
[image: image]



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      SCARS OF FIRE

    

    
      First edition. October 10, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Raina Nightingale.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1952176258

    

    
    
      Written by Raina Nightingale.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

SCARS OF FIRE | Dragon-Mage Book Two | by Raina Nightingale

AREAER NOVELS

KAARATHLON NOVELS

PREFACE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

MAP OF ELLENESIA

MAP OF ANERI

– 1 –

– 2 –

– 3 –

– 4 –

– 5 –

– 6 –

– 7 –

– 8 –

– 9 –

– 10 –

– 11 –

– 12 –

– 13 –

– 14 –

– 15 –

– 16 –

– 17 –

– 18 –

– 19 –

– 20 –

– 21 –

– 22 –

– 23 –

– 24 –

– 25 –

To Be Continued ...

If you liked Scars of Fire, please leave an honest review on your favorite book platforms. It really helps readers and independent authors to find each other. I would deeply grateful and encouraged. | See you again!

Sign up for Raina Nightingale's Mailing List

Further Reading: DragonBirth

Also By Raina Nightingale

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

SCARS OF FIRE

Dragon-Mage Book Two

by Raina Nightingale


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

AREAER NOVELS 



[image: ]


Return of the Dragonriders

DragonBirth

DragonWing

DragonSword

(Available as omnibus)

––––––––
[image: ]


Legend of the Singer

Children of the Dryads

Sorceress of the Dryads

––––––––
[image: ]


Dragon-Mage

Heart of Fire

Scars of Fire

Healing of Fire*

––––––––
[image: ]


Novellas and Standalones

The Gifts of Faeri

Kindred of the Sea

Gryphon's Escape

Promise of Fire

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

KAARATHLON NOVELS


[image: ]


EPOCH OF THE PROMISE: Dawn Unseen

EPOCH OF THE PROMISE: Vision's Light

EPOCH OF THE PROMISE: Wings of Healing

EPOCH OF THE PROMISE: Darkness Bright*

––––––––
[image: ]


Other Novels

Kingdom of Light

*Not yet available

This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination.

SCARS OF FIRE

Written by Raina Nightingale

Copyright © 2023 by Raina Nightingale

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-952176-24-1

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

––––––––
[image: ]


Summary: Camilla and Radiance have escaped from the Wood Elf slave-masters of Ilesh and done the unthinkable, but she still has to find her brother a safe place to stay – and overcome her fear of her own wild magic – before she can pursue vengeance.

––––––––
[image: ]


Cover art and design by Raina Nightingale.

Maps by Raina Nightingale.

Interior Design by Raina Nightingale.

Illustrations, chapter headers, and scenebreaks by Raina Nightingale.

––––––––
[image: ]


Published by Raina Nightingale

www.enthralledbylove.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE


[image: ]


I first imagined Dragon-Mage when I was eight, perhaps nine years old. I knew who Camilla and Radiance were: I saw the moment when their souls recognized and the Fire made them one. Since then, I've tried to write the Dragon-Mage series a great many times. This is probably the only time I've consistently re-written a story, without it changing so much in the re-writes as to be unrecognizable, apart perhaps from a few nearly superficial elements, like a similar-looking main character, or some similar names – you get the idea.

But it was never right. It was never the story it was meant to be. Eventually, I got the feel for what that would be, and started abandoning my attempts half-way through book one, or maybe on chapter three. Even when I realized I needed to remove the love interest character, who was there only because that was the “pattern” I learned – somehow or other – that Epic Fantasy had, and that Camilla simply had no room in her life and no interest in such things, I still did not have it quite. But I was closer.

Then, one day, I saw a scene from book three. I even wrote the scene down because it was so vivid, even though I rarely write scenes out of order. And that was when I really started to get it. That was when I started writing Heart of Fire, and it flowed. It fit.

This is probably the most epic of my Areaer series, though as always it will have its slow, almost cozy moments strung throughout. As I say, the slice of life moments are just as important, and they're the only reason that those exciting moments of challenge matter, or that anyone can rise to the challenge and win, so they're epic too and belong in epic stories!

The slow moments are probably strongest in Scars of Fire, as Camilla must fight a battle within herself against her own fears. But I found it intense, and I find it rather fast when I re-read it, so I hope you enjoy!

Enjoy!

-Raina Nightingale

PS. Book three will be Healing of Fire. And when Healing of Fire comes out, then you can learn the name for book four. :D
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The Nightmare Lord, the Dark Prince, sat on his throne in Eltaes and ground his teeth – not that he usually had teeth, exactly, but he had to put up with it since if he abandoned this body it could fall to pieces and he might not be able to re-possess it. He could not believe what he felt. It sheered through the magic that was an extension of his being like agony, and he could not believe any but another Otherborn could conduct or direct that much power without being burned to a crisped, smoking corpse by it, yet this power was distinctly mortal.

For a moment he wondered if it was that Obsidian Guardian, Nelexi, and if the Obsidian Guardian had even more powers than had been shown over the ages or if one as old as Nelexi developed new powers – for though not strictly mortal, the Obsidian Guardian had once been mortal and was nearly mortal – but then he felt through the pain a mark that was definitely no Obsidian Guardian.

A mortal dragon and rider were the conduit and will behind this power, and he could not believe what it was doing. It was taking a half-undead dragon and shredding his spells of death and control into pieces, at the same time as it infused the life of dragonfire past his dark magic into the dragon's heart. In fact, that was how it functioned. And the dragon was already past his recall.

Quickly, he summoned the rest of the host back to him, drawing them through the spell of undeath into his presence, utterly angered. No one should be able to do this! He had seen other mortals do things he would not have expected, but nothing on this scale, certainly nothing involving so much sheer power. He doubted even the hated Guardian of the Volcano could do this.

How dare a mere mortal elf-twisted dragon and her rider be able to manage it! For this dragon was clearly one of those warped by the elf magic. That piece of work should never have produced this.

Dark flames erupted throughout the hall, shredding the undeath-bound slaves with torment. Several of the bonds severed, slaying and freeing the slaves, but the Nightmare Lord did not care. He had a few to spare, and fear and agony fed the Nightmare. Consideration for others and compassion were concepts that did not even exist within his darkness.

At least, he thought, at least that mortal pair who dared to do what no Guardian, what no Otherborn, could ever do had probably died. It could not be possible for mortality to conduct that much power without the body being burned to ashes – or even vapor.

[image: image]
Camilla sat in Radiance's saddle, watching as Ben struggled into the air. He staggered when he walked and looked disorganized, but he flew even worse than he walked. He could barely take off, and he could not stay in the air for farther than two and a half lengths of his own body. It had now been a couple days since the attack when he had been freed, and they were trying to move slowly northward along the shore, towards Ansaifar, the Sea Elf city. Part of Camilla was glad that it was Alian with them, since she liked the red dragonmage better than the purple one, but another part of her wished it was Serrose with them. Serrose had far stronger magic and, therefore, healing powers, though Alian's healing powers seemed amazingly strong for his – or her – magic, she thought. Alian had a human form, which was male, and a dragon form, which was female.

Her own arms throbbed. They were incredibly sore and painful, and just beginning to itch, but she dared not itch them. The power of the magic that had freed Ben had apparently burned off most of the skin from her fingers almost to her elbows on both arms.

It was frustrating being unable to do almost anything. She could not saddle Radiance. She could not drink on her own, and she needed help to eat. She even needed help to mount Radiance, and she had to watch herself the whole time she was on dragonback to make sure she did not try to steady herself with her hands. She was bound into the saddle and in no danger of falling off, but there were some instincts it was hard to repress, even when acting on them caused searing pain. It was as if her body just could not understand that, no, she was not at risk of dying by falling.

Curse them. Curse it all. Curse the Dark Prince of Eltaes. Curse the Nightmare. And curse that dark elf, that Aishaena, if she is behind all this and betrayed us! she thought. For the thousandth time, she half-heartedly tried to stifle those angry, bitter thoughts. Radiance had told her that they did not help her, Camilla, to heal, and they certainly did not help Ben to heal from his long imprisonment of mindless slavery.

Yet they came to her so naturally, and she could not really cast them out. They made sense. Why should she not wish curses on such horrible things – things responsible for the wretched misery Ben had been made to pass through, for his present state, a grown dragon once able to soar on the winds now able only to stagger along? But somehow, for some reason, anger and curses did not help that healing, did not help Ben to focus on the light, not to remember the darkness, and to learn again all that he had once been and more. So she tried, as well as she could, to stifle the thoughts, but she could not keep herself from thinking them.

There were other things Camilla did not know what to think about, and Sylvara was one of them. The silver-rider had long been Camilla's enemy, regularly reporting her to the elf slave-masters and getting her punished by them. Now, there was no denying the fact that Sylvara was trying to be as kind and considerate and helpful as she knew how, and Camilla could not adjust to it. It was hard for her to even accept it.

How could Sylvara have changed so much? She knew that it was genuine. The dragon-sense could not be deceived. But she still had a hard time knowing how to respond. Camilla's first impulse, when Sylvara waited on her, ready to do whatever would make Camilla comfortable if she could, was to hiss in Sylvara's face and growl at her to go away and stop conniving and scheming, but she knew Sylvara wasn't conniving or scheming, or, if she was, it was not a dominant motivation; it could not be more than a very deeply buried side-current.

There were even occasional moments when Camilla felt like being kind towards Sylvara, but those feelings never lasted for more than a second before Camilla instinctively withdrew and pushed them away. She did not think she could ever forget what Sylvara had been, and she was not sure she wanted to. If Sylvara could change this easily into something nicer, could she not also change back? Additionally, being waited on and served galled Camilla. She thought she might have found it pleasurable if the elf slave-masters had been forced to serve her, their former slave, but Sylvara had been a snitch and something possibly even more deplorable than the slave-masters, and that very conniving aspect of what she had been made Camilla reluctant to accept her service.  

Furthermore, Camilla was boiling with frustration at her need to be served, which only added more irritation and anger to the mix. She hated relying on or needing someone who had been such a scheming, deceiving enemy – not that she exactly relied on or needed Sylvara. Alian took care of many of their needs, and her brother, Lavilor, was incredibly helpful and caring, and his compassion actually made Camilla feel good. Despite the fact that she utterly hated needing to be hand-fed and watered, Lavilor and Radiance often contrived to make the process into a huge, ridiculous joke that had her doubled over in laughter. It made it take longer, but while Camilla felt that time was not something they had to spare, it was Ben's inability that was slowing them down, not her own more recent and superficial injury.

Both more and less pressing than her problems with Sylvara – more because it was a greater, more upsetting, more primal issue, and less because it was not a voice constantly speaking to her, a face constantly looking to her – was the problem of what had been done to Ben, and so many others, possibly including her own mother, and could – maybe? – be done to her. How was it possible? Why was it allowed by the universe? It upset her so much. The problem of how it was that other's personalities and lives could be so violated had bothered her for a long time, but it was even more emotional and pressing now that she was bonded to a dragon who had been a victim of such violation. She chaffed at his pain, at what he had suffered and gone through, and it made her bile rise that such a thing could ever happen. But thinking about that did not help either of them. He needed her love, her emotional support and union, not her agonized thoughts and philosophizing about what happened.

As Camilla looked around her for something beautiful that might take her mind off her dark thoughts, the blue of the sky or the shades of the sea, her eyes roved over Ben's stumbling form, his ribs prominent, his bones jutting out, and anger flooded through her again. At the same moment, Alian – in dragon form – stepped closer to her and Radiance, catching her eye. It did not help. Alian was nearly the same color as Ben, and glowing with health, even if she was not really a dragon. She swung her huge red head over the dragon and rider, and said, “Camilla?”

“Yes?” The word came out as a fair growl, but not because Camilla was upset at Alian.

“You and Ben should both feel encouraged. He's putting on weight quite quickly, and his coordination skills are improving extraordinarily.”

“I suppose,” Camilla grumbled. What Alian said was true. Ben had been barely able to crawl after he had dropped out of the sky that night when her magic had freed him. Nonetheless, none of it improved Camilla's mood. Right now, all she wanted was to find some way to torture whatever creature was evil enough to do this to anyone ...

Camilla tried to force the thought down and keep her emotions under control. Alian would not approve, and while she did not have the same extent of empathy that a true dragon did, she did have some, and Camilla was more than a dragonspeaker; her thoughts and feelings could be radiated not only to all dragons but to all humans as well. She was fairly certain the dragonmages picked up on more than they ever let on, though they only scolded her about it when she let her emotions so out of control that she practically screamed them at everyone, including other humans, who usually were not the most sensitive. Even more importantly, it would not help Ben anymore than any of her other angry thoughts.

There's something very wrong with the world. I hate evil. I must hate evil. I want to hate evil. It is in my nature to hate evil. If I love, I must hate. It goes against all I know of love not to hate. Yet hatred does not help me love. It does not heal those I love. It does not soothe or nourish or complete them. It does not make me happy or good at loving, yet because I love, I must hate. And I've been told that hatred is from the Nightmare and its fear, and is the Nightmare within me, and it seems to be so, yet it is also because I love.

Camilla fixed her eyes on Ben and tried to stop thinking about how wasted he looked and how much she wanted to find some way – magical or physical – to torture the Wizard-King of Eltaes. It was a daunting prospect; how did a mortal first defeat, and then torture, an entity powered by supernatural darkness? Nonetheless, Camilla was determined that she would not only attempt to kill the Lord of the Northern Horror, but would succeed at doing so, and while that was more important than torture, she still entertained the thought. But just at this moment, Ben was collapsing on the ground, having tried to fly again. It was his own urges and instincts that drove him to attempt flight so often. He was not a hatchling, but had been an adult dragon, soaring in the skies, before his captivity, and Camilla thought that captivity had only honed his urge to fly free once more.

It's okay, Ben. You're doing better, much better. Give it a rest, and maybe you'll do better this evening or tomorrow morning. It doesn't help to scramble so much. You're free now. Feel the sun on your scales. Feel the sand between your toes and under your tail. Feel the breeze against your face and wings. Take a dip in the sea, and feel its salty waters swirl around you and reach your skin between your scales, if you want. You're big enough it won't wash you right away, even if you can't swim or run.

Camilla was somewhat surprised when after making a few more attempts to fly, Ben chose to take her advice. He flopped over, and rolled himself in the sand and surf, rubbing his wings in the sand and making the waves splash around him. He arched his neck back, and scratched its ridges deep into the wet sand. He wriggled with sheer delight, clearly enjoying an activity that was unaffected by his coordination problems, and the surging of the waves, first pulling back, then rolling against his side. His delight was so strong that Camilla felt as if she would be knocked down by it at first, just as she would be if she ventured into the bigger waves, but then she laughed out loud.

Ben lifted his head and looked into her eyes. The waves reflected off of their jewel-like facets. His tail slapped the waves. No words came across their bond, but Camilla understood perfectly. His healing had begun in earnest, now. Happiness and contentment washed through his soul like the waves washed over his scales. With it, a feeling wholly new washed through her – or was it wholly new? Hadn't she been a nurturer to Radiance? But, no, this was different. Radiance had upheld her even more than she had upheld Radiance, if it was possible to speak of such things regarding two who were, in many ways, more one than two. This was different. She liked it, and it numbed the pain and frustration of not being able to do anything for herself, but it felt strange, too. Finally, she settled for just saying, I love you, Ben.

He rolled all the way over, and lashed the shore with his tail, sending up a spray of sea-water and sand. Again, Camilla laughed.

This was much better than hating. It was much happier, and it was doing much more good. Yet she hated and she needed to hate. Perhaps, she could settle for learning to only think about the evil and the hatred it deserved when necessary, and focusing on the good, the love that healed, the rest of the time. I love to heal. I hate to destroy. I love you all, and I always will, but I should only hate when I'm focusing on fighting and destroying, and most of the time it's not the time for that. Nonetheless, there was a way in which Camilla felt more comfortable hating. For some reason, she felt out of place, clumsy, exposed when she didn't hate.
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Flameheart and Nelexi flew broad circles over the Sea Elven fleet they had rescued from marauding black dragons. The sky around them was blue, with wisps of cloud in it, and below them the sea rippled with blues and greens. Flameheart sensed that her dragon friend was distracted, and wondered what could possibly distract her. It was not the blue of the sky or the shades of the sea; if it was, Nelexi would be sharing it with her rider.

“No, you're right. We've just flown within fair speaking range of some old friends of mine.”

Several thoughts clamored in Flameheart's mind. Old friends of you? You did not mention old friends still living on Ellenesia that I remember – Fair speaking range? Can't dragons speak without effort across any distance?

“I did, but it was on the way here, while you were feeling sick. Remember when I told you about the situation on this continent? About the dragonmages? As for speaking range, the dragonmages are like dragons, but not. They can speak telepathically, similar to us, but they're affected by distance.”

I thought that was a long time ago. Longer than anyone but obsidian dragons and maybe elves live.

“It was not quite that long ago, though it might seem so to you, but the dragonmages are also long-lived. Yet I did not know for certain that they were still alive when I told you about how I found and woke them, but I suspected as much.”

I remember now. You said they are creatures unlike any that have ever been made before, made directly by Shallim-Araldor when a bunch of people were killed by an evil Wizard-King. What are they telling you?

Nelexi took a moment to respond, and Flameheart could almost feel too many thoughts moving in the dragon's head at once. “A lot of things. A great many things have happened in Ellenesia since I chose you, and many of them are so wild and significant I hardly know where to begin. We had not really thought the dragonmages were a viable race, having been created singly and for a specific purpose, but it seems that they may be. Many of them were strange in ways that seemed not to allow for young. Yet one pair has laid eggs, which have now hatched.

“Human Dragonriders have come out from the closed elven lands of Ilesh. One is a dragonkeeper and more than a dragonspeaker – able to speak to humans as the dragonmages speak, though it is not yet clear whether she can speak to humans she knows without regard to distance, as dragons speak and as dragonspeakers speak to dragons.

“Furthermore, she is a mage like no other. According to the report, she had a fair magic potential prior to bonding to her dragon, Radiance, but since bonding she is expressing a kind of magic that may be as unique as we thought those we've called 'dragonmages' to be. You don't know enough about magic to know all of it or all the signs of her magical potential. She has recently used what must be dragon magic – or earthfire magic – to free a dragon from the bonds of the Wizard-King, and has bonded to this now-living dragon as well as Radiance. However, he is struggling and weak, and she burned herself badly.”

And we are going to them next?

“Yes, but I will stop in Ansaifar first. It should not cost us very much time, and you will greatly appreciate it.”

Flameheart knew she did not understand half the import of the things Nelexi had relaid, but her body thrummed with the dragon's excitement, and she could not imagine what it must take to so excite a creature as old and wise and powerful and experienced as Nelexi. What is this dragonmage's name? she asked.

“Alian. His – or her (for this one is male in his human form and female in her dragon form) – mate is called Serrose.”

Flameheart caught the sliver of another thought. She did not think Nelexi was trying to keep it from her, but was simply preoccupied and neglecting to share it with her. If that was not the case, Nelexi would know her intentions, and that she was not trying to pry into what the Obsidian Guardian could not share with her. You're thinking something else, aren't you?

“Yes. That perhaps the Dragonrider with all the magic – Camilla, rider of Radiance – is the dragon-mage. She is bonded to Radiance as it seems no other dragon and rider have ever been bonded, though I will have to see for myself. I will have to see her magical imprint for myself, too, and shall as soon as I can speak to her and hear her as dragons speak to and hear one another. But the creatures with the dragon and humanlike forms need a better designation among those who speak and think not as dragons do, especially if they are to become a race.”

[image: image]
Though her head hurt from the crash course Nelexi was giving her on Ileshian, the Wood Elf language and apparently the only language known to these Dragonriders, once slaves of the Wood Elves, the prospect of seeing land greatly excited Flameheart. She did not like sleeping on a ship or in the saddle. She did not like crossing from the ship to Nelexi or the other way around on the dragon's wing; it felt too precarious even though, somehow, she had managed not to fall into the sea yet. Just as importantly, she had been getting sicker and sicker, eating only what Nelexi and she could find or catch while traversing the sea and landing on an occasional island, and while the food the Sea Elves gave her had greatly helped, it had not helped a lot, and she expected to be able to get better food in their city.

Also, it would be nice to get a new saddle, one made of new supple leather that had not been ruined by being submerged in the sea during the fight with the obsidian dragons. There were times Flameheart still felt a little bad about it. Nelexi was either impossible to kill, or nearly impossible, and despite the fact that the dragon insisted that it would not be easier for her to fight the Nightmare without Flameheart, there were times when Flameheart only half believed her.

When the Sea Elf city, with its tall towers, its twisting spirals carved as if to resemble waves, some of them in blue or green stone instead of white, its curving streets and its gardens, materialized below her, she could hardly contain her excitement. She did note, however, that this city – Ansaifar – looked a bit different than the one on Galen looked. It was not huge, but there was a decidedly different feel to the way the buildings had been arranged and the way the stones were carved.

“It might be because the stone they used was different, or it might be more because of the tastes and preferences of the different elves who built them,” commented Nelexi, “but we're going to wait to descend until the ships dock. Otherwise, I would land some distance away and let you go in and explain, a little like we did on Galen but with less caution and more boldness, since the Sha'adhri and the Nations of the Sea are no longer at war. As it is, it will still be a long time before Sea Elves can see dragons and not think of danger and burning ships, so I would rather let those we rescued first tell them what happened. Then I will land somewhere there's enough space for me but you can easily get in.”

You could just speak to them and let them know who we are and what happened.

Nelexi chuckled very softly. “You must know this, but that's likely to scare them more and be less effective.”

I do know that, but I still find the idea attractive to imagine. She could hardly contain her excitement while Nelexi hovered, keeping her distance, far enough that she would not be an imposing presence over the city and that Flameheart could discern a few of the details of the city only by relying on her vision. Flameheart's stomach did flips while she waited. The ships seemed to move so slowly.

Finally, the ships sailed slowly in and anchored next to the white docks, and the Sea Elves who had come out to see the fleet come in and those on the fleet spoke below them – not that even Nelexi could hear from this height – and then they visibly began to get more animated, some of them expressing concern and some expressing excitement. Nelexi clearly felt the waves of emotion, and passed her awareness onto Flameheart.

It was then that she began to descend, gliding down with an occasional wingbeat. Flameheart's stomach fell, but her heart rose. This was her favorite kind of flying!

As they neared the ground, the cheers erupted in earnest, clearly centered around them. Nelexi glided to the side and landed on the wide beach near the port. The Sea Elves gave her plenty of wingroom. Flameheart recoiled a little from what she knew was coming. The Sea Elves were apt to treat her as something between an exotic animal and a heroine, and neither way of treatment pleased her.

The leading edge of the crowd curtsied to the dragon and rider. It might not have been considered a crowd by city-dwelling human beings, but it certainly seemed like a crowd to Flameheart, who was from a clan of tribes that roamed the Plains of Zharda in Galen. She found the mere idea of a city, or viewing one from above, repulsive, unless it was a Sea Elf city, which were rather different from human cities, not nearly as crowded either with humans or with buildings, and more a place for congregating, a sort of year-long meet, than a place for living, for most Sea Elves lived mostly in their ships upon the sea, a way of life that made sense to Flameheart, for her people roamed the plains in much the same way, even if she did not enjoy the sea at all.

Flameheart felt Nelexi urging her to speak, but she could not pluck up the courage to speak to all these people. She thought the words would die on her lips, if she could even speak past the lump in her throat. No, you do. You don't mind all this attention, and you can speak to them as easily as I can.

“It is not our habit to speak to those whom we do not know and are not Dragonriders casually like this, and it is a little harder than you think for me to make myself easily heard by Sea Elves, but I will do so if you cannot,” said Nelexi.

[image: image]
After eating a good meal tucked against Nelexi's side, Flameheart was soon hopelessly bored with preparations. Nelexi had herself measured for a new saddle, and then told Flameheart that, since it would take some time for the Sea Elves to craft the saddle, she would continue wearing the ruined one until they returned. She was getting itchy in it, but she could tolerate it for a few more weeks, and she certainly did not expect Flameheart to get it on or off in its present state.

I could ride you bareback, Flameheart said. I did before, and I'd do better and be more comfortable now.

“Yes,” said Nelexi, “but if we have to fight for some reason, I would prefer we have the saddle.”

What if it breaks? asked Flameheart. That would be worse than me clinging to your scales bareback.

“It's enchanted by the Light Elves for me. I doubt that will happen.”

With that said, Flameheart climbed into the stiff saddle and fumbled with the straps to secure herself. Nelexi lifted off into the air to the cheering of the Sea Elves and commented to her rider, “I can't say I enjoy their attitude towards me, but it is a wonderful thing to see the Sea Elves and dragons seeing one another as something good, as friends, instead of as enemies. I love it when the Nightmare's plans turn against it like this, for now fear is undone and trust is being built as would have taken much longer otherwise, but things don't always turn around this quickly or this simply. We must never lose heart.”

Nelexi banked rather sharply and flew southwest over the bay. Flameheart put a hand over the satchel of fresh food to remind herself it was real.

A couple days later, Nelexi told Flameheart, “Here we are. I can feel them below me,” and glided down. The Obsidian Guardian's excitement was contagious, and Flameheart wondered again what could be so strange and new and wonderful to cause excitement in a creature like Nelexi. Of course, Nelexi was always sharing with her the wonder and excitement and joy of the world, a world that Flameheart understood as never before was so wide and awesome and real that it would never get old – one could always discover new beauty in the blue of the sky or even the shades of blue-green on a wave – yet this was a different kind of excitement from that wonder and delight.

Flameheart leaned out over Nelexi's shoulder, hoping to get a glimpse of where they were landing and what they would be seeing. It was an almost instinctive action by now, but totally useless on this wintry day.

The sky was speckled with clouds around them, though Nelexi flew mostly in open sky between two layers of cloud. Even if the sun sometimes showed – to Flameheart's almost wild delight – through a rift in the clouds above them, there was no way she would be able to see the fog blanketing the land and sea below them, and rising up in huge frothing pillars that looked like they might turn into storms around the mountains ahead of them.

Nelexi's eyes could not see through all that cloud anymore than hers could; it was her dragon-senses that told her she was near. Perhaps, she was even in communication with those strange creatures she had described, in particular with the individual she had described in some detail to Flameheart only a few hours earlier – if it was hours earlier. Flameheart could not always tell the different between a few hours and half an hour, especially when the sky was overcast.

Then they entered the lower cloud layer, and Flameheart felt moisture beading on her face – exposed today, since the air was wet from all the clouds and would not be likely to cause windburn – and on her hands and cloak. When she moved her hand on Nelexi's scales, she felt moisture there, too. Does this go all the way to the ground? How will you land safely, if it does?

“Yes, the cloud pretty much goes all the way to the ground. Don't worry about my landing. I know exactly how far I am from the earth at all times and without effort.”

A part of your magic?

“Largely, yes, but some of it is also experience. Both my heart and my wings know. Regardless, it is no issue. I have done this thousands of times before in far more turbulent weather and I've never landed wrongly. Flameheart, I haven't even forgotten to lighten myself in such circumstances. One of the only times I've ever done that was when I was so excited to finally bond with you, and then your fear threw me off.”

By now, Flameheart knew – felt – that there was no need for an apology.

Finally, Flameheart saw the ground as a slight variation in the shade of the clouds around them – pointed out first to her by Nelexi. It grew rapidly more visible, as the dragon shifted her wings, slowed, and landed in front of what appeared to be one gold dragon and two silver dragons, both quite small, a large red dragon, and four riders – but Flameheart knew one of the human-like creatures was not a Dragonrider at all, but something as dragon as it was human and neither dragon nor human. Nelexi had described him so perfectly, Flameheart knew him by his stance – or perhaps, she knew him by Nelexi's recognition. That was when she realized that she also knew which female was Camilla, the dragon-keeper and dragonspeaker, the dragon-mage, the one whose magic startled Nelexi.
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Camilla stood on the sand and watched the huge black dragon descend out of the clouds. Her wings almost glowed red-orange, not quite like coals. Camilla tightened her hand around the hilt of the magesword as her whole body tingled. She had felt it since about the same time that Radiance and Alian had both told her, as well as they could, who was coming, but it only grew stronger as Nelexi, the Obsidian Guardian, glided closer. It was magic like no other, and yet it called to her. It burned in her blood.

She recognized it, primal and deep and unspeakably beautiful – and like the fire in the vision she had had after freeing Ben. That fire lived in this creature.

Feelings she could not ever begin to sort out, and that she did not want to admit she did not understand and control, warred in her as the obsidian dragon glided down and landed. The ground barely trembled as she landed, and Camilla knew there was more magic involved. This being's very nature was magic, all her actions interwoven so flawlessly and perfectly with it that there was no telling the magic from what was not magic.

Then Nelexi spoke into her and Radiance's minds, together, with a voice like raw fire. “Camilla, all nature is magic. You but see only a very small bit of reality – of nature and of magic, as do I. There never is any true telling of magic from nature.”

Camilla had never really thought about that before, but she knew that her own magic had told her that all along. Nelexi, are you like me? This dragon spoke to humans and dragons much like she did, and this dragon's magic – well, it was not really a surprise that a dragon's magic was like her own given Serrose's and Alian's speculations about Dragonrider-mages and bonding to the elf-twisted dragons making or increasing the magic of humans, though this dragon was not much like Radiance or the other dragons.

“In some ways, I am. In other ways, I am not.”

The enigmatic answer bothered Camilla, but what could she say? She could not really challenge it; it was obvious. At the same time, she knew Nelexi meant something other than what was obvious – or did she? Can you teach me? she asked.

“Patience, human,” said the dragon, and bent her neck, lowering her nose low to the ground. Even Alian in her dragon form was dwarfed against the dragon's bulk. The two greeted as long lost friends. Camilla heard only a faint hum and a glimmer of meaning here and there from their greeting. She wondered at it. Had Alian not said he had been in contact with Nelexi for several days now? What had they not shared, could they not share until they were in nearly physical contact?

Camilla pulled herself out of her own thoughts to pay attention to the dragons. Ben was staring at Nelexi with an emotion Camilla could not describe, and did not think she had ever experienced before. Lavilor was almost clinging to her, and as she took one step forward he whispered to her, “She's huge! I didn't think ...”

“I know,” replied Camilla. “She is huge. And look how her wings and that stripe along her spine almost glow in the fog!”

“It's beautiful. I think I like her,” said Lavilor.

At that moment, Nelexi raised her head from her greeting with Alian, and Camilla saw a small dark-skinned girl – her skin almost black against the fog, brown only by comparison with her dragon's scales – step out from behind Nelexi's foreleg. Her small form made the dragon seem even huger, even though her shoulders already towered above them and the edges of her form melted away into the fog. It was hard for Camilla to conceptualize a living creature so huge, even when it stood before her.

She's shy! thought Camilla, considering the girl, when Nelexi spoke to all of them. “Greetings. I am Nelexi, Obsidian Guardian of Areaer, and this is my rider, Flameheart Kario from the Plains of Zharda.”

Along with her words, images flashed through Camilla's mind of skies and mountains taller and steeper than she would have imagined possible, of volcanoes and storms, and then, bright against that background, of sweeping wide, flat plains with a few ever-so-gently rolling hills and scraggly bushes and copses of trees, the grass green-yellow, the sky a startling blue, harder and drier and more brilliant than she
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