficiency he clamped them tighter and tighter, his teeth

  shearing through the snake’s flesh and crushing its spine. With a savage twist of his neck, Fang bit the enormous snake in two. For a heartbeat the two halves thrashed and twisted, the great

  muscles reacting to autonomic triggers before gradually going limp.




  Fang’s head rose as the snake dropped from his neck. He appeared to be chewing.




  ‘Are you all right?’ Kira asked aloud.




  ‘I am perfectly fine, Kira. I always was partial to a bit of snake meat. Very tasty,’ he said, tossing his head as he swallowed the great chunk of snake.

  ‘I’ve not seen one this big for a very long time. It will make for a good meal.’




  ‘He’s all right,’ Kira told the others, trying to sound casual. Nolita was pale with shock and Elian did not look a lot better. ‘We’d better be on our guard

  tonight. Fang tells me the orb is giving off a blood scent that’s attracting predators. The dragons will keep watch, but we might want to hold a watch of our own as well.’




  ‘I’d say that’s not a bad idea,’ Elian agreed.




  The night passed without further incident. The dragons positioned their bodies to form a protective circle around the riders’ shelter. The proximity of the dragons set Nolita shaking, but

  she was so exhausted from her trial earlier in the day that, despite her reaction and the shock of the snake attack, she was quick to sink into a deep sleep. Kira volunteered to take the first

  watch and quickly realised the steps the dragons had taken made her efforts redundant. When the time came for Elian to begin his watch, rather than wake him, she slipped into the shelter alongside

  him and left the dragons to their vigil.
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  Chapter Three




  The Hunter’s Instinct




  On waking to the eerie light of pre-dawn, Kira was glad that she had decided not to keep the watch going. They had all benefited from a good sleep and there was no telling what

  time of day or night it might be on the far side of the gateway. The other world that Aurora took them to was frightening. It was a place of war and danger unlike anywhere in Areth. They all needed

  their wits about them to negotiate it safely and get back to the Oracle with the orb.




  The sudden roar of a big cat made her sit up straight. It sounded close. For an instant her mind flashed back to the first time she had heard that noise.




  ‘Don’t worry, Kira. It knows better than to come any closer.’ Fang’s voice in her mind was calm and measured.




  She didn’t reply, but was reassured by Fang’s presence. The feeling triggered memories of her first overnight trip into the savannah, and Manoush, the hunter who had taken her. He

  had inspired similar feelings of safety. A fond smile crept across her face. Despite the hunter’s status, everyone in the village called him Moo because of his size and leisurely gait.




  He had never walked like the other hunters. Where they stalked warily through the long grass and bushes, Moo moved in a gently meandering fashion, unthreatening and slow. His big brown eyes,

  wide face and huge torso portrayed a certain resemblance to the village cows, but his appearance was deceptive. Moo was one of the most successful hunters in her tribe. He was also a maverick.

  Other hunters did not like working with him, despite his frequent successes.




  Kira was delighted when Moo suggested the overnight trip to her parents. He convinced them by suggesting that if she were sufficiently frightened by the experience, she might decide to give up

  on the idea of becoming a hunter and turn her attention to something more appropriate for a girl of her age. Her father had been grateful to the big man, not suspecting for a moment that Moo had no

  intention of allowing her to get frightened – quite the opposite.




  The strange hunter had shown her many useful hunting tricks, and with his hulking presence at her side she had learned to respect the dangers of the night without fearing them. Even the roaring

  of the lions as dawn broke had been more fascinating than frightening. When the big man dropped her off at the family hut the next morning, her father expected her to be a quivering wreck. He could

  barely conceal his anger when she bubbled with enthusiasm over the experience. She could still picture Moo’s sly wink to her the moment her father’s back had turned. He was a good man,

  was Moo.




  A horrible thought suddenly crossed her mind. If the orb was drawing predators to them here in Areth, what sort of attention would it attract in the other world? The warmth of her memories died

  in an instant and icy needles shot through her belly. ‘Best not to think about that too hard,’ she told herself.




  They all had a quick wash at the water’s edge, under the watchful eyes of the three dragons. Then it was time to gather their things and mount up before the sun broke the horizon.




  ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right riding alone, Nolita?’ Elian asked.




  ‘I’ll manage,’ she mumbled. ‘If I’m ever going to get over my fears, I need to keep working at it.’




  Kira gave her an encouraging pat on the shoulder. Nolita impressed her more with every passing day. Elian did not look convinced, but Kira stared at him until he backed off and resumed packing

  his gear. He was acting like a mother hen. Nolita had a full set of flying gear now, so even if they emerged from the gate into the freezing air of high altitude like last time, she would be

  prepared. Firestorm would look after her.




  There was no sign of the snake’s carcass, but the contented feeling she sensed from Fang told her all she needed to know. If he had not eaten the snake by himself, the dragons had shared

  it. She shuddered. They were welcome to it. Snake meat had never been a favourite. It was not the flavour. It was the thought of what she was eating that put her off. So much for the hardened

  hunter, she thought, with an inward grimace.




  They mounted their dragons. Nolita looked pale as a wraith in the milky morning light. In contrast, Firestorm’s blue scales were vibrant. His delight at his rider’s continued bravery

  reflected in his proud stance and sparkling eyes. He was almost unrecognisable from the washed-out dragon they had first met a week before, when Nolita was too scared to go near him.
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