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Summary: When the Wizard-King's reign of horror seems all but certain, a circle of Dragonrider-mages makes a last, desperate attempt to assassinate him in the seat of his power, and find themselves touched by an ancient and mysterious god.
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I'm not really sure what I should say here, since for some of you, this will be your first foray into the Dragon-Mage series, while others of you will have read at least Heart of Fire first. So that has me kind of confused about what I should say.

Either way, I hope you enjoy the ride! Novellas are always a bit ... different (not that everything I write isn't, each story having its own challenges). But I don't want to spoil it too much for those who haven't yet read Heart of Fire. And don't like spoilers.

For those who have: don't be at all concerned that you've missed out on any of the fun! Those of you who've gotten farther in the series before turning to the prequel will find there's plenty yet to discover in this little novella! Among other things, it ties together and explains a few things you'll run into later on. Nothing that is really necessary to understand the series, but it will certainly add a bit of perspective that you won't find out elsewhere.

May your hope find its promise!

-Raina Nightingale
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#1 – Grief's Madness
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A dragon cried out, a scream of anguish and grief great enough that it might bring down the stars from the sky.

Sërien stood, looking at those same stars above her head. She did not realize she had stood. She had no memory of startling out of the bed roll and leaving it crumpled behind her. But she stood looking at the stars, as another voice full of yet deeper grief twined with Gloaming's.

Serrate, Gloaming's mate, the mother of their only surviving hatchling.

And now that dragon was dead.

So Sërien stood, her gaze fixed on the stars as if their constancy could somehow hold her, and through her the dragons, grounding them in the midst of their grief, until their crying voices faded.

What happened? she asked then, her chest tight, almost afraid to ask lest her question cast Gloaming back into the throws of that first anguish.

But instead she felt him snuggle closer in her mind, drawing solace from her nearness. It had been the right thing to do. “A mudslide,” he said, his voice shaking. “Her rider was lying in wait for a herd of deer. The hill came down. She dove, trying to get him out in time. They were both trapped. Suffocated.” Gloaming shuddered again, and Sërien shivered.

At least, it wasn't the Wizard-King. They're well and truly dead.

“Y-es.” Gloaming's reply was shaking and drawn out, pulled between grief and horror and relief. Too many that they had known had fallen to that fate, not to die in whatever agony or grief their death entailed and then pass to what rightly lay beyond death, but to captured in the midst of dying and death-bound to the Wizard-King of Eltaes, tormented and used by him.

And with Sage's death, Sërien felt something that had been long in the weakening finally crack in her and Gloaming. And if it was cracked in her, it must be worse for Serrate who was Sage's mother, and for Yetra her rider.

That was when she remembered Serrate and Yetra were on this watch. She felt Gloaming move into one accord with her, and without bothering with the saddle or riding gear, she jumped onto his shoulders. The short two minute flight would not hurt her any, and almost as soon as she squeezed Gloaming's scales between her legs, feeling their edges bite into her skin, they were airborne. The cold air whipped past her face, and her shivers were from cold now, not horror and grief.

Less than two minutes later, they landed again, on the watch-ridge. Serrate bugled a greeting, her voice torn with the grief she had just given vent to.

Not for the first time, Sërien wished dragons weren't so vocal about their grief, and even more vocal about it when their own hatchlings died. It alerted everyone miles around to where they were, and there were times that had not been good. She hoped this was not going to one of them, as she slid down Gloaming's side, leaving him to comfort Serrate however he could, and embraced Yetra.

Her human mate clung to her, sobbing, and their hair mingled, her green-black with his gray, as she held him, sobbing too, as if his cries were contagious. They stood like that for a long time, while the stars continued their unchanging dance across the sky, and another dragon and rider who were not close to the death came to keep the watch.

When Yetra finally got himself together – or maybe it was Serrate who finally got herself together – Sërien noticed that it was dawn. She was cold and tired, and her legs were aching the way they did when she had to be on her feet for far too long.

He stepped away from her and said, “I'm sorry.”

There was no reply to that, and she put a hand gently on his arm.

That prompted him to move in close to her again, this time standing beside her and facing the same direction. Finally, he said, “It is time to end this.”

There was a hint of madness in his voice, and in his words, too. He had to know how Sage and her rider had died, had to know it had absolutely nothing to do with the Wizard-King and was completely unrelated to the horrors he visited upon the land. Mudslides had happened before Kestor had been born, before Eltaes had been a nation, before the elf life-mages had altered the dragons. And Yetra, like most of the human riders, was closer to his dragon than she was to Gloaming. He would have known, in the first throws of Serrate's grief, just what had happened, instead of having to wait and ask for it.

But that also meant it would affect him more. It would be like reliving the moment when five out of their six eggs had been stillborn, at the same time he experienced the death of the one surviving dragon.

So she did not argue with him, did not explain that there was no way for them to put an end to all mudslides, and still less to death itself, both things that had been around for as long as all three of their races. Instead, she quietly agreed with him. “Indeed it is.”

Sometime later, a quiet voice spoke behind them.

“It is over.”

* * *
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No!!!

Laisly caught the warning edge of Caldera's thought. If she did not keep a tighter rein on her panic, her fear and anger, they might be next, and they would have no chance to ambush the enemy. They really had no idea what the powers of the death-bound dragons were, or what the Wizard-King could learn through or from them. He might be able to access and use their draconic empathy.

She bit through her lip, as she ran up Caldera's shoulder and bound herself into the saddle as quickly as she could. We go, she hissed, trying to keep the mental projection down.

Caldera did not answer or respond. Instead, her beautiful blue dragon flung them both into the sky with all her might, flying as quickly as possible back towards the village. The wind whipped Laisly's black hair into a frenzy.

“Shield us,” said Caldera, probably as soon as her dragon was able to think straight.

Or as soon as she could think well enough to have a chance at magic. Laisly cursed, wishing she was Sërien, or at least that Sërien was with her. Even if the elf mage was not her best friend, Sërien was much better at shielding than she was.

But if they were going to have any chance at rescuing anyone in any way, or at revenge, she would have to shield their approach as well as she could. Laisly pulled up her bag, and sorted through it, careful not to lose anything to the wind that blew past them, until she had found the rocks she needed. Tying up the bag, she put it back, and clenched her hand around the rocks.

This was going to take all she had, and cold fear made the sweat run down her neck, even though the wind in her face was already brutally cold. She might be one of the stronger human mages, but she was only one. She and Caldera did not have much of a chance, and if they failed, they would be death-bound, too.

But
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