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-Prologue-
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The Fall

I was born in a time when the world was still recovering from Ciarrohn’s first attack.  Though I had a fair mix of elvish and even dwarfish blood in my veins, I was mostly human.  There wasn’t a word for our kind yet, but years later we would be called Nesnan or Resai.  We were simply called people then, like all the other races.

I was raised in the place of my birth, in the hills near Dhonoara, and although I was considered a great beauty I sought no one out as a husband.  Early on I proved to be talented, set apart from the others, so I was sent away to hone my skills and work towards becoming something greater.  I never saw my family again, but my classmates and school teachers helped fill that void.  I spent many years training, studying and developing my skills and I grew very close to one of my tutors in particular.  I even imagined a future with him, a future that seemed as bright and wondrous as any I could imagine, but fate offered me another option.

Despite my years of study and knowledge, I was still very young among my peers and my mind was easily persuaded by anything bright and charming.  And I had another vice then: the desire for power.  The lingering evil of Ciarrohn had tainted many of us with its poison, but I was weak and I could not push it from my veins.  It would have remained nothing more than a yearning if not for one thing.

An uprising in the north of our province, the province of Ghorium, brought forth a challenger to the elvin king.  He was soon defeated by the human man, young and ambitious and from a far away province in the west.  The people of Ghorium were shocked at this, for Ethoes had granted the kingdom of Ghorium to the elves, but the idea of a fresh new ruler, one who had usurped the throne of the harsh monarch before him, made us all forget that the world had been shifted off balance.

Our new ruler was touring his new kingdom when he came to my secluded valley and immediately I was overcome by his presence.  He was charming, he was handsome, and he had just overthrown a cruel and mighty king.  To our people and many more he was a hero, for the previous sovereign of Ghorium had grown harsh and bitter, corrupted by the lingering infection of Ciarrohn.

This new monarch was also powerful and for some reason or another he was interested in me and, fool that I was, I fell for his beguiling charms.  I must admit, I was overtaken by the king’s fine looks and impeccable manners and he offered me a share in his power, that tantalizing position I had yearned for all my life.  So I turned my back on my tutor, the one who had trained me with patience and kindness, the one who had been by my side through laughter and sorrow.  I knew he loved me and I thought I had loved him, at least before my new suitor arrived.  But that desire for power had a cruel hold on me and I took the offer the human king of Ghorium extended to me.  We married and I traveled to the northern reaches of the province with him to begin what I thought was going to be the perfect life.  A queen, married to a man I thought to be in love with.  How could anything destroy that?

A year into our marriage I learned that I was pregnant.  I had never hoped for such a blessing, for I was certain that the gift of motherhood was something Ethoes denied me; a choice I had made long before meeting my king.  But I must have been wrong, for I was to be a mother after all.  Oh, the joy I felt in those first few months!  My husband, of course, was elated and started making plans for his new son.

“But if it is a princess we are expecting?” I had said, laughing a little.

“No,” he had answered me tersely, “it will be a son and he will be the most powerful king that ever lived.”

My smile lingered but soon faded as I saw something pass over my husband’s eyes.  He didn’t look quite himself, as if someone else had spoken for him.  I shrugged it off, thinking it might just be his own enthusiasm getting the better of him.  But as the weeks passed he became more and more alien to me, as if he had been wearing a disguise all this time and it was just now falling apart all around him.

My king was no longer charming and kind but brusque and demanding.  He never spoke to me, only to the child growing inside of me, as if I meant nothing to him.  At first I hid my grief, thinking this was normal for a father who was expecting a son, but it finally wore me down.  I spent less time outdoors, locked away in the icy castle in the north of Ghorium, wondering why my husband’s regard was vanishing, wondering if my child would love me when he finally arrived.  Wondering, dreading, if my king would hate me if it was a daughter I gave him and not a son.

In time I learned to avoid my husband when he fell into one of his rages, something that occurred more often than not.  He hadn’t been this way when we first married and I feared this was some hidden part of him that he’d kept from me.  I dreaded even more that perhaps the land itself had ruined him just as it had destroyed our previous monarch, the elvin king everyone seemed to have forgotten.  For it was upon this very soil that Ciarrohn stirred his malice once before; before the dragon Traagien could put an end to his corruption.

If the taint of the evil god was once again taking hold in the hearts of the people of Ghorium, would I too become bitter and hateful?  Would my unborn child succumb as well?  I could only hope and plead with Ethoes that such was not so and use what power and talents I had to protect those I still loved.

During this time, when my husband cast me aside and my worries overwhelmed me, I thought of the man who had cared for me those many years ago.  Bitter tears would well up in my eyes when I thought of him, but I dashed them away.  I had forsaken that gift when I allowed my desire for power to control me.  I had given up love for the chance to be queen of a great province and now I walked alone, not even my ladies in waiting and the servants paying me much heed.

The birth of my son was a miracle in of itself, for when he finally came into this world he took all that he could from me.  It was a surprise that I survived it, for he was strong and I was weak.  He did not cry when he greeted this world and a sliver of fear cut through my heart, but I was told he was perfectly healthy.  I fell asleep, wondering if I had been lied to, not expecting to wake up again.

The days blurred together and I saw my new son seldom.  The king came to me once, holding up our child and grinning broadly, a hint of wickedness in his eyes.  I was worried at first but then he spoke, “Behold, my son, Cierryon.  For he will be as great as the god Ciarrohn and he will one day rule the world.”

I wondered then why Ethoes hadn’t been merciful and taken my life in childbirth.  I saw the truth now; my husband had been poisoned, corrupted by the goddess’s youngest son, the one who never ceased to cause pandemonium in our world.  I feared for myself then, but I feared for my son even more.  My husband called him Cierryon, in honor of the god who had ensorcelled him, but I had my own name for him, a name I would call him when we were together, if we were ever permitted to be together again: Kalehm.

Slowly I healed and eventually I was allowed to see my son.  He was a month old when I was finally well enough to leave my chambers, and he stole my heart immediately.  His hair was fair like his father’s but his eyes were dark like my mother’s.  The sudden memory of my family brought tears to my eyes but I quickly hid them, for my king no longer abided tears.

The first few years of my son’s life was a hard time for me, for as my husband fell further into his obsession with the god Ciarrohn, I found myself keeping apart from him as often as possible.  His temper flared at the smallest inclination and he often took his rage out on me in order to spare our son.  The castle became a miserable prison, for myself and those who served us.  The king doted on his child, teaching him habits I would never have dreamed of, allowing him to be violent and giving him everything he desired.

Once I imagined myself taking my child and fleeing with him, running off to some far away province where the king of Ghorium could never find us.  It was a simple trip into the country that changed my mind on the matter.  I took my boy, Kalehm, the name I only used when his father was not around, without informing the king of our plans.  He hunted us down and I was punished for my indiscretion, all in sight of our son.  It wasn’t the pain my husband inflicted on me that wounded me so, but the look on Kalehm’s face.  Indifference.  Seeing his mother’s harsh punishment had no effect on him whatsoever.  That is when I realized that my husband never wished to spare our son when he abused me; he wished to train him to accept such violence and to be immune to its awfulness.

I could have left, yes.  I could have given it all up and gone on my own.  My husband would not have cared one way or the other.  But I could not leave my son to his imminent destruction, so I stayed, despite the cruelty, neglect and turmoil.  I tried to teach my son what I could, when his father was not around, to instill some good in him.  But it seemed impossible.

I should have left that first year, but some inborn maternal instinct wouldn’t let me go.  It wasn’t until my boy’s tenth year that I realized the child I had clung to and tried to save was no longer there.  He had been completely transformed, turned into something spiteful and evil, and when I looked carefully I could see glimpses of Ciarrohn in his eyes.  My Kalehm was no longer in control; he no longer thought or felt, his mind and soul had been completely dominated by whatever sliver remained of the evil god in this world.  Traagien had done his best, but that great dragon had not destroyed Ciarrohn completely those many years ago and now the evil god had found a young, strong host, one I was certain he would never relent.

My heart broke the day I realized my son was lost and I wandered the castle halls, sobbing silently and wishing for an end to my torment.  But such a blessing would not come to me because of a vow I made years before.  I would suffer for my misdeeds, for choosing the desire for power over love.  This was to be my fate and punishment.

I stayed in the castle for a month after my discovery but it was time for me to leave, to strike out into the world and try to forget my mistakes and my failures.  I was correct in thinking my husband would not care about my whereabouts, as long as he had our son at his side.  I left with only the clothes on my back.  Briefly, I thought of returning to my homeland, of seeking out the man I had once admired and rejected but I knew he could no longer love me, if love me he did before I married the king.  As comforting as it seemed to go back to that life I knew I could not.  I had forsaken it long ago.

The wilderness became my home and I thanked the goddess for giving me a curiosity about the earth and its growing things when I was a child, for I was able to care for myself well enough by taking advantage of its bounty.  I stayed close for several years, within the province of Ghorium, all to hear news of my dear Kalehm, my son.  I knew he was lost to me, but a mother never forgets her children, and as the years flew by word of the young prince became more and more common.  I heard tales of his cruelty and ambition, of his poor treatment of those who were less fortunate than himself.  His father had already begun a new reign of terror and it only seemed to be worsening as he taught his own twisted values to his heir.  I should not have sought out news of the king and the prince, for it shattered my heart anew each time.  But something drove me to seek it, and I paid dearly for my curiosity.

When my son reached his twentieth year a distant king, the brother to my husband, traveled from the far province of Oescienne in the west.  With him he brought his sons and allies; a massive army to defeat my husband and put an end to his reign of terror.  We rallied behind him, myself and the common folk of Ghorium.  Only, our king and his son had been planning, building up their own armies and breeding dragons capable of destroying whole villages.

Though the king of Oescienne had dragons to fight by his side as well, they were defeated and slaughtered.  It was amid all this horror that I realized my Kalehm had wielded a power no man, elf or dwarf could ever control.  Ciarrohn had grown strong within him and had helped him obliterate his enemies.

My husband, the king, died in the great battle as well, but all evidence proved that he had been murdered by his own son, the new king of Ghorium.  I did not think my punishment could get any worse.  I did not grieve my husband, for he had been a stranger to me for so long.  What I mourned was that final thread of hope to save my son snapping when he killed his father and all those who opposed him.

The days and months flew by after the defeat of the king of Oescienne, and my child grew in power, his soul no longer present.  He became known as the Crimson King, or the Great Tyrant, because that is what he had become.  He took the symbol of the blood rose, our benevolent goddess’s emblem, and adopted it, claiming it to be his own.  When the blood of his enemies had spilled upon the great plain below our province, where he had fought his uncle from the west, the roses had grown and he had taken this as a sign.  But we, the people of Ethoes, would always know.  We would always keep the blood rose sacred, for it was first and foremost the gift from our goddess and not the symbol of violence and death that the Tyrant King had claimed it to be.

After that first war I decided to go into hiding again, living off of the forest in the east and wondering if my son even remembered me.  I visited villages seldom, only to prove that there were still people in the world and to pick up a few supplies I could not gather from the forest.  My son continued to grow in power, threatening to make war upon the neighboring provinces.

There was a rumor circulating as well, one that turned my blood colder than the day I learned who had overtaken my child.  A rumor so horrifying that my dreams became saturated with it.  It was whispered among the people of Ghorium that their tyrant king had plans to destroy what remained of the human race, the Tanaan from the west, those who had so readily allowed their sovereign and his seven sons to leave their kingdom and come to die in Ghorium.  Ciarrohn was ready to take the next step in eradicating the bond Ethoes had struck between the peoples of her world and their land.  He would put an end to the human race once and for all, and leave Oescienne free for his taking.  Never mind that it was on the other side of the world, for the humans were weak and they would be easiest to defeat.

I waited in agony as the weeks passed and the rumors became more frequent.  The very air was vibrating with the essence of doom and many reports from the castle to the far north only confirmed my fears.  My son was creating more of his battle dragons.  He was planning a campaign to the west.

We would never see the Crimson King march with his great armies, however, for one month before he was to leave on his great conquering mission, a small band of warriors arrived in Ghorium, led by a young, vibrant man full of passion and vengeance.  I later learned that this young man was the eighth son of the king of Oescienne and he had spent the past several years planning a mission of revenge.  The poor young fool.  But I understood his pain; his need for vengeance.  I could only imagine that the love between a son and his father was just as strong, if not stronger, than the love between a mother and a son.  Though I yearned for him to return to his homeland where he might be safe for a little bit longer, I could not blame him for what he had chosen to do.

I remember the day the Tanaan fell as if it happened only yesterday.  I had left my forest retreat behind and had joined the masses of people who had marched across the plains of Ghorium to witness what they hoped would be the end of my son’s reign.  I longed for an end to this tyranny; for an end to the slavery my child was enduring under the control of Ciarrohn, but at the same time I anguished at the thought of his demise.  I prayed for the release of his soul while at the same time I longed he would be forgiven.  Yet, deep down in the depths of my heart I feared, I knew, that this battle would end in tragedy for all.

I remember it well.  The trees were gilded in flame and gold and the autumn air held a chill that always seemed to linger in the province of Ghorium, no matter the time of year.  We huddled together, the peasants and common folk, alongside those who had once owned grand houses and titles.  We gathered along the edge of the plain like rats awaiting their turn at a carcass freshly caught by wolves.  Silence was our cloak, and fear was the shoes we wore.  The Tanaan prince led his soldiers and even from our great distance, I could tell that he was propelled by pure fury and purpose.  He resembled my husband in his looks and his father who had come and died before him.  But he also reminded me of my son, or of who my son could have been had he not been corrupted by the god.

He sat proudly upon his horse, commanding his great army of men and dragons.  From looks alone I would have said he had a great chance of defeating my Kalehm, but the Korli dragons did not stand a chance against the army of Morlis, their size and pure brutality no match for the more peaceful kruel of their brethren.  As the day turned from dawn, to noon, to dusk, we watched and listened in horror as the great battle dragons burned entire legions and tore to pieces the Korlis charged to aid the Tanaan race of humans.  Slowly, those around me crept back towards the forests, their numb terror nearly keeping them from their escape.

I could not leave.  I stood there, watching as my child destroyed an entire army of men, dragons and elves.  I witnessed the carnage, tasted the metallic tint of blood in the air and smelled the acrid scent of burning flesh on the wind.  I forced myself to observe the tragedy, for it was my sentence.  Someone had to witness what occurred here; someone had to write it down, to remember it.  I was the most appropriate candidate.  After all, it was I who had brought this about.  Had I not been selfish, had I not fallen for the king’s charms, had I been braver and taken my son and fled, then this would never have happened.

The air was rife with emotion; pain, anger, sheer terror.  By sundown I was sure everyone was dead, for the carrion crows were circling and the Morli were backing down, retreating to the north.  But I was wrong.  As the sun dipped behind the distant mountains, a piercing flash of light rent the air.  Blinded, I blinked and sucked in a deep breath.  When I regained my sight, I fell to my knees and felt the blood drain from my body.  My senses were so numb that, for several moments, I could only feel the pebbles beneath my knees and dirt gathering beneath my fingernails.  It felt as if I had fallen into the sea while in a deep sleep and I was struggling to reach the surface.

When my hearing returned to me I gazed off into the distance.  There were more dragons than I had seen before, perhaps hundreds or even thousands of them, but they were not Morli, nor were they Korli.  They resembled Traagien, that great savior from so long ago.  I felt my consciousness slipping away, but all I could hear was screaming, a screaming like no other sound I had ever heard before.  It was the sound of a soul being torn from a body, the sound of a mother holding the broken body of her child.  I could not bear it.  I curled into a ball and rocked myself back and forth, trying desperately to cleanse my ears of that horrible sound.  But it was no use, the wails and shrieks of pure hopelessness tore down my barriers, and I fell . . .

-Chapter One-

Getting Away

Jahrra woke to the sound of her own cries, tearing through the pre-dawn air like a wailing banshee flying down a steep canyon.  This time the nightmare was worse than before, holding her hostage even though she knew it wasn’t real; keeping her within its own evil world even as she tried in vain to escape.  Only after hearing the horrible sounds of the screaming dragons did the night terror release her and allow her to wake.  That was when the shouting stopped and the sobbing began.

Jahrra forgot all about her throbbing ankle and aching knee, as well as the deep, late winter chill that had managed to seep into her bones.  She had even forgotten about her semequin Phrym, now standing sheepishly aside where he was tethered, lightly whickering in concern as he eyed his suffering master.  He knew something was wrong but he could not discern what it was.

Jahrra’s cries were soon joined by the heavy wing beats of some large animal, a dark shadow against the still-black sky.

“Jahrra!” a strong voice hissed.  “Jahrra, what’s wrong?”

A great Tanaan dragon landed beside her, pulling his wings in before they became entangled in the low oaks dotting the hillside where they had made their camp the night before.

The distraught young woman couldn’t answer him, or wouldn’t.  The unfamiliar memories from long ago too near and too real for her to do anything other than fight against the pain.  This particular dream had visited her too many times in the past week of travel and it had exhausted her both physically and mentally.  More often than not, the dream changed before she woke, scooping up her own memories and pasting them on to the end.  Instead of the battlefield rife with screaming dragons, it became Hroombra, crying out in agony before his death.  Jahrra shivered and squeezed her eyes shut.  How many times did she have to suffer the loss of the dragon she loved as a father?  But tonight the terrible screams had shaken her from sleep before she could revisit her own horrifying memories.

Jaax scanned the surrounding area, his dragon sight not missing a thing, and when he found no immediate threat he narrowed his eyes and glanced down at Jahrra.  He relaxed, then took a deep breath and whispered knowingly, “The nightmare.”

Jahrra simply nodded, clenching her teeth and curling into a ball despite her injured leg.  Her tears still came, but she was no longer sobbing so aggressively.

“What did you see this time?” the dragon asked gently, tucking his legs under his body and folding his wings as he lay down in the cramped space next to her.  He was careful not to touch her, for he knew she was still fighting the vivid reality of the dream.

Jahrra merely shook her head in answer to his question and closed her eyes.  But that action only brought the pictures streaming forward once again.  The stone hallways of a cold, desolate castle, a cruel king with empty eyes, an army of terrifying dragons, the smell of blood and the anguish of a mother’s loss.  These memories weren’t right; recollections from a past she had no part of, from a lifetime that wasn’t hers.  Gasping, she opened her eyes again and tried to focus on something else.

“Please talk to me, Jahrra,” Jaax pleaded quietly as he curled more securely around her.  “I need to know that you are still with me.”

Jahrra was so used to the totalitarian version of her companion that his unusual kindness drew her out.  She took a deep breath and regaled the tale to him, her voice trembling during the worst parts.  She didn’t bother telling him that the dream seemed to be taking place from her point of view, as if the memories were her own.  When it had started worming its way into her usual nightmare regarding Hroombra, it had scared her nearly to death.  Had some long dead spirit somehow possessed her, reliving its turbulent past through her dreams?

When she finished, Jaax released a smoke-tinged sigh and said, “I’ve had nightmares as well, different than yours but nightmares nonetheless.”

Jahrra uncurled a bit and looked up at him.  “You have nightmares too?  Why have you not said?”

A knowing grin crept onto the dragon’s face.  “Oh, for the same reason you were reluctant to tell me of yours, I’m sure.”

Jahrra nodded.  No one liked to admit their vulnerabilities.  Of course, her habit of declaring her night terrors for all those to hear made it harder to keep them to herself.  She wondered that if she were to watch Jaax sleep, would she witness some evidence of his own bad dreams?  She thought about what else he’d said, about how his dreams were different than hers.  Did someone else’s memories infiltrate his nightmares as well?

Taking another deep breath and rubbing her swollen eyes, Jahrra sat up and took in their surroundings.  They had been on the road for just over a week (Jahrra’s injury and foul weather creating quite a delay) and so far they hadn’t encountered any of the Crimson King’s soldiers.  Jahrra wondered if it was pure luck or if Jaax had been correct in assuming the Tyrant’s minions would have a harder time finding them should they head inland.  In either case, she was grateful not to have come across them.  Her nightmares and her memories of why they were leaving Oescienne in the first place were bad enough.

Jahrra yawned and moved to stand up, wincing and crashing back down to the ground when she put too much weight on her sprained ankle.  The injury she garnered while escaping her attackers outside the Castle Guard Ruin was healing but it still bothered her, especially on these cold nights when she had been sleeping on the hard ground.

Jaax lifted an inquiring eye, quietly asking if she needed assistance.

“I’m fine,” she grumbled as she managed to pull herself upright.  “Just a little stiff from the cold is all.”

And still a little shaken from her night terrors, but that would pass.

The dragon nodded then watched her disappear into the bushes to make herself ready for the day.

Jaax sighed and contemplated what their next move should be.  He had planned on hunting before dawn but the current circumstances changed his mind.  Jahrra needed him here despite their awkward friendship, a friendship that seemed only as new as their week-old journey, regardless of the long years they had known one another.

Once the initial numbness of Hroombra’s death had started to wear off Jahrra had become distant and withdrawn, as if she had no will of her own.  Jaax had tried everything to keep her mind occupied: pointing out the changing scenery and unfamiliar wildlife as they moved farther north and east, telling her old tales in Kruelt, asking her about all the details of her childhood that he had missed out on.  Jahrra had only answered in shrugs and nods for several days and Jaax had begun to worry.  He knew about her nightmares, for he woke nearly every night to the sounds of her terrible dreams, but she never wanted to talk about them.

Sighing, the dragon stood up and stretched, gazing out over the long, wide valley they had climbed above the day before.  Glordienn was only a few more leagues to the north of them and the last point of civilization they would see in a long time.  One of them would have to venture into that great sprawling city and purchase some much needed supplies.  The wilderness could only offer so much and the suddenness of their escape had forced them to leave not as well prepared as Jaax would have liked.  He knew Jahrra would have to be the one to make their purchases, and although it made the most sense it still sent fear coursing through his heart.  He loathed sending her into an unknown city alone but a hooded figure riding a semequin was not nearly as conspicuous as a young woman escorted by a Tanaan dragon.

Jaax had it all planned out, regardless of his reluctance:  they would arrive on the outskirts of the city well before dawn and before the sun had crested the eastern mountains. Before the sprawling rural city had a chance to properly wake up, Jahrra would have conducted her business and would be well on her way, meeting him at the eastern gates.  Some dried provisions, water skins, extra travel bags and rope.  That was all they needed.  It wouldn’t take long to gather such common items and Jaax happened to know of a general store that would carry all four.  The traveling bags would cost twice as much there than at the leather smith’s, but Hroombra had saved up plenty in the back room of the Castle Guard Ruin and if it meant a quick and discreet sale, then it was worth it.  Besides, this particular store was located on the outskirts of town, very near the eastern gates and away from the busier streets.

The sound of rustling brush drew the dragon’s attention back towards his ward.  Jahrra, still looking a little groggy but more alert, stepped back into the clearing, stretching and yawning.  Jaax thought her limp seemed less pronounced but he couldn’t say for sure.

“How far will we make it today?” she asked, weaving her long blond hair into a braid.

“Not too far.  We’ll travel to the outskirts of Glordienn.”  Jaax nodded in the general direction of the large settlement at the base of the mountains, just now appearing in the pre-dawn light.  “And then we’ll camp again.”

Jahrra gave him a quizzical look.

“We need supplies,” he continued.  “Some rope and food, and extra bags for storing these things.”

“Phrym is already carrying enough,” she said, eyes cast down and voice growing softer.

Jaax grimaced, though Jahrra didn’t see it.  “I have plenty of room on my back,” he offered.

Jahrra glanced up, a look of surprise on her face.

“As long as you find some bags with straps long enough to drape over my neck.”

“Me?  I have to do the shopping?”

Yes, unfortunately, the dragon thought.  “A young woman alone so early in the morning, although unusual, is not nearly as unusual as a young woman and a dragon.”

Jahrra nodded again.  Jaax didn’t have to elaborate.  She knew exactly what he was implying.  If the Crimson King’s men did travel this way, asking questions, they would have a better chance if the people of Glordienn could only report the sighting of a girl and a semequin and not a girl, semequin and a Tanaan dragon.

Jaax sighed, singing the leaves of the closest tree with his hot breath.  “We’ll continue along this ridge, then descend a little just above Glordienn and wait through the night.”

“It shouldn’t take us too long to get to Glordienn, maybe half a day,” Jahrra noted, lifting a hand to her forehead as she scanned the wide valley below.  “What will we do the rest of the afternoon?”

Jaax grinned.  “We’ll think of something.”

As Jahrra had predicted, they crossed the ridge by noon and descended closer towards the city an hour after that.  Jahrra suggested they move nearer but Jaax didn’t want to risk being seen.  To pass the time, Jaax told her stories of his time spent searching for her.  When she asked how many years he had spent looking for the human Ethoes had promised, he merely shrugged and looked away.

“Too many to count or remember accurately,” was his reply.

There was something sad about his tone and Jahrra would have pressed further, only she knew that both of them were doing their best to stay away from morose memories for the time being.

Nighttime came swiftly and after eating a quickly prepared meal, Jaax suggested that Jahrra get some sleep.  He watched her shiver for several moments then cleared his throat and said, “You know, there is no point in you freezing every night.”

He lifted the wing closest to her and gestured towards the spot on the ground just beside him.

Jahrra cast him an incredulous look.

Trying his best not to sigh in frustration, Jaax continued, “One of the benefits in having a continual fire burning inside of you is that your skin is usually very warm.  Besides, I’ll feel better with you as close to me as possible.  No sneak attacks in the middle of the night.”

When Jahrra ascertained that he was being completely serious, she reluctantly moved her sleeping mat and blanket to the spot he had indicated.  Jaax had been right.  It was like lying next to a low burning fire.  Just as she was getting comfortable, he let his wing drop casually to the ground.  Jahrra squawked at the sudden darkness of being trapped under a dragon’s wing.

“Jaax!” she hissed.  “You’ll suffocate me!”

“I most certainly will not.  And who will try and get close to you now?”

Jahrra didn’t like being held captive like some helpless sacrifice under Jaax’s wing, but he had a point.  If anyone could even guess that a young girl was sleeping by his side, they would think twice about inciting his wrath.  Grumbling to herself and inching as far away from his side as she could, Jahrra fell into a more peaceful sleep.

Jaax woke her an hour before dawn.  She changed quickly and saddled Phrym before they began the short trek down the hillside and onto the edge of Glordienn.  Jahrra felt immensely better that morning and she realized it was a result of sleeping so close to her new guardian.  Peace of mind, she told herself.

The sprawling mountain city of Glordienn was more of a large trading post than a city and all of its buildings were constructed of rough hewn stones and wood; timber gathered from the plentiful trees blanketing the foothills of the Elornn Mountains.  The great settlement was partially surrounded by a tall wood pole fence and Jahrra had no trouble finding an entrance as her eyes scanned their jagged points.  The gates were open and no one was on guard, something Jahrra found odd but decided was a result of very little traffic coming through at such an early hour.  As she and Phrym passed through the welcoming entrance, she noticed that the streets were muddy from the recent rainy weather and the houses and storefronts were dark.

Towards the east side of town and only a few blocks from the gate that would be their exit, Jahrra found the general store.  It was the largest building in the area and hosted several wooden signs that listed the variety of goods they sold and traded.  Jahrra felt her heart sink, however, when she noticed that the glass adorning the front of the store was dark as well.  A sign posted out front stated that the store didn’t open for another two hours.  Biting her lip in frustration, Jahrra turned Phrym to begin walking back up the street.  She didn’t think Jaax would want her waiting around for that long.

“Excuse me, sir?  May I help you with something?”

Jahrra started and nearly frightened Phrym into bolting.  There hadn’t been a soul around two minutes ago.  She turned, thanking Ethoes for having the presence of mind to keep her hood low.  She lifted her hood just enough to see who was speaking, a Nesnan man in the clean suit of a grocer’s assistant.

Clearing her throat and donning what she hoped was a more masculine voice, she said, “Ah, yes, I was hopin’ to make some purchases, but seeing as you’re not open yet . . .”

The young man tilted his head and glanced up and down the street.  “If you know what it is that you want, I might be able to make an exception.”

Jahrra felt her heart race.  “Yes, I have here a list.”

She pulled the list out of her saddlebag, grateful she had thought to write everything down, and handed it down to the young man.

He reached up, eyeing Phrym with interest.  “That’s a fine looking semequin you’ve got there.  Where are you from exactly?”

“Um,” Jahrra stalled.

Now what was she to do?  If she acted gruff and secretive this grocer’s assistant was sure to remember her.  But if she were only to give him a name of a place.  Not Aldehren or Lensterans though.  She needed a city where someone might own a semequin like Phrym.

“Kiniahn Kroi,” she blurted, almost forgetting to speak in a lower tone of voice.

The grocer’s assistant, who had been scanning the paper and nodding, glanced up with surprise.

“Kiniahn Kroi?  What a small world this is.  I once lived in Kiniahn Kroi.  Worked as a servant in one of the nice houses up the north canyon.  A wealthy landowner with a pair of twins.  Perhaps you know them?”

Jahrra felt her face go slack with shock.  Eydeth and Ellysian?  Doing her best not to reveal her face, she squinted down into a suddenly familiar face: brown hair and laughing brown eyes.  Her memory fought for only a moment but when it found the name, she blurted it without even remembering she was trying to pretend to be a boy.

“Lahnehn?!” she hissed.

Lahnehn jumped back in surprise, allowing the grocery list to fall into a puddle at his feet.  “How do you know my name?”

He looked truly shaken, so Jahrra pulled back her hood just enough to reveal her face.

“It’s me, Jahrra!  Though you probably don’t remember.  I came to one of Eydeth’s and Ellysian’s parties and you helped me when I got caught up in a tree.”

The young man eyed her warily for a few moments, then his face lit with recognition.

“I remember you!  Eydeth enticed you to climb up that canyon wall.  You nearly broke your neck!”

He laughed lightly, shaking his head in disbelief.  “What on Ethoes brings you to Glordienn?”

Jahrra sobered immediately and pulled her hood back over her head.

“A very long story,” she said gravely.

“Well, if you don’t mind regaling it while we seek out these supplies.”

He grinned and bent down to scoop up the muddy list.

Lahnehn let Jahrra into the back of the store, lighting lanterns and candles as he went.  He explained that he was the manager and often came in early to restock the shelves or take inventory.  As they scoured the aisles for the items on her list, Jahrra gave him a shortened version of what had happened to her since she left the twins’ house those many years ago.  Her voice cracked a little when she told him about Hroombra.

“I’m so sorry, Jahrra,” Lahnehn paused in his search for ground pepper and put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “I know how much he meant to you.  Even during those few hours we spent together in the kitchen of the twins’ mansion, I could tell that he had quite an influence.”

Jahrra smiled despite the sad memories and continued to help the young Nesnan man seek out spices and dried meats.  She had told him much, but she hadn’t told him who exactly she was.  She couldn’t.  If she was being completely honest with herself, she hadn’t quite accepted the truth yet herself.  She still saw herself as a poor Nesnan girl who had a tendency to pick up dragon guardians.

By the time they had everything packed up and ready to go the sun was just beginning to peak over the mountain ridge.  Jahrra handed Lahnehn what she owed him, plus a tip for letting her in early.  She was reluctant to leave him behind, for even though he had been a fleeting acquaintance from several years ago, he had helped her then and he was helping her now.

“Why did you leave your post at Eydeth’s and Ellysian’s house?” she asked from Phrym’s saddle.

“I grew tired of their uncaring nature towards others,” he answered simply.

Jahrra looked over her shoulder.  The town was still quiet but she saw a few lights burning in the windows down the street.  If she left now, no one but Lahnehn would have seen her.  She turned back to the grocer.

“Come with us,” she blurted.  “My, um, friend and I.  We’re headed for a far greater city than this.”

She knew it was risky inviting him along without Jaax’s permission or knowledge.  The Tanaan dragon would be furious if he knew.  Despite their new-found, cautious respect for one another Jahrra couldn’t help but be overwhelmed and sometimes intimidated by the constant presence of her new Tanaan guardian.

Lahnehn shook his head.  “No, I’m happy with my new life here.  I hope to start a family soon and I’m sure my fiance would not wish to leave her family behind.”

Jahrra smiled, warmed that this kind person had found happiness.

“But I wish you luck, Jahrra, whatever your future might hold.”

Jahrra nodded and straightened in the saddle.  She hesitated before pulling her hood back over her head.

“Lahnehn?”

The young man turned to look at her once again.  He quirked an eyebrow and tilted his head.  Jahrra swallowed.

“Thank you, for everything.  For helping me six years ago and for helping me now.”

He shrugged and grinned.  “No thanks are required.”

“But I must ask for one more favor,” Jahrra nearly whispered.

Lahnehn leaned closer.  Jahrra took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  “Someone might come looking for me, someone who has connections with,” she almost said connections with the Crimson King, but stopped herself.

She hadn’t told him the whole truth about Hroombra’s death either, just that someone had attacked and killed him.  She swallowed and tried again, “Those who killed Hroombra, they might come looking for me.  If they come here can you act as if you never saw me?”

Lahnehn stepped closer and placed a hand against Phrym’s neck.  The semequin whickered softly and pressed his nose against the grocer’s shoulder.

“Jahrra, are you in trouble?” he whispered.

“No, no, not really.  My traveling companion is nearby, but he felt it best to stay outside the city boundaries.”

Lahnehn looked truly surprised and worried.  “Jahrra, how well do you know your traveling companion?”

“Oh, quite well, I assure you.  I’ve known him my whole life,” she assured with a laugh, though the aftertaste of untruth tainted her throat.

If you were being completely honest Jahrra, you would have said you really don’t know him that well at all, she thought bitterly.  But that would only worry Lahnehn and although she didn’t really know Jaax all that well, she did trust him, to some extent.  Well, she trusted him to keep her alive at least.

“Well then, I swear I will keep your appearance secret,” Lahnehn said, holding up his right hand.  “Now you had better go before the people of Glordienn get a good look at you.”

Jahrra smiled and reached down to shake Lahnehn’s hand.  “Again, I thank you.”

Lahnehn shrugged and urged her to get moving.  The eastern gate was only a few blocks away and as she passed through the wooden arch she glanced back over her shoulder to catch Lahnehn waving her on.  She returned the gesture and kicked Phrym into a quicker pace, disappearing into the shade of the forest just before the morning guards took their posts.

-Chapter Two-

Into the Wilderness

Jahrra found Jaax standing behind a group of thick trees a mile outside of Glordienn.

“Were you able to get everything on the list?” he asked.

Jahrra moved Phrym off the road and gestured at the large bags hanging from his neck.

“Did many people see you?”

“No,” Jahrra said.  “In fact, I think Ethoes might be watching out for me.”

Jaax cocked a scaly brow.

“The manager of the trading post is a young Nesnan man who used to work for Eydeth’s and Ellysian’s parents.”

The Tanaan dragon sucked in a breath and donned a look of worry.

Jahrra simply held up a hand.  “No, you don’t understand.  He helped me out of a confrontation with Eydeth once.  He has no loyalties to that family.”  She looked up at Jaax.  “He was the only one who saw me and he swore not to speak of my presence in Glordienn.”

“And did he ask you why?” Jaax growled.

Jahrra glanced down and gingerly slid from the saddle.  Her ankle felt better today but she didn’t want to risk upsetting it.

“I told him what happened to Hroombra but I didn’t tell him about you or who I really am.  If the people who–”

Jahrra paused.  She still had trouble speaking of her mentor’s death but if she wished to move on, she had to push the sorrow away, or at least learn to live around it.  After a heartbeat she continued.

“If the people who killed Hroombra came looking for me, I asked him to act as if he never saw me.”

Jaax took a breath to say something, changed his mind, and simply nodded.  “Very well.  We had better keep moving then, before the road becomes crowded.”

He peered up the side of the hill and sighed.  “We’ll stick to the hills and the back country, keeping the Raenyan River in sight.  Perhaps your sudden luck will follow us.”

They traveled until late afternoon, moving farther and farther north and deeper into the foothills and mountains of eastern Oescienne.  Before nightfall they made camp in a high, secluded clearing.  Jaax felt it safe to risk a fire, so Jahrra was able to enjoy roasted meat for the first time in several days.

The next morning was clogged with low clouds and a deep chill.  Jahrra arose early and made her way to a tiny spring they had passed the day before.  While she was gone, Jaax closed his eyes and mapped out the next leg of their journey in his mind.  They would continue moving east, following the river into the Elornn Mountains, passing through the treacherous Raenyan Canyon.

This was where he planned on losing any of the Tyrant’s men, should they discover their trail and follow them.  Few who had traveled along the steep, rocky cliffs above the turgid river had ever come out of that wilderness to tell their accounts.  Jaax hoped that this would deter anyone who might be after them, or that the canyon’s reputation would cause them to believe it not an option for the dragon and his ward.  Jaax knew it was risky but he had been through the canyon before and there were just some things dragons were better at than the other creatures of Ethoes.  Making it through the dreaded Raenyan Canyon unscathed being one of them.

The crunch of underbrush told him that Jahrra had returned and he left his contemplating for later.  She had braided her hair and changed into a fresh set of clothes but the dark circles under her eyes and her slight limp told him that she wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as he was to get moving.

“Will you be able to keep awake today?” he asked delicately.

Jahrra simply glared at him and gave a sharp nod.  “How is today any different than all the other days?”

Jaax grimaced then gazed through the tree branches once again, his eyes narrowing as if he were trying to see something far off in the distance.  He took a deep breath, then looked back at Jahrra.

“We’ll be entering the Raenyan Canyon.”

Jahrra crossed her arms and shifted her weight to her good ankle.  “So?”

Jaax didn’t fight the grin that graced his mouth.  He wondered what could have put her into such a foul mood this morning but it had been so long since Jahrra had behaved as her usual, stubborn self that seeing this small ray of light was a blessing.  Even if that ray of light was more of a harsh glare than a warm sunbeam.

“The canyon is notorious for its dangers.  I simply want to make sure you are at your best before we start edging along its sheer cliffs while trying to dodge boarlaques, dremmen wolves and sehnnas.”

Jahrra started and cast Jaax a fearful glance.

“Are you serious?” she breathed.

The Tanaan dragon merely nodded, his face grim.

“There is no other way?”

“There are several other ways, but taking this route is the best chance we have at shaking the Crimson King’s men.”

Jahrra’s shoulders drooped and she cast a glance at Phrym.  The semequin stood in the fogginess of early morning, his mottled gray coloring making him seem like a natural part of the landscape.

Sensing her thoughts, Jaax took a weary breath and said, “Don’t worry.  Phrym is a semequin.  He has a far greater amount of sense and intelligence than any common horse.”

Jahrra still looked worried but then she thought of what Jaax had told her.  It made sense to take the unpopular route.  Even if the Tyrant’s men marched through Glordienn and Lahnehn kept his word and didn’t tell them of her passing, they could still pick up her trail.  But that didn’t help ease her concern over Phrym.  If she fell Jaax could always catch her, but if Phrym fell or was attacked . . .  She shook her head and moved towards her bedroll, silently packing up for their day of travel.

By the time the sun reached midway through the sky, Jahrra and Jaax had started noticing the jagged pieces of granite that made up most of the great canyon of the Raenyan.  The river itself, so sluggish and good-natured in the western part of Oescienne, had grown narrow and rapid as they moved farther into the mountains.

Jahrra was grateful she was riding and not walking, for if she didn’t have Phrym to rely on she might have stepped right off the narrow trail and plunged to the river hundreds of feet below her.  Although the terrain was rough and treacherous, it was the sights and sounds that had her so distracted: rivulets crossing their path and cascading to the canyon floor, great, gnarled trees clinging for dear life to the granite, and the occasional crack and rumble of rocks breaking away and falling all around them.  Twice, a sizeable collection of stones crashed into Jaax, forcing his feet to slip.  He slid and scrabbled along the rocky incline, flapping his wings to stay balanced while glancing back at Jahrra at the same time.

“Stay back!” he shouted as one especially nasty landslide came to an end.

Jahrra obeyed, fearing he might be swept over the side, but then she remembered all he had to do was spread his wings and soar to another part of the trail.  Jaax had told her the only reason he walked at all was to keep an eye on her and to loosen any rocks that might fall and trap her and Phrym against the canyon’s side.

After the first few slides, Jahrra made a point to be a little more focused on where they were going.  Only the occasional emerald angler, it’s long, thread-like tail feathers flashing their blue eyed tips in the sunlight, distracted her long enough to cause any potential harm.

They made camp that first night right there on the narrow trail, the river rushing far below them and the sheer granite cliff rising for hundreds of feet more above.  Jahrra guessed that the canyon was only a couple hundred feet across, and the opposite side was just as steep as their own.

“You and Phrym will both have to sleep up against me and beneath my wing tonight,” Jaax said as Jahrra watched the setting sun paint patterns on the rocky canyon walls.

Jahrra simply nodded.  She still felt strange about the idea of sleeping so close to Jaax but on this trail, in this place, being tucked in against a dragon was probably the only way to keep from rolling off into space in the middle of the night.

It took them three more days to make it through the canyon, a trip that would normally take only a day or two if not for the gorge’s treacherous terrain.  That next morning dawned cold and bright, the sound of the river an ever present roar reminding them of how very close death could be.  The trail grew rockier and less passable as they climbed into the mountains.  Jahrra wondered how Jaax managed to keep his footing at all and encouraged Phrym as often as possible as he maneuvered past loose rocks and slick patches of moss, ice and old snow.

On the third night, Jahrra was torn from her sleep by a horrific cry piercing the darkness.  With her heart beating out of her chest, she put a hand out and touched Phrym, a warm mass lying next to her.  He let out a quiet, nervous whinny but stayed put.

“Jaax?” Jahrra hissed when the sound carried through the night again.

She wiggled her way closer to his elbow and spoke louder through the opening where his wing tucked against his neck.

“Jaax!”

The dragon exhaled and turned his head so that he could see her.  “What is it?”

The roar sounded again, closer, reverberating against the canyon walls.

“What was that?”

Taking a breath, Jaax grumbled, “Boarlaque.  But don’t worry, it won’t bother us.”

Jahrra felt a shiver run through her.  Hroombra had once told her about boarlaques.  They were larger than a bear and had long, wicked fangs and claws meant to tear apart logs and animals that threatened them.  She knew they lived in the mountains of Felldreim and Oescienne but she never thought to actually encounter one.  She hoped Jaax was right about the creatures not taking an interest in them.  Reluctantly, she crawled back to her bed roll, nestled up against Phrym and fell back into an uneasy sleep.

On the fourth day after they started up the canyon, Jahrra noticed that the oaks, sycamores and cottonwoods had left them long behind and now the only trees that dotted the landscape were scraggly, wind-worn pines and spruces.  The trail had also flattened out and the cliffs had seemed to recede.

When they crested one last incline in the trail and found themselves staring out into a vast high mountain meadow, Jaax breathed a sigh of relief and said, “We are through the worst of it.  Now we’ll follow the Raenyan until it meets the Cornaith and from there we’ll follow that river until it takes us to Lake Runess.”

Jahrra gazed at the wonder before her, noting the large amount of snow that was still upon the ground.  They took their time crossing the great meadows for Jaax assured her that they had a sizeable head start on their enemies and that anyone who might be trailing them would easily be seen from this point onward.  Many times they stopped to admire the scarlet and blue alpine flowers or to allow Phrym a taste of the new grasses growing where the ground wasn’t covered in ice.  The air was chilly but it held the promise of spring.  They camped the first night in the wide open and Jaax built up a fire.  The stars were so much clearer this high in the Elornn Mountains and guardian and ward passed the time trading the stories of the constellations; the stories that Hroombra had taught them.

It took them several more days of rough travel through finicky, late winter weather in order to reach the Cornaith River, a wide, turbulent rush of water that, according to Jaax, split the Thorbet Range on its race to the great southern ocean.  A few days after that the river, if possible, became swifter.  Jahrra didn’t notice the sound of booming water until the falls were nearly upon them.  When she did, however, she gasped, jerking back on Phrym’s reins.  The semequin whickered in surprise but made no other sound of protest.

The falls weren’t tall but they were wide, a great white ribbon pouring from a natural rock dam.  Jaax nodded towards what appeared to be an old, narrow trail leading up the side of the small cliff.

“At the top the river smoothes out and widens again, and beyond that, Lake Runess spreads on forever.”

Jahrra nodded, not really listening to Jaax’s words, but when they reached the top of the trail she gasped.  The Tanaan dragon had not been exaggerating.  The land was flat for a while, pocked with small pools and marshes where the broad Cornaith River didn’t cut a wide course.  But a mile or so off she noticed the great expanse of water Jaax had been speaking of.  She couldn’t even see the other side of it and doubted she would be able to once they moved closer.

Jaax uncovered an old road that followed what Jahrra could only assume was the point of land highest above the lake when it was at its fullest.  Overgrown and seldom used like the other trails they had followed, the road hugged the curves of the small hills that rose above the water, twining in and out of shallow canyons lined with old trees.

That night they camped in one of those small canyons tucked into the hillside.  Jaax grunted approvingly at the large rocks scattered about, clearly pleased with their position in regards to the road.  They built up a small fire and Jahrra ate wild rabbit, easily caught and roasted by Jaax an hour before.  As she settled down for bed the dragon cast her a querulous look and lifted one wing.  He had settled closer against the hillside furthest from the road.  Jahrra stared at him for a moment and then it dawned upon her.

“Oh, no, it’s alright Jaax.  It feels warmer tonight.”

He huffed a breath of smoky air through his nose in reply.

“That is not the reason I want you close to me,” he said.

Jahrra grimaced.  Was this his attempt at forcing their friendship?  She thought they had been getting along quite well, despite the circumstances.  Was he angry with her because she had been a bit aloof as they traversed the Raenyan Canyon?  She glared at him.  If he was going to revert to his demanding ways then she was going to revert to her stubbornness.

The Tanaan dragon frowned for a moment longer then his features melted into a smile.  Not a mocking one, but one that held humor.

“I merely wish to ensure your safety.  We may be out of the treacherous canyon but this is still the wilderness.”

When Jahrra only blinked up at him, he sighed and let his wing droop a bit.  “It’s possible we’ve shaken those who were following us in Oescienne, but now that we’re through the mountains and out of the protection of Raenyan Canyon, we may very well encounter the Tyrant’s men on this side of the province.  That and the continued presence of wild animals make me insist you sleep by my side until we reach Lidien.”

And with that he flourished his wing once again.

Jahrra grumbled but obeyed.  Jaax was right; they weren’t yet safe.  And since she’d been wrong about his intentions she couldn’t very well hold it against him.  With a final sigh, she curled up into a disgruntled lump and fell asleep to the rhythm of his breathing and the trickle of ever-present water.

***
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The time spent following the shore of Lake Runess took far longer than Jaax had anticipated, what with the saturated trail and the occasional late snow flurry to slow them.  The lake itself was like a great sea, vast and curving in the distance, reminding her of the shore of the western ocean in Oescienne.  Jahrra passed the time in a mixed state of excitement, fear and loss.  During their journey through the great Raenyan Canyon, she had been so preoccupied with surviving the steep, rocky mountainsides and avoiding the dangerous wildlife that she hadn’t had room in her harried mind for reflection on anything else.  Jahrra wondered, now that she had the time, if perhaps this was part of Jaax’s plan all along.

Taking a short breath, she cast her gaze forward where the great dragon ambled along smoothly, his head swiveling on his strong neck, surveying every tree and every rock as if he expected an adversary to jump out and accost them at any moment.  Phrym nickered tiredly and shook out his mane.  They had been traveling since before sunup and it was nearing sunset.  They would have to camp soon.

“Jaax,” Jahrra said wearily.

“Aye, I know.  Soon,” he replied, sounding just as worn through.

Jahrra nodded, even though he hadn’t turned to see her.  She found it strange, strange and somewhat comforting, that they had slipped so easily into their understanding of one another.  She reached under her coat collar and pulled the dragon scale that hung from the fine chain out to view.  She wondered if this token had somehow worked to connect their spirits more closely together for more often than not, they were able to finish one another’s thoughts.

She had spent so many years fighting against Jaax and his personality flaws but in the past month that had all changed.  True, the desperation for escape and tragic circumstances hadn’t given them any other choice but to get along, yet Jahrra hoped there was more to it than that.  Perhaps Jaax had finally come to terms with having her around for the long run, forcing him to reflect on how he should treat her.

Despite her fanciful musings, Jahrra was still more willing to accept that it was more likely the need for their close companionship during their flight from Oescienne that caused this familiarity; their lives depended on anticipating what the other thought.  She dropped the trinket back inside her shirt and allowed herself a small grin.  It was too soon for true laughter, but she was amused by the idea of how well she was now getting along with her new guardian.  If Gieaun and Scede could see them now.  Jahrra shook her head.  Her two best friends would never believe it and it pained her to think of what she had left behind.

Several minutes later Jaax finally stopped walking.  Ahead was a clearing nestled amidst a ring of large boulders and tall pines.  A narrow creek wound and trickled down the slope on one side, gleaming over polished stones as it crept towards the lakeshore.  Jahrra sighed as she slid from Phrym, her sore legs and backside protesting as she stood leaning against his flanks.

A gentle tug at her hair brought her back from the weariness that threatened to take over.

“I know, Phrym, I know.”

Reluctantly, Jahrra began removing his saddle and tack, taking out a curry brush to attend to him before finding a place to tie him for the night.  Once her semequin was cared for and happily munching on sweet grass, Jahrra moved over to the center of the clearing where Jaax had gathered several logs and started a fire.  He sat facing the lake, acting as a living gate to the opening in the stone ring that led back out onto the path they had been following.

Jahrra plopped down upon a blanket and for a moment almost let her mind sink back to the dark thoughts she’d been chasing away for the past month.  If she wasn’t careful the memories of Hroombra’s death forced their way through the barriers she had built only to strangle the breath from her.  No, she wouldn’t let them out of that place she kept them, locked away in her mind, at least not while it was still daylight.  She was now far away from that tragic place and she wasn’t going to let it haunt her forever.  It was bad enough they invaded her sleep, a place where she had no defenses.

She grimaced as that thought hung heavy in the air.  Once upon a time she did have a way to fight off the bad dreams but he hadn’t shown himself since Hroombra’s death.  No, the hooded figure who often gave her comfort in the world of her subconscious had been strangely absent these past several weeks.  She briefly recalled the strange dreams she’d had just after her old guardian’s death, the dreams concerning the fall of the Tanaan humans, dreams that belonged to another.

Could the invasive memories of the stranger be a reason for this?  Had someone infiltrated her mind, feeding her horrible recollections that had somehow managed to chase away her green clad savior?  Jahrra shivered, hoping it wasn’t true.  She had feared the recurrent figure when she was a child but as she grew older and faced sorrows she couldn’t deal with in the waking world, he had given her comfort, helping her through the worst of it.  She hoped dearly that he wasn’t gone for good, just absent for the time being.

Sighing, she stood up and walked the dozen steps or so to her guardian.  “Should I try to find something to eat?”

Jaax shook his head, his eyes still trained on the endless stretch of water that began several yards ahead of them.  The sun was setting and its bright rays had turned the dark water to gold.

“No.  I’ll hunt in just a while.  It’s been a week since I last ate so I’ll catch something big and you can have part of it.”

He turned and glanced at her, his mouth quirking in a small smile.  Jahrra frowned.  He looked weary, as if their struggle through the mountains of the Raenyan had taxed him more than he was willing to admit.  It had been harrowing, she had to admit, but it had been two weeks since they emerged at the base of the eastern Elornn Range to find the ocean of a lake spreading out before them.  But maybe it took a dragon longer to recover when they over-exerted themselves.

Jahrra nodded, then turned back to sit beside the fire.

“You should try to get some sleep,” Jaax called over his shoulder.  “We traveled far today and we’ll need to travel farther tomorrow.  I hope to make the headwaters of the Saem River within the week and we cannot do that if we are over-tired.”

Jahrra didn’t argue but fetched her bedroll from beside the log where Phrym had settled for the night, trying not to wonder if her nightmares would return now that she felt a little more relaxed on their new path.  She hated the idea of being helpless against her dreams.  To be so overtaken by fear felt like weakness and Jahrra knew she had survived too much to become weak now.  Jaax had assured her many times she was the farthest thing from fragile, that she had no control over her dreams, but she couldn’t accept that.  There had to be a way.  For now, she would try to get some sleep and pray to Ethoes and all the other gods and goddesses that her dreams would remain untarnished.  But if they had to torment her, then the least the goddess could do was send her green cloaked companion along to help.

A few minutes after settling into her blanket, Jahrra heard the rustle of Jaax’s wings as he left to hunt in the dim twilight.  She must have dozed off, because it only seemed a few moments later when the sound of her name startled her.  She looked up, blinking away bleariness from her eyes as the dim
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