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“You are soul-bonded to her, nephew?” the strange woman said. 




“To both of them,” Kefen replied absently, not really paying attention. His thoughts were all for the terribly ill Karana - and Ivan, who had nearly killed himself caring for her.



The woman snorted. “And she’s carrying your child? This... may present some complications.”



The Ducal-Prince of Taridawil tore his attention away from his beloved Knight-Companions – and his delight at meeting dragons. They were there on a mission for King and Country. 



Or at least the Lord of Wave.


“Just who are you?” Kefen asked the woman as he looked at her more carefully.



 There was something familiar about her...
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    Chapter ONE 
		
~~ Hopes and Fears ~~
		
 (or: a new perspective)
		
 Ivan  



   The reason Ivan had loved fairytales for as long as he could remember was
    because they weren’t  messy. 



    True loves faced incredible odds, but they inevitably ended up
     
        together.
     



    Brave knights and princes rescued incredibly beautiful maidens from peril
    and were rewarded with  true love’s first kiss. 



    Dragons and unicorns imparted
    wisdom to would-be heroes and bore them off on Great Quests that were
     
        destined to succeed.
     



    And there was  always  a
    ‘happily ever after.’



    Not that any of that was  true,  of course. Those were just the most
     popular  fairytales, the songs and legends that the Bards were asked
    to recite over and over again at the hearthside in Mountainmeadow’s long
    Winters.



    In his ongoing explorations of legends and fairytales, Ivan had discovered
    darker stories. Tales where the villain won. Tales where the languishing
    maiden sacrificed herself to save the hero. Tales that ended in
     
        tragedy.
     



    Though actually, a good tragedy got a number of requests on those long
    Winter nights as well.



    No one had ever mentioned that  real life  could be a fairytale, if…
    a rather  twisted one.



    That a young man who had dedicated his life to becoming a knight
     
        (after realizing that he’d never be allowed to go to the university to
        study fairytales)
     
    could fall in love with a handsome and tragic  prince… 
    instead of a princess.



    Or that he could fall in love  again  – without falling  out 
    of love with his prince – but this time with a ravishingly beautiful and
    tragic  maiden…  who strongly preferred to rescue  herself. 



    Nor that his prince and his maiden could fall in love with
     
        each other.
     



    The story would surely read as a cruel farce, if the pair of them hadn’t
    somehow also  both  loved  Ivan.  And if not for this mad
    southern custom of ‘triad-marriage’ that might – just  might  – let
    them make  their  story find a ‘happily ever after.’



    Triad-marriage…  and  a triple soul-bond to back it up. Surely, even
    Ivan’s famously closeminded father, Lord Jaycoff of Mountainmeadow would
    have to yield to a  Goddess-given soul-bond. 



    Surely…



    It was all enough to make the golden-haired young knight have to reach for
    the soothing teas and stomach powders that the Healers had prescribed for
    him.  (That had happened when the very thought of letting the two
    people he adored more than life itself go off to face an
    Evil Wizard had overwhelmed Ivan. He’d ended up vomiting blood before 
    seeking help… and having to accede to the judgment of both the
    Healer and Master Felerico that Ivan shouldn’t 
    go on the mission with his Companions. He’d be more of a liability than an
    asset – swordskill or not – if he was curled up in a ball of pain.) 



    Speaking of things that didn’t happen in fairytales.



    But they were all sorted out  now,  weren’t they?



    Kefen, Ivan’s handsome prince, had broken the evil spell on his province and
    was scheduled to be made Duke of Taridawil when he reached his full majority
    next Spring. But Kefen still needed Ivan to serve as his Captain-General and
    rebuild Taridawil’s debilitated Provincial Guard.



    And Karana, Ivan’s beautiful maiden, might be the richest and most
    discreetly powerful woman – no,  person  – in the world, and entirely
    unwilling to let him take care of her the way he – and Kefen – both wanted
    to. But Karana was already bearing their first child, and she had – in her
    magickal, Metreedi way – figured out how to turn the betrothal contract that
    Lord Jaycoff had for her to marry ‘one of his sons’ into a perfectly legal
    way to extract Ivan from his father’s clutches for all time.



    You know, just in case the  soul-bond  and the
     
        triad-marriage
     
    didn’t do it.



    Lord Jaycoff was a skeptical sort after all, and how do you  prove 
    that your soul has been made one with someone else’s?



    And his lord-father of Mountainmeadow was unlikely to be pleased to have his
    youngest son marrying another  man,  even if there  was  a
    woman also involved.  (Ivan honestly had no idea if that
    would make the whole thing better or worse 
     in his father’s eyes.) 



    Even if Lord Jaycoff had been scheming for  decades  to have one of
    his numerous offspring  (Ivan being the youngest of thirteen)  marry
    into the families of one of the other Great Lords of the Realm. Kefen would
    actually be Lord Jaycoff’s superior in rank after his confirmation – the
    Duke of Taridawil ranked second only to the King himself – but that was
    unlikely to settle the old man’s feathers.



    Though now that they knew that  Karana was the only child of the
    Great Lord of Wave…   



     (…now, if they could just get the question sorted out
    of why Lord Andros – who so very obviously doted on her – hadn’t
    acknowledged her from the very beginning, and had hidden his own
    triad-marriage to Karana’s other parents even from her…) 



    Well,  that  might just make the old man sit up and take notice of
    how well his youngest – and least-wanted – son had done for himself.



    Yes, everything was going to work out just  fine. 



    All they needed now was to actually have the wedding – which
     
        four different Goddesses
     
    had decided would happen on the Autumnal Equinox.



    And before that, there was just this little trip to Dragon Mountain for Lord
    Andros, in order to sort out a marauding dragon who was stealing livestock
    and humans from around the Realm.



    The Goddesses had implied that this was a task the three young knights –
    Ivan and his beloveds – were  supposed  to take care of. And one of
    those Goddesses had been Silvestria, the Lady of Wild Places, Goddess of
    Midsummer Nights and Gentle Darkness, to Whom Ivan had dedicated himself as
    a rebellious eight-year-old.



    Silvestria, Who was  also  the Silver Dragon of Chelthion and
    Pathremir – and once, long ago, of Taridawil.



    Surely,  She  wouldn’t send Her devotee  (Ivan) whom Her
    Lastborn Son  (Gorlon, the ‘Muse’ of Dawil) had referred to as
     
        ‘Favored of Dragons’
     
    off to do damage to  any  dragon.



    Would She?



    In between coping with more of the mad southern customs
     
        (an apparently
     
     legal attempt to kidnap his beloved bride-to-be) 
    and then the discovery that Karana was far more sensitive to altitude
    sickness than they could ever have guessed
     
        (and worrying about what that might do to their
     
     baby…) 



    Well, in between all of  those  things, Ivan worried about the
    ‘Dragon Problem,’ as Lord Andros had sardonically referred to it.



     Ivan  certainly couldn’t harm a dragon – and never-you-mind that the
    existence of  rogue  dragons was why jousting had become a part of
    the training academy’s curriculum for knights-to-be and that Ivan was an
    extremely well-trained jouster.



    And  Kefen  certainly couldn’t harm a dragon. He’d revealed to Karana
    and Ivan – his  fiancés! – that all who were born to the Saralath
    name took an oath to  protect dragons and do what they could to
     
        restore
     
    dragons to Taridawil.  (Which, if anyone could manage, it 
    would surely be Ivan’s own prince charming. Kefen had already Restored
    Taridawil from the Evil Wizard’s spell, after all…) 



    Which left their precious, pregnant, altitude-sick, kidnapping-target of a
    bride-to-be.



    But Ivan had seen Karana’s childhood nursery – covered and filled with
    dragons in every possible manner – and he doubted  she  could do
    anything about rogue dragons either. At least not without breaking her
    heart.



    Not that the golden-haired young knight doubted his beloved lady had the
    strength of character to do just that if she thought it was
     
        The Right
     
     Thing to Do… 



    But Ivan had heard enough from Karana’s family to know that the Heads of
    House Metreedi – the which his Karana was – retained their position by some
    mysterious ability to create havoc and leave better things behind. To see
    some invisible-to-others ‘third way’ between ‘aye’ and ‘nay.’



    His lady was ‘Hurricane Karana’ to her family, as her cousin Mitael
     
        (whom
     
     Karana called her ‘almost-brother’)  had called her,
    teasingly. Shalla – the man’s wife – had explained the rest of the context
    to himself and Kefen, bewildered pair of ‘landlubbers’ that they were.



      “’Tis an ill wind indeed that blows no one any good,”  Shalla had
    told them, and then explained about all the treasures of the ocean that were
    often washed ashore in the wake of a particularly bad storm. Kefen had still
    looked baffled, but the description had made sense to Ivan on a deep level.



    Though it still seemed…  wrong  for a
     
        knighted man of Mountainmeadow
     
    to rely so heavily on a  woman. (Even if she was also 
    a knight. Or rather a knightess.) 



    But… Ivan’s Karana had a way of making things come out  right, so
    surely, he  should… 



    It was all enough to make the golden-haired young man  really  reach
    for those teas and stomach powders.



    And, after all, even  Karana  might have reached her limit of being
    able to fix things now.



    It  might  be a bit too much to expect his beautiful lady to come up
    with some miraculous solution for all their problems when she’d been so
    dizzy – even  vomiting  – with altitude sickness. Ivan had done his
    level best  (and nearly broken his back)  to carry her well-muscled
    frame  down  Dragon Mountain before they were barely more than
    halfway  up. 



    His beautiful love hadn’t been able to  stand,  much less
     
        walk.
     



     Riding  had been entirely beyond the pale. Ivan’s mother had lost a
    baby, falling off a horse, long years before he was born. And there was a
    cliff right  there,  falling away at the side of the narrow
    game-trail they had been using to climb.



    Kefen had gone ahead with the horses… and Ivan had known  he  had to
    figure out how to get Karana down before his handsome prince came back to
    check on them and tried to carry her himself. After all, if  Ivan 
    couldn’t manage it, how could  Kefen  possibly?



    But small doubt the shorter man would  try,  both to help their lady
    and to try to spare Ivan.



    The golden-haired knight had been working on a plan…



    …or, all right, he had been trying to catch his  breath  and ignore
    the pain of muscles close to giving out from the strain. And watch over his
    lady so that she didn’t accidentally tip herself over the cliffside in her
    inability to walk  (or see)  straight.



    And then there had been the screams of the horses – the  equines, 
    really, because a mule and two ponies weren’t really  horses  that a
    knight should have to ride – and Ivan’s mind had gone almost blank with
    terror.



    Because  his Kefen  was with the horses…



    Their soul-bond
     
        (still so new and untested, and with the unwholesome side-effect of
        making Kefen go into seizures if
     
     Ivan and Karana both tried to, ah, kiss 
    him simultaneously)  had been less than useless. Ivan and Karana knew
    their young prince was  alive…  but nothing else.



    Karana had told him she would wait while Ivan went on by himself to find out
    what was going on.  (An ironic promise, since she couldn’t so much as stand upright.)
     



    Ivan had made sure his beloved Karana was situated safely where she couldn’t
    accidentally take a deadly tumble
     
        (and nevermind the assurances of the Wind Goddess, Sifwisa, that She
        would never let either of them fall),
     
    and then he’d jogged down the trail. Karana had  sworn  that she
    wouldn’t even try to stand, let alone go anywhere without him. Ivan hated
    leaving her, even with those reassuring words still on her lips, but what
    else could he do?



    He’d found the horses – the equines – and his newly-discovered ability to
    understand something of what they were saying to each other was…



    …utterly useless.



    The equines were in a panic and even the phlegmatic mule couldn’t form a
    coherent thought.



    Ivan had wasted precious time trying anyways…



    And then the little creatures of the mountain had all gone silent –
     
        again,
     
    Ivan had realized, though he hadn’t consciously noted it the first time –
    and the equines began screaming again…



    …and Ivan had found himself snatched off the trail by gigantic golden hands
    –  claws,  really, but with slender, powerful fingers – that held him
    as gently as Ivan had held Mitael and Shalla’s three-year-old daughter…



    And then he’d been lifted to a rope ladder and more or less invited to
     
        climb
     
     up the dragon’s shoulder  to meet the  dragonkeeper  seated
    at the juncture of the great golden creature’s neck and shoulder.



    And  then  Ivan had seen his beloveds –  both  of them –
    safely ensconced farther along the dragon’s back.



    And the dragonkeeper, Torol, told the golden-haired young knight that their
    Lady of Wild Places had sent him to retrieve all three young knights, and
    that Farathor – the dragon to which Torol was bound – would convey them to
    the peak of Dragon Mountain. The man demurred at giving more details than
    that, and Ivan had moved himself back to join his loves.



    He was  riding  a  dragon. 



    He was  marrying  his true loves –  both  of them.



    And… he was  riding  a  dragon. 



    Ivan thought he might never need those teas and stomach powders ever again.



    Apparently, sometimes fairytales  could  happen in real-life!
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Excerpt from 
An Entirely-Rational(ized) Decision 



And now, for your delectation, a chapter from the next book in the Secrets of Dragon Mountain trilogy (Knightess of the Realm series)!
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    Chapter ONE 
		
~~ A Metreedi ~~
		
Can Sell Anything… 
		
  Karana   



   The first thing  that Karana noticed was that there was… an  incline 
    to the darkness.



    As if she was sliding down an infinitely smooth hill.



    Perhaps it should have been terrifying. There was nothing to grab onto,
    after all, nothing to slow her descent. No way of knowing how far she had
    gone, or how far she might yet go.



    No way  back. 



    It didn’t matter.



    This might be out of her control, but in a certain sense, the Choice to make
    the descent was the one thing she had  ever  really felt she had
    complete control over.



    It might have been a foolish Choice – Karana had no idea what she was doing.



    Or even an unnecessary one – Laurifa Saralath had  survived,  after
    all, and  Kefen  Saralath surely would as well.



    It would have been so much  easier  just to accept the little
    dragonling’s Choosing of her and go on with her life.



 Ivan still loved her.
   


 He’d said so, and Karana could still see something of it in his eyes. For
    all that she couldn’t  feel  it in her soul as she had been able to
    just moments earlier.



     Most  people couldn’t  feel  the love of their spouse-to-be.



    Karana definitely still loved  him. 



    With any luck, their dragons – Senili and Velerian – would have been
    compatible. Losing their soul-bond in order to face a life of such misery as
    Torol had done would  not  be bearable.



    But it needn’t be like that for Karana. Even without the soul-bond, so long
    as their dragons acceded,  she  might still have her true love.



    One of them anyways.



     Maybe. 



    Leaping off into the unknown like this – even with the hope of saving their
    beloved Kefen – was, in some ways, a betrayal of Ivan.



    They would have to face that if –  when – they were all safe.



    But… something vital had broken inside Lady Laurifa when she lost her
    connection to Taridawil Keep in favor of her bond with her silver dragon.



    Perhaps Kefen’s aunt had always been arrogant and ambitious, but Laurifa’s
    bonded dragon-mate, Wyllirse – and even the male dragonkeeper, Torol – had
    somehow given Karana the impression that the other woman had changed
    drastically from the day of her Choosing. Laurifa had forsworn her name and
    House and abdicated her position, never returning to Taridawil, even to
    reassure her grieving parents and brother that she had not been kidnapped
    and killed.



    From that day on she had told everyone to call her ‘Faulira’ instead… as if
    the woman she had been before no longer existed.



    Karana would  not  let that happen to Kefen.



    She would not  Choose  to let it happen to Kefen.



    Not if there was anything she could  do  about it anyways.



    And that was true for her, even if the soul-bond was irretrievable. Even if
    all of Kefen’s gentle heart and soul were bound up in the Keep and his
    dragon and none was left over for her, for their child… or even for Ivan.
     (Karana didn’t want to think about what might happen to Ivan in that case. His
        connection to Kefen was still unfathomable to her in many ways.)
     



    At least he would still be the
    same Kefen that Karana had spent two years falling in love with before she
    ever realized it. The same Kefen who had always listened when she needed to
    talk and accepted silence when she couldn’t. The same Kefen who was haunted
    by his memories of the same ‘demon’ who had killed both their parents.



    The same Kefen who was the father of the child she bore, her sworn
    liege-lord, and her love.



    He would still be the best friend she had ever had.



    That… would be enough.



    If it had to be.



    There was no jolt when she stopped sliding.



    It wasn’t even clear to Karana how she knew that she had stopped moving. The
    gentle darkness was the same.



    She searched for some difference to tell her something had changed…



    Ah. There it was.



    A  feeling  of tension.



    A powerful pull in one direction – though not opposite her. Karana could not
    simply  pull  and right the balance. She could only drive it more
    off-kilter.



    Perhaps this was similar in concept, then, to how Karana had put Kefen’s
    internal balance off-kilter back on Kalapula when their triple soul-bond
    formed. The Water of the young woman’s nature as a descendant of the Sea
    Queen had unbalanced whatever it was that Ivan, who seemed to have some
    mysterious connection with Air, did to offset the  pull of
    Taridawil’s Keep  (Earth if anything ever was) on 
    Kefen’s soul.



    In that case, the two of them touching Kefen with passion had sent him into
    seizures. But that wasn’t what was happening here.



    Kefen’s body – before Karana had somehow poured herself into his soul – had
    been utterly still. Breathing, heart beating… but somehow  empty  of
    whatever made him  Kefen. 



    What else then?



    Karana ‘looked’ around to try to determine more context.



    There were two  other  pulls in  other  directions. Strong,
    each of them, but seemingly unbalanced…  unsure? 



     Kaliatra, Merut, Sifwisa… Silvestria,  Karana cried
    out silently.  What do I do? 



    No answer was forthcoming, of course. The Goddesses had told the young
    knights that They expected humans to use ‘free will’ to solve everything.
    The irony right now being that free will had brought  Karana  here
    now – wherever ‘here’ was – but it was a combination of predestinies that
    had brought  Kefen  to this pass.



     You ask too much,  the young woman thought irritably at the silent
    Goddesses.



    That… was probably not a very good prayer… But the young woman had lost much
    of her taste for  praying  after spending hours hiding in a box while
    Henig killed her parents.  Praying  hadn’t done her any good then.



    Nor had it helped Karana in the year she spent in the Forest of Ryylyn,
    unable to find her way out despite her navigator’s skills. And so alone that
    she’d begun to doubt the very existence of other people.



    Meeting the Goddesses in person – and finding out she had actually been born
    the Daughter of the Great Goddess of All – had not rebuilt Karana’s
    childhood trust in Them.



    So… she was on her own, then.



    Not that she’d expected much else…



    …but the King had Bound Karana together with Kefen and Ivan as
    Knight-Companions before ever the soul-bond – or love – happened. They’d
    trained to work together, all three, and to support each other in all ways.



    Still… Kefen had to know that she
    and Ivan would be trying to find him and help him. Not that  this 
    was anything they’d prepared for – or that Master Felerico could even have
    imagined preparing them for.



    Perhaps if Karana could somehow connect with his consciousness, they could
    solve this together.



     Kefen?  the knightess called out hopefully.



    No response from him, any more than from the Goddesses.



    She’d have to find her own way in this it seemed.



    Time then, to take stock of her surroundings and see what she could do. Or…
     try  to do.



    Karana was ‘standing’ on the ‘knot’ where all the  pulls  came
    together. This should  be  Kefen, she reasoned, since it was he that
    the Keep and dragonling  (two of those pulls? 
     
        Was Ivan the third?)
     
    were fighting over.



    Except, of course, wasn’t  all  of this emptiness Kefen? So how could
    this ‘knot’ be more  him  than any ‘where’ else?



    Still,  knots  were something that the former sailor-lass was
    familiar with. A ship was full of knots, from the ones that held the shrouds
    and other nets together to the ones used to keep a sail furled or a boom
    from swinging freely where and when it shouldn’t. And then there were the
    ones that anchored the guy-lines…



    Masts were built to be essential components of the ship, but still were
    guyed so that they were unlikely to be pulled up like poorly-rooted trees in
    high winds and turbulent seas; guy-lines distributed the tension so that the
    ship moved as one piece, rather than a disparate bundle of logs. It took
    care to set all the different guys – they had to be tightened
    simultaneously, or at least symmetrically, else the result would be a mast
    that wasn’t true – or one that would be  more  likely to rip itself
    out of its ship, rather than less.



    Could Karana view Kefen – or this center ‘knot’ that somehow seemed to
     
        be
     
    him here inside of himself – as… an incorrectly guyed mast? And – if that
    was the case – could she do something about that poor distribution of
    tensions?



    She got a grip – somehow – on one of those  other  strands and
     
        felt
     
    a squawk of surprise. That would be the dragonling that had Chosen him,
    then.



     ‘Delliril,’  Senili had named him after she had tried to Choose
    Karana and both dragonling and knightess had been distracted by Kefen’s
    collapse. It might have been Karana’s imagination, but she’d rather thought
    that this  Delliril  was special to Senili…



    The young woman let go of Delliril’s strand, now that she knew who it was,
    and tugged the other that was pulling in roughly the same ‘direction.’



    This one gave a sense of unbearable strength and excruciating fragility,
    soaring heights and glittering darkness, towering compassion and
    protectiveness slathered over with an almost impervious veneer of confidence
    and arrogance… And a sunshine-behind-clouds impression of  love  that
    overwhelmed it all.



    It was her Ivan, definitely, and Karana was somewhat amazed at the
    complexity of him that came even from this surface view. She didn’t
     
        feel
     
    him, after all, any more than she had before plunging into this ‘space.’
    Ivan’s thoughts and emotions were as opaque to her as… as they had been
    before he had begun to open the storm shutters on his soul back in – no,
    just  before – they had passed through Delta.



    What the young woman  did  sense when she gently tugged on this
    strand was a  pull  on her  own  soul.



    So. The soul-bond was… not what it had been. But it  was  still
    there. And that was something to begin with.



    Those two strands – one from Delliril and the other from Ivan – seemed to
    be… jostling each other for pride of place. Not working together to balance
    the strong pull of the last one as they needed to.



    Her own strand – what she had come sliding in on – was lax and saggy,
    presumably because it was attached to Karana herself. She could hardly
    provide any guying tension if she was in here with no anchor of her own.
     
        (Though that begged the question of how Ivan and Delliril were anchored…
        was it simply their physical bodies holding them back, while Karana had
        essentially ‘left’ hers to try to find Kefen?)
     



    The last strand would have to be the Keep.



    Some instinct told Karana not to ‘go around’ the knot at the center to touch
    the last strand. That if she did so, she would unbalance the whole tangle
    and there was no telling which way things would go in that case. Faulira’s
    state showed that it was entirely possible for a dragon to overbalance the
    Keep, at least on Dragon Mountain.



    But  this  ‘knot’ had already been  pulled  so far towards the
    Keep that… who knew?



    Karana wasn’t actually sure she  had  a body in this space, but she
    wrapped whatever was herself around the ‘knot’ – it/he/  Kefen 
    seemed to welcome her embrace – and reached out to touch that last strand
    from both sides.



    There was an instant impression of solidity beyond any concepts of such that
    she had ever held before.



    Dependability.



    Incredible antiquity.



    A more alien perspective than even Karana’s contact with the dragons had
    offered.



    And yet…  familiar  somehow.



    And…It/They recognized  her. 



    Recognized her through her soul-bond with Kefen, Karana assumed. Or possibly
    recognized the Saralath bloodline of the child that she was carrying.



    But more… It/They recognized her as  Kaliatra’s Daughter. 



    The Sea-Queen had told Karana that Kaliatra had chosen all the best parts of
    her three lineages – Metreedi, Salastry-Endeiroff, and Elemandros – in
    creating Karana. Three lineages that all descended from Merut Herself, which
    explained Karana’s own deep affection and affinity for the ocean… for the
    magickal ‘Element’ of  Water. 



    But the Ocean Goddess had  also  told Karana that the Great Goddess
    of All had also put something of Herself into the baby She bore. And
    Kaliatra was as much the Goddess of the World – of the soil and living
    things and even the rocks– as She was of… everything else.



    Thus, Karana was  also  a Child of the magickal ‘Element’ of Earth.



    The Living Stones of Taridawil Keep recognized the young woman as one of
    Its/Their own and accepted her presence… and by extension, her claim on
    Kefen.



    It was a start. But it was also nowhere near  enough. 



     Once you 
     
        were part of the mountains around Chelthion,
     
    she reminded It/Them.



    And Ivan’s heart and soul were bound up in those mountains as much as
    Karana’s were in the sea. The Misty Mountains, as they were called by other
    Realms, a place where Earth and Air and Water came together…



    Karana still didn’t  understand  her golden-haired knight’s
    connection to Air, though both Gorlon and Sifwisa had remarked on it and
    called him a ‘Child of Winds.’ But Karana had  felt  Ivan’s longing
    for the jagged peaks around Mountainmeadow, the caves and cliffs, his joy at
    even so ‘small’ a peak as Dragon Mountain.



    And his heartbreaking sadness at realizing that she, his bride-to-be, might
    not be able to enjoy his mountains with him after she became so ill with
    altitude sickness.



    They were definitely  his  mountains in some way that even Silvestria
    had remarked upon, telling him that the ‘mountains are patient. They will
    wait.’



     What  the mountains were awaiting from Ivan had not been explained.



    Surely  Ivan  was acceptable to the Keep, of all people. And hadn’t
    It –  They,  the Living Stones –  already  accepted him
    several weeks ago when the soul-bond clicked into place?



    Several weeks ago… and several  years  ago, Karana somehow sensed.
    The connection between her two beloveds had been building since they were
    pages, and the young woman knew she hadn’t come near to plumbing the depths
    of what lay between the two young men. She’d heard enough to know that it
    was Ivan’s dedication at the tender age of twelve that had seen Kefen
    through his prior collapse when Taridawil Fell under Henig’s spell.



    Kefen wouldn’t even  be  here to be fought over right now, if not for
    Ivan.



    It was an inescapable argument.



    She felt the Keep stop fighting Ivan’s strand.



    Which left the last one.



    The dragonling’s bond to Kefen had been what threw off all of what Karana
    now saw for herself was a fairly delicate balance in her beloved’s soul.
     
        (Though an inkling of an idea tickled her that perhaps the dragonling’s
        inclusion could be their
     
     answer rather than their trial.   It was something to be considered later, however, not in the middle of
        the crisis.)
     



    Again, Karana reminded the Living Stones of Their birthplace. Of
     
        Chelthion,
     
    the one place where the worship of the Silver Dragon had never wavered. The
    dragon, Delliril, she suggested somehow, was also Its/Their own and could be
    accepted.



    The Stones grumbled a bit, not wanting to share, there being only the one
    Speaker  to  share.



     There will be more,  Karana promised.
     
        This child within me. Kaliatra has promised he will be born healthy.
        Others… and Ivan and I will talk to you once we are in the Keep. Perhaps
        the dragon will as well. I don’t know him yet, so I can’t promise on his
        behalf… but I
     
     can    promise that this child will be born within your walls. He will hear you
        – but he needs his father to hear you as well.
     



    Indeed, and he did.



    The tale that Kefen had related to them on Kalapula of the first Duke of
    Taridawil – Duke Eldred the Mad – was a terrifying one. There had been none
    other who could hear the Living Stones at the time… So Duke Eldred had come
    to live more and more in Their reality until he had no connection to the
    world of people at all.



    Karana could not allow that to happen to her baby – nor to her Kefen. She’d
    talk the damned Stones to death herself if that was what was needed to
    protect her loved ones.



    Or… maybe not talk them to  death. 



    She  was  a Metreedi, after all.



    She was the  Head of House,  by all the Gods at once. Her Papa had
    been able to talk the fish out of the sea, everyone had always said, and
    Karana was Devin Metreedi’s daughter by training even more than by blood.



    Karana put herself into her most  reasonable,  most
     
        persuasive
     
    frame of mind, putting away all the tangled fears and hopes and…
     
        everything
     
    that had led her to leap before she looked.



    The young woman still had one last trick in her satchel that she might try
    on this stubborn, immovable heap of Stones. Metreedi  charisma  might
    well tip the scales in the way she wished, just as it always had for Papa.
    Though even living creatures didn’t particularly being manipulated like
    that, if they could tell what was being used… and the more magickal the
    creature, the more likely they were to notice.
     
        (Their Selkie cousins had begun refusing to deal directly with Papa the
        last few years,
     
     speaking of fish in the sea, though at the time Karana had
    chalked it up to the friendship she herself 
     
        had built with the Selkie princess. Eltherian had spent two years in
        Wave like any other Metreedi cousin, after all, and Karana had gotten to
        know her rather well.)
     



    Nor had Papa had never attempted – to the best of Karana’s knowledge – to
    negotiate with a magickal Being made entirely of stone. If It/They could
    sense what she was trying, was it possible that It/They would be offended
    and refuse her out of spite? Could such a Being as the Keep even  be 
    influenced as living creatures could?



    Better to try to win It/Them over with words before resorting to such
    desperate  (and ethically questionable)  measures. Just because the
    Goddesses had given one a Gift, after all, didn’t mean one had to use it.



     
        Perhaps you can win this battle with the dragon, but how will that
        affect Kefen?
     
    Karana asked.  Will he be the Duke you need 
     
        him to be? Will he love me enough to want to create more Speakers?
     



    She’d said something like that to tame her younger cousins a week ago, when
    they were being normal, busy, curious Metreedi children and Kefen – who had
    never been around young children before – had looked like he was ready to
    run for the hills. Why Ivan – who had likewise never been around young
    children as far as she knew – had handled them better, Karana had no idea.



    For now, however, the young woman built an image in her head of the Tower of
    Taridawil – the place where she and Kefen had slain Henig… and shared that
    first, impossible, hopeless, hopeful kiss.



    In her mental picture, she identified Kefen with the peak of the Tower… And
    herself and the dragon and Ivan as keystones in the arches supporting the
    Tower, as if they were Living Stones themselves.



    Kefen tended to speak in architectural imagery, Karana had noted absently on
    more than one occasion – presumably communicating with the Keep was how he
    had learned to do that. With luck, It/They would respond to being addressed
    in Its/Their own ‘dialect.’ That sort of attention to what the other person
    was more comfortable listening for often worked to calm recalcitrant or
    upset humans.



     Ivan on his own could balance your call to him when the Wizard ruled,
     
    the young woman continued her ‘sales-pitch’ to the Stones, realizing now and
    for the first time just  what  the patient, golden-haired young man
    must have done for Kefen in the wake of Taridawil’s Fall.
     
        He could do that
     
     because he is both Earth and Air. Kefen was too young to
    right the wrongs done to you, and your desperate need would have destroyed
    him. Ivan kept him safe until he was strong enough  to break the spell and wake you.
     



    The thought of twelve-year-old Kefen, barely woken from the near-coma Ivan
    had said that Kefen had existed in for that first half-year after Henig’s
    spell, jumping up and racing out into the desert all alone… Or later, even
    with the dedicated Ivan at his heels as his only support…



    Or even  later,  at  any  time until  Karana  had been
    there to give the Evil Wizard a reason to allow them to come close…



    It didn’t bear thinking about.



    She’d argued for the dragonling and Ivan, so now all that was left was…



     And I… am necessary for the creation of more Speakers… 



    A bit lowering to have to put it that way. A woman was good for more than
    bearing children, just as a man was good for more than siring them.
     
        Karana
     
    had more of a purpose in her life – than just to provide emotional lubricant
    for the two young men and provide Kefen with the Heirs he needed.



    However, it was the  Keep’s  perspective that mattered in this
    negotiation, the young Head of House reminded herself. The Keep was the
    customer she was trying to persuade to buy, and her own opinions – or even
    Kefen’s, not that he was making any such apparent – were practically
    irrelevant.



     But Ivan and I alone unbalance Kefen,  Karana told the Keep in her
    most reasonable ‘tone.’ The dragon provides the balance: Fire for my
    Water. The Dragon of Earth,  she emphasized,
     
        returning to
     
     you, just as was meant to be. Were you not built to house
    both humans and dragons? 



    The deepest, foundational stones of the Keep groaned that it was so. The
    Builder had intended for dragons to live there, and they had done so until
    recently.  (Recently… that boggled Karana’s mind,
    but perhaps for stones a thousand years were 
     but a day…) 



    Reluctantly, the Living Stones of Taridawil Keep accepted the claim of the
    dragon, Delliril, upon Their Speaker. Reluctantly… and also with a feeling
    of ineffable loneliness and longing for the Speaker to return home.



    Karana promised that he would. That they  all  would… a promise that
    was somehow deeper even than the one she had given Kefen himself.



    Because to make that promise honestly and truly… the young woman gave up her
    last claim on Wave as the home-port of her heart.



    The port to which she had  known she could always safely return.



    The port from which she would never, now, sail away for her explorations on
    the ship she would never own.



    Karana belonged – now – to Kefen and Ivan and Taridawil… and she did not
    even have a body right now, to cry tears and mourn the loss.



    But apparently, she’d made the right arguments. For with that, the Living
    Stones of Taridawil Keep began to draw away, back to where They belonged.
    Grumbly, but seemingly convinced, for They lessened Their  pull  on
    Kefen as the ‘distance’ widened.



    There was a distinct sense that the Keep had accepted Karana’s sacrifice –
    her  gift  – as a promise. There was a more direct connection now
    between her soul and It/Them; she could  feel  it as the Keep
    withdrew. Something more than what she  felt  merely as a result of
    her connection through Kefen.



    That  tug  would not release her until she made good and came to
    It/Them in Taridawil.



    Whether she would then be freed… who knew? Karana had already begun pooling
    her other resources for the rebuilding of Taridawil, so likely it wouldn’t
    matter for a good long time.



    There had been no other choice, anyways. Not if Kefen’s mind and soul were
    to be saved, and that was the one point that had been entirely  non-negotiable.



    Lifting herself off the ‘knot,’ Karana surveyed the remaining strands. Her
    own was floppy and Ivan’s remained slack, pulled and stretched out of all
    recognizable state. Delliril’s, by contrast, was strong and tight, almost
    thrumming with life and energy.



    She could  feel  the dragonling reeling Kefen back in, a golden
    lifeline pulling him up and away. Out of the void.



    Karana, however, was bound to her own strand, and it was much too slippery
    for her to use it to escape.



    Not to mention that, as Delliril pulled the knot back to where it belonged,
    in Kefen’s center, Karana’s own grew still more slack and she found herself
    sliding  away  from the knot.



     Away,  and  away,  and  away… 



    Until she was slung, helplessly, like a babe in a sailor’s hammock, unable
    to climb up the sides, and not daring to try much movement lest she fall to
    unimaginable depths.



     Much  too much like a hammock
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