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Prologue
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I have spent my life living peacefully, caring for the dragons and other creatures around me, wanting for nothing, and needing nothing more than I have: a home, a beautiful wife, two incredible sons, and a dragon companion who has through the last five hundred years been a second heartbeat to mine, a mind to match my own, a friend, and a councilor. I never could have dreamed that my life could change so quickly from happiness to torment. Surely this is just a nightmare from which I will wake and see a golden sunrise over the steamy jungle.
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Chapter One
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Amar stood with his hands on the smooth golden windowsill and watched the rising sun chase the fog off the treetops below. Behind him, Rajahansa snorted in his sleep and shifted. He’d wake soon, and Amar’s moments of mental freedom would end. He thought about casting himself out the window, but the young gold dragons on either side of him would grab him once again the moment he put his first foot up on the windowsill. Rajahansa wasn’t taking any chances with his life.

The arms of the mountains reached out in a bowl shape, surrounding the jungle valley below. As daylight lit the sky, the circle of blue dragons perched along the mountain cliffs became visible. They’d been there at sunset, and they were still there now. Rajahansa would be furious when he woke. Thank the fountain, Kanvar had gotten Amar’s message from Tana. Amar was confident the blue dragons would never let Rajahansa leave the palace again.

On the jungle floor, the Black River wound its way through the trees, flowing down the mountains and out past the jungle village to the ocean beyond. Rajahansa’s scouts had confirmed the arrival of the human armies.

Did you think you could hide from them forever? Khalid’s voice like sludge swept through Amar’s mind. Grandson, really, there is only one solution to the human problem.

Amar blocked Khalid’s destructive thoughts that came to his mind from the waking Rajahansa’s. If only Rajahansa had not let himself be seduced by the tyrant, things would be different. Yes, the humans would still come, but the world was a big place and dragons could fly to places human armies would never reach.

You would run and hide like a dung beetle? Rajahansa mocked him.

“This conflict is pointless. The world is big enough for all of us.” Amar turned from the window to face his dragon. Rajahansa lay curled in the center of the chamber. His golden plates shone in the pale morning light from the window. He had scars now that he’d never had before, scars Kanvar’s dragon had given him on the day Kanvar had bonded, and others Anilon had inflicted. Rajahansa had not forgotten that, nor forgiven it. Amar had been foolish to think that he would.

The smell of breakfast cooking in the palace kitchens lingered on the air. Bellori, the young gold dragon in charge of serving food to the king, would bring it soon: roasted bovinder for Rajahansa, fruit and honeyed milk for Amar. Just like every other morning … and not.

You are right, Amar. Today will be a day remembered in the history of the world forever as the day you and I rose to greatness and power. Rajahansa stood, spread his wings, and shook away the sleep.

“If you try for Stonefountain, today will be the day the blue dragons kill us. Have no doubt, Rajahansa. They will not let Khalid return to this world.”

Khalid’s dark laughter pulsed through Amar’s shields. Khalid said something to Rajahansa, but Amar refused to hear it. He would not listen to Khalid’s lies and promises.

You’re a fool, Rajahansa told Amar. Stonefountain has had a thousand years to regain its power, a thousand years worth of souls added to replace those that were torn from it. You cannot deny this truth. It is evident in the seed of your blood. Five hundred years you tried to have Naga children and failed. It is Stonefountain that imbues the Nagas with power. Wounded, it could bring precious few Nagas to life. Now look, in one generation: Karishi, Rajan, Devaj, Kanvar, Tana, Aadi, and Denali. Our numbers have more than doubled. It is the fountain itself that calls us to it. It’s time that true civilization is restored.

“I hear Khalid’s voice in your words. The old civilization was corrupt and evil. It should be purged from memory, not restored.”

Rajahansa bared his teeth and roared at Amar. Do not anger me or I’ll let Khalid take your mind again. I know how much you enjoy his company.

Amar shuddered. Khalid and Rajahansa together could so easily tear through his shields, and when they did, Khalid was never gentle. Amar’s stomach twisted and the smell of food sickened him suddenly. He was a prisoner here in the palace where he’d always been safe before—his mind bound and tormented by his enemies beyond any physical punishment a human jailor could contrive. He turned back to the window, hands shaking. “Rajahansa, I beg you one more time. Rid your mind of this connection to Khalid. Before you do anything more, sever the link and think freely again for a while.”

Rajahansa knocked him across the room, so he hit the floor and slid up against the wall. Silence! You sicken me.

“The feeling is mutual.”

Rajahansa gave him a mental slap and would have turned Khalid loose on him again, but a pair of gold dragons swooped in through the window and landed.

Your Majesty, the older of the two dragons said, bowing. The human armies are moving up the river toward the village, half in boats and half on land. They have engaged with the dragon army.

So be it, Rajahansa said. The humans think they can win, but they will fail.

We spotted a flight of blue dragons out by the coast, the scout said.

Good. If the humans and blues fight each other, all the better for us. Gather all the gold dragons and be ready to fight. The blues will not hold us here. Our destiny awaits elsewhere. Rajahansa shooed the scouts away and called for Bellori to bring breakfast.

Amar remained where he’d been thrown. If there was anything he could do to fight Rajahansa, surely he would do it, but the power was beyond him now. His best hope was to remain quiet and unnoticed so Rajahansa and Khalid would leave him alone.

Majesty, Bellori’s gentle thoughts stirred him sometime later. Your breakfast. Bellori put a tray of sweet bread, fruit, and honeyed milk on the ground beside him and eased him up to sit with his back against the wall.

“I’m not hungry.” He pushed away the cup of milk Bellori held out to him and noticed that Rajahansa had already eaten and left the chamber. Amar’s two dragon guards still flanked the window.

You must be; you didn’t eat last night, Bellori said.

Bellori. Amar rubbed the young dragon’s neck while whispering into his mind. I don’t want you to fight today. Leave the palace now. Rajahansa expects you to fly back and forth between here and the herds you keep. He won’t question you leaving the palace. You’re small enough to get down below the canopy. Go down, and stay down, no matter what happens up here. Promise me you will.

Bellori quivered. Rajahansa will kill me.

No. He and I are leaving today. He won’t even notice. Go back to the kitchens now then get away while no one is looking. Amar patted Bellori and urged him to go.

I will on one condition, Bellori said. You eat your breakfast.

Amar chuckled and took the cup of milk. “If you insist.”

I do. Bellori bowed, glanced nervously over his shoulder at the two dragon guards at the window, then slid out of the room.

Amar took a sip of the honey-sweetened milk, but the sudden roar of the dragon guards tumbled the cup from his hand. Not just the two guards in this chamber, but dragons at each of the windows let out a roar of alarm. Amar jumped to his feet and watched as what had to be every adult dragon of the blue dragon pride closed in on the palace. The gold dragon defenders took to the air to stop them.

Rajahansa stormed into the chamber. On my neck, now! he ordered Amar.

Amar took a deep breath. Please, Kanvar, he thought as he climbed onto Rajahansa’s lowered neck. Don’t let me down.

Kanvar will not stop us, Rajahansa spit into his mind. Don’t even try to contact him. You know I’ll just block you.

Amar flinched as Rajahansa lifted his head, locking the plate over Amar to hold him in place. Rajahansa climbed onto the window sill and lifted his wings, ready to launch into the air the moment the gold dragons managed to punch a hole in the circle of attacking blues. Amar blinked. Something was wrong. The blues were not in a retaining circle but were driving straight for the palace in a wedge-shaped formation. The new tactic took the gold dragons off guard, scattering them like butterflies in the wind.

Seeing his chance to break free, Rajahansa roared and took to the air. He need only fly to one side or other of the wedge and he’d be gone. Haidar and Liander astride their dragons came up on either side of him as the full force of the blue dragons headed toward them.

The gold dragons reformed and descended on the wedge, filling the air with their joy breath, but the blue dragons ignored them. They breathed no fire and made no move against the golds. They’re holding their breath, Amar realized, so the joy breath won’t affect them. Rajahansa dove low and made a break for the coast, followed by Haidar and Liander. Blue fire shot up from beneath him, burning his belly. Amar looked down and saw five of the largest and fiercest blue dragons launch up from the top of the canopy where they had been waiting. Amar’s heart beat to match the flap of wings as the blue dragons closed the narrow gap. I’m going to die, he realized. He’d been waiting for this, but the shock of it stole his breath, and all at once he didn’t want to die, though he knew he had to. He expected the blue dragons to hit the golds’ underbellies with claws and teeth as they usually did, but the blues came up level with the golds instead.

The sudden shriek of singing stones sliced through Amar’s mind. The pain was so surprising and intense he could hardly see to realize that the blue dragon which had risen up beside him was carrying dragon hunters in its claws. Amar barely recognized Qadim—the leader of the dragon hunter jati, a man he’d hunted and feasted with many times in the past, an old man with gray hair and muscles like jungle vines—before Qadim’s crossbow bolt hit him in the right shoulder. A second bolt from another dragon hunter took him in the left.

“No!” Tana’s voice called out from somewhere. “You promised to only shoot his dragon.”

Amar choked as the pain from the wounds seized him, and Rajahansa faltered in flight. Qadim’s triumphant smirk filled Amar’s vision. Two bolts to the dragon’s wings would not be enough to stop Rajahansa’s flight. Qadim had shot Amar instead, and those wounds tore through Rajahansa’s shoulders, crippling his flight.

In a burst of desperation, Rajahansa wheeled back to the palace.

But why? Amar wondered. Those same two bolts could have pierced his heart and ended it simply and painlessly. But Qadim didn’t want Amar to die quickly and painlessly. That had to be it. Amar had made a fool of Qadim, and Qadim wanted to make Amar pay for it slowly and painfully. He wanted Amar to know who had come to kill him.

Rajahansa landed in the central chamber with Haidar beside him.

Haidar’s dragon collapsed the moment he set down. Blood flowed from a hole in the dragon’s heart where a crossbow bolt had hit Haidar. Amar could see no sign of Liander and his dragon. They must have fallen to the dragon hunters before reaching the palace.

Realizing what a vulnerability Amar was to him, Rajahansa tore Amar from his neck and thrust him behind as the five blue dragons deposited two dragon hunters each into the palace. A sixth dragon set Tana and General Chandran down. Amar lost sight of them as Rajahansa tore into the dragon hunters with joy breath, teeth, and tail. He fought for his life.

Amar stumbled against a pillar as sword strokes and crossbow bolts hit Rajahansa and manifested on Amar’s body as well. Amar caught his breath. They were purposely making this as painful as they could.

“Your Majesty.” Tana raced around Rajahansa and caught him as he fell. Blood from his flesh slicked her hands and armor as she eased him to the ground. Strange, so strange, she pressed a little silver decanter against his wounds so blood gushed into it. She swirled the liquid in the decanter and pressed it to his lips. “Drink, Majesty, quickly.”

He opened his mouth to protest that he had no strength left to drink anything. “I’m dying, let me go,” he tried to say, but a torrent of blood filled his mouth. Blood like coppery death and…gold. He swallowed, unable to do anything else to keep from drowning in the blood.

Tana snapped the decanter closed, went to the window, and hurled it out. The air rippled as a young gold dragon caught it and flew away.

Amar shook his head. What had he seen, what was going on? Everything was blood and pain, Rajahansa’s roar and the shouts of dragon hunters. Crossbow bolts peppered Rajahansa. Swords cut him. The dragon hunters had covered their mouths and noses with cloth so the joy breath did no good. Amar felt each burning wound as they cut Rajahansa down.

Amar’s breath gurgled in his throat. Had they hit Rajahansa’s lungs? He could not breathe. Something green crawled in through the window. A moment later Vasanti gazed down at him, her dragonstone glowing green, but Amar could not hear her thoughts through the shriek of the singing stones. She tore the crossbow bolts from his shoulders and licked him, slathering his body with saliva. He coughed to clear his throat and draw in breath as Vasanti snatching him and Tana up together in her tail. She raced toward the window just as a spear slammed through Rajahansa’s heart.

No! Rajahansa screamed with his dying thought. Khalid, you promised me victory.

Khalid’s mocking laugh flashed back at him. I will have victory, Rajahansa, just not with you. Did you really think I’d take a link with a dragon as strong-willed as yourself? You who would betray and chain your own Naga? No, never. I need a young dragon I can control. Do not fear; you have played the part I planned for you all along, distracting the humans. I will rise this day, despite your death. Devaj is already on his way to me. Khalid’s power abandoned Rajahansa’s soul, and it tore from his body as the spear hit his heart.

Amar screamed in agony as Rajahansa was sliced from his mind and body, leaving him hollow, empty, and dead. And not dead.

Amar gasped.

The green dragon’s poison seeped past his bloody clothes into his skin, paralyzing him as the dragon carried him and Tana out the palace window and down the cliff face. Above them, the dragon hunters shouted and shot down at them. The Great Green dragon launched from the side of the cliff and spread her forelegs and back legs so the wind billowed into her flaps of skin between them, carrying her in a majestic glide away from the palace and out of range of the crossbows.

Dragons filled the air with blue fire and golden sparkles, but none of the fighting dragons paid any attention to the lone green dragon as she dropped toward the trees.

Tana clung to Amar in a tight hug, made tighter by the dragon's tail wrapped around the two of them. Tana's cheek nestle against his neck, hot against his skin as the dragon floated down to the trees and dug its claws into the trunk of one of the giants that poked its crown up above the other trees. That stopped them with a jerk, and the tail that held Amar and Tana lashed back and forth, jolting them.

Amar cried out at the jolt, but the sharp pain of his wounds seeped away as the dragon saliva did its work to heal them, leaving behind an ache in his body and an even heavier ache in his soul where Rajahansa had been.

Vasanti raced down the tree trunk, getting as much distance as she could between her and the dragon hunters.

Amar's mind tumbled with confusion and pain from the singing stones. He was alive, paralyzed by Vasanti's poison, but alive. Yet, it couldn't be. Rajahansa was dead, no doubt about that. Dead, and Amar could feel the emptiness inside himself trying to consume him. But Amar lived, breathed, ached.

"I'm alive," he said, his voice ragged to his own ears. Leaves and branches flashed past, and the world spun as Vasanti climbed down, head down, holding Tana and Amar upside down as well. Easy for a green dragon. Dizzying for the Nagas. Amar's stomach twisted around itself as Vasanti suddenly came up right and launched from one tree branch to glide to another tree. Gold dragon flight was smooth and beautiful, this was sheer chaos. Tana whooped with delight as her dragon glided between trees again and then launched one more time down to land on the jungle floor.

"Why am I alive?" Amar said as soon as his head stopped spinning from Vasanti's acrobatics.

"It's all right." Tana's arms were around him as if it were she who held him up as the Great Green dragon sped through the underbrush, unhindered by plant or animal. "You'll see in just a moment as soon as we get clear of the singing stones."

"Where's Kanvar?" Amar asked. His mouth, at least, could move, even though nothing else could. "Is he safe? Those dragon hunters tried to kill you even though you brought them to the palace."

"Yes, of course. Vasanti and I planned for that. Kanvar made a deal with Chandran to stay out of the fighting. He's all right."

Amar swallowed. His head throbbed, but the song of the singing stones faded as Vasanti left the battle behind. Then there was just silence in his head. Empty silence. And then a voice.

Nikeron the Brave

Five times blest by Stonefountain

Five times his life he gave to save his people

Five times he lived again

Rebirthed by those who loved him

Snatched from the pit of death by blood

Given freely

This is his tale I tell you

A ballad beyond compare

None has lived before or since as great as he…

Until now. Amar, my king. Please accept my bond. I know you were given no choice, and that is a sin, but Kanvar and I could not bear to see you slaughtered. This world needs you yet alive.

Bensharie? Amar said. The warmth of pure gold spread through him as the new bond took him. For a moment he felt young again, a child guided by Parmver's hand through the Bonding Ceremony. How blest and full and joyous that day had been. He and Rajahansa had been perfect for each other, so perfect. Then the smell of blood and the dizzying lash of the Great Green dragon's tail that carried him, snapped Amar back to the present. Rajahansa was dead, gone, seduced by Khalid, used, and discarded. And Devaj…Devaj had been Khalid's target all along. Devaj, already on his way to Stonefountain. The full horror of that realization struck Amar like the spear blow that had killed Rajahansa. Devaj, Amar's son, his oldest son, would fall to Khalid instead of him. The darkness of that thought was too much to bear.

Kanvar, he screamed. Kanvar, Khalid is forcing Devaj to Stonefountain. Fly, fly, and stop him. Go, save your brother, please. There's nothing I can do. Paralyzed, stuck below the canopy with the green dragon, Amar was helpless to stop Devaj. Khalid had planned his strategy well, hiding his true intent.

You're alive. Kanvar's relieved thoughts tumbled back to him.

Yes. Go save Devaj.

Kill him, you mean?

No, stop him. Break Khalid's hold on him. Elkantran isn't like Rajahansa. Khalid must be controlling them both. If you can break through Khalid's shields, it will be the three of you against him. Amar could not bring himself to command Devaj's death. His own, yes, if it meant stopping Khalid. His son's death, no. It could not be.

Four against Khalid, Dharanidhar rumbled. Do not forget me.

Yes, four. Go, fly. Amar felt Dharanidhar launch into the air, straining his aching wings against the sky.

I will meet you at Vasanti's lair, Bensharie said when Amar’s mind turned back from Kanvar’s. Your Majesty, I am honored to be your dragon.

The honor is mine, Amar said, tears trickling down his face. He was happy to have Bensharie with him, but he could not subdue his regret that Devaj would face Khalid instead of him.





Chapter Two
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Kanvar loaded his crossbow while Dharanidhar flew fast and furious, wings beating hard, both knowing they’d regret the exertion later, but later wouldn’t matter if they lost Devaj to Khalid. In his mind, Kanvar calculated the distance and direction. Devaj had been on the western coast of Kundiland at the new village. If he’d started at first light, he’d be close to the eastern coast by now. Kanvar was already on the coast. Flying high to stay out of range of the humans, he’d been sweeping back and forth along the edge of the water just in case Rajahansa had broken free from the siege of the palace. That put Kanvar in the perfect position to intercept Devaj. He just hoped his father was right and he and Dharanidhar would be strong enough to break Khalid’s hold on Devaj.

All this time your brother was his main target, Dharanidhar fumed. Khalid fooled us with so much mayhem at the palace, so much hurt and suffering. We have Akshara’s memories of Khalid, but that’s all they are, memories fogged by a thousand years. That’s nothing like living through wickedness. We should have seen his plans, should have guessed his intent, and we didn’t. Akshara counted on us, and we’ve failed him.

Not yet we haven’t. Kanvar swept his gaze across the horizon, looking for the tell-tale gold ripple of dragon flight. It had to be a sunny day today, didn’t it? He’d never wished for cloud cover so much in his life. It was near impossible for one man and a dragon to cover the entire Kundiland coastline looking for one other dragon and man.

Stop looking for ripples and look for Devaj. He’ll be visible even if Elkatran is not, Dharanidhar said.

Kanvar gritted his teeth. The hot wind blew across his face. He wears golden robes, has golden hair and sun-bronzed skin. He’ll blend in to the hot sun almost as much as his dragon.

That’s why I’m flying high. You can see him below us against the contrast of the green jungle rather than the brightness of the sun in the sky.

Kanvar’s eyes stung from the wind in his face and from looking across such a wide expanse of land. Far below, the human soldiers and dragon hunters battled their way upriver toward the palace. Thank the fountain, his father was no longer there. It seemed almost too good to be true that Amar was now free from Rajahansa and alive. Brave Bensharie to risk a link with the dying king. Kanvar would have been overjoyed if the fear for Devaj and the safety of the human world did not overshadow it.

Try calling him, Dharanidhar said. Perhaps you can feel him with your mind better than you can see him with your eyes.

Devaj! Kanvar called out. Devaj!

For a flash moment he felt his brother’s mind, but a shield went up, and he lost contact. Kanvar swore and urged Dharanidhar in the direction he’d felt.

Dharanidhar wheeled back around toward the Maran Colony. But he can’t be coming this way. With the whole coast clear, why would he risk coming anywhere near the human army?

I don’t know. Kanvar’s shoulders tensed with fear, and his chest tightened. He wanted to stay well out of range of the singing stones and ballistae.

Another of Khalid’s tricks, do you suppose? Dhar rumbled.

Most likely.

Dhar swept high above the colony and back toward the mountains. Up ahead, Kanvar spotted the rocky peak that had torn Dharanidhar from the sky on the day he and Kanvar had first met. Golden ripples flowed over and around the peak—not a single ripple but a whole wave of them.

Kanvar gasped, and Dharanidhar backbeat his wings to stop his forward momentum. A host of men rode the ripples. Kanvar gasped as his mind took in the immensity of the force headed toward him. Nagas and gold dragons—one dozen, two, four dozen, more.

Dharanidhar sucked in a breath, stoking his fires, but he and Kanvar were outnumbered. There would be no fighting these Nagas.

Well, we could fight, Kanvar said, but we won’t win.

I don’t see why that should stop us, Dharanidhar said.

Kanvar. Devaj’s mind unveiled itself suddenly, and Khalid’s voice spoke from it. What a surprise finding you here. I thought you’d have joined the force bent on murdering your father.

I was forbidden to help, but I blame you for the death of my father, not the humans. You vile murderer. You tricked Rajahansa and left him to die. If Khalid thought Kanvar’s father was dead, Kanvar figured it best to let him believe the notion. At least it might buy his father time to get to safety.

Khalid laughed. I don’t care whom you blame.

A shout went up from the Nagas as they caught sight of Kanvar and Dharanidhar. Dharanidhar kept himself in place in the air.

Who are these other Nagas? Kanvar asked Devaj, though he could not feel his brother beyond Khalid’s hold on him.

These are my loyal Naga Guardsmen, Khalid said, led by Theoderic, Lord of Navgarod, come from the Eastern World to restore me to my throne at Stonefountain.

Dharanidhar whispered to Kanvar, we’ll never have the strength to break Khalid’s hold on Devaj if all these Nagas back his mind.

Kanvar agreed, but continued to talk to Khalid as the Nagas and dragons swept toward them. He had to at least try to find some way to reach his brother’s mind. You’ve warned them about the singing stones, I suppose.

Khalid laughed again. To you, they are stones. To me, they are people. I am the fountain. They are part of me. I know every voice, every tortured cry
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