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Author's Note


[image: ]


DragonWing is the second book in the Return of the Dragonriders trilogy, which I started when I was thirteen. If you read author's notes, you've probably already read the one for DragonBirth, and I need not repeat everything in there.

Mostly, I just want to say, I hope you enjoy DragonWing. In some ways, it might be the coziest of the three. When I first conceived this series, one of the things I wanted to do was write an epic fantasy that kept the closeness to everyday and mundane life that they sometimes start with. After all, you can't fight if you don't live.

And why should you fight unless you have something you love, something to fight for? Isn't that the more important thing to see?

That's even more relevant in a story like this, where the greatest enemy is one my protagonists must fight within their own souls. Other people might kill and torture them if they can, but their fundamental enemy isn't those people, but the nightmare, which is just as ready to consume them in fear and blind hatred as it is those who would harm them.

To fight an enemy like that, it's absolutely essentially to see what you're fighting for. You have to find whatever it is that you need, in order to confront the thing you fear, to face fear itself, and not be overcome.

As a result, this is a very cozy book, with cozy challenges spaced among sweet and quiet moments, as well as – to be perfectly honest – quite a few more actual fights than there are in DragonBirth. But it is also the story of that battle in Silmavalien and Noren's souls – one which they must fight within themselves, if they're to have even the chance at picking the right side when things start happening.

The dragons will fly again,

-Raina Nightingale
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Silmavalien lay flat on her back, Minth’s still-too-large tail a blur of white at the edge of her vision. Above them stood a woman. Her black hair, too dark and too shiny to be possible, was pulled over one shoulder and hung to her knees. Over her tall, slender form, covered with hard, taut muscles, she wore what appeared to be a sleeveless dress of black feathers that shone blue or green depending on the light, except it almost looked like the feathers were her own. Her hands, even more so her feet, were small, to scale the cliff so easily, and over one shoulder hung a quiver that carried a strange, beautiful bow, but only a few arrows.

But what captured Silmavalien's attention was her eyes: they did not glow like dragons' eyes, or if they did she could not tell in this lighting, but they were certainly not human. They looked like sapphires, complete with gemstone facets, gleaming out of her dark, dusky face.

Before Silmavalien could regain her composure, almost before she could draw breath, the woman asked, “Who are you?”

“I’m Silmavalien,” she replied, rather dumbly.

“That doesn’t tell me very much,” said the woman, if a woman she was. Her voice was oddly like flowing or falling water. “I can see that you are a Dragonrider. What else?”

Something about her disconcerted Silmavalien. Between that, and everything she had been through, she could not think of anything to say. Finally, words slipped between her lips. “I don't know.” As if that somehow restored her courage, she pushed the next words out as quickly as she could, based on the impulse of a sudden thought. “Are you an Ellen?”

The woman cocked her head slightly. “An Ellena. Yes, I suppose.” This time she was silent for a moment. “Your dragon,” she asked. “What is he doing? Sleeping?”

“He fainted when that awful Shadow showed up. His name is Minth.”

“What have you been doing?” the Ellena asked.

“We took the Riders’ Passage, and ran out of food. Now, we are thirsty as well.” Somehow, the words were coming now, almost without effort, and almost without feeling, too.

“Well, there’s no use in just standing here. Come on –” Silmavalien got to her feet “– how are we going to get that dragon – Minth, I mean – back to wherever you left your things? No. You’re in no condition to carry him. May I?” She asked, looking first at Minth, then at Silmavalien.

“Wait,” said Silmavalien. She had felt Minth stir in his mind. His tail twitched. He was conscious. In the privacy of their minds she asked what he thought of the Ellena. Then she felt Minth touch the creature's thoughts, and the impression she gleaned through Minth was strange and alien, full of shapes she knew had meaning, yet had no meaning to her.

The Ellena stiffened at Minth's touch, and through Silmavalien heard her words. “Do not do that again. Your general awareness of thoughts is enough – beyond what is given to me.”

Minth was indignant. His thoughts and emotions flowed forth in something like, “Neither do you!”

Pulling herself free from their argument, which seemed to have nothing to do with either fear or ill will on either side, she said to the Ellena, “You may.”

As the strange creature stooped down to pick Minth up, he asked her name. Through him, Silmavalien understood her reply: she was Aelaza, and she had been born with the name as dragons are born with theirs.

“Would Minth be able to speak to a human like that, too?” Silmavalien asked as she limped behind the Ellena. “I know he couldn't when he was younger.”

“No. Only Ellenari and a few Dragonriders can – Eli sindra!” Aelaza gasped. “So many dragons. Where are their riders?” She laid Minth down on the rock.

“They don’t have any. I take care of them all, but I am only really bonded to Minth.”

“Can you speak to all – each – of them?” asked Aelaza.

“Yes.”

“You can probably speak to and hear all dragons.”

“Thank you, Aelaza. You can g ...” Silmavalien trailed off, realizing the absurdity of it. Aelaza could go whenever she wanted, but Silmavalien still needed her help. And whatever she was ... Silmavalien's feelings were too confused about that, and Aelaza's reply cut off thoughts that could have gone nowhere anyways.

“Well, I won’t. You are all far to close to the Fire Shadow's lair. Where was it you wanted to go? The pool?”

“... Yes.” The pool was probably where that waterfall met the earth ... where she had been trying to go. “But how will we get past the chasm and the Fire Shadow?”

“You’ll see. Get your stuff. The dragons will have to walk. I cannot carry nine of them. Follow me.”

Silmavalien packed up the two blankets, pulled the bags over her shoulder, and followed Aelaza, the dragons trailing behind her. The Ellena’s every step was springy, and she seemed to bounce as if she was not made to walk, but to bound up cliffs. Silmavalien suspected the pace she and the dragons could manage had to be exasperatingly slow to her.

Soon she brought them to a bridge of rock that spanned the twenty or so spans across the chasm. It hardly felt like a bridge as she crossed it, with sequoias growing between them and the edge, and ferns crushing under their feet.

When they reached the pool, Silmavalien collapsed on its banks, feeling like she could not get another step out of her legs if she had to. She gulped in great, heaving breaths, as if she had been running for miles, and took in the pool. A spray of water fell into its far end, near the cliffs, but where she lay it was still and shallow, and everywhere it was clear. A few paces from her, a small stream flowed out over some rocks.

It looked safe for the dragons to be around and drink from, even in their current state. The banks were so shallow there was no way they could fall in, still less be carried away. Veine seemed to sense Silmavalien's decision. She crawled to the pool, and when she flicked her tongue out to drink the sense of cold that flowed across their bond almost made Silmavalien's teeth chatter.

But Aelaza still stood there – like, like a stone, or a sunrise. Silmavalien shrugged out of her bags and got to her knees to mumble some sort of thanks. She'd have gotten to her feet, but she could not stand again just yet.

“Of course, it was nothing.” Her tone was strange and inhuman, yet it was at once absolutely casual and sincere. “ appreciate your gratitude. Please do not stray towards the Shadow's lair. It is still very near, and I might not be there to save you next time ... be careful!”

“Thank you,” said Silmavalien again, “but was it really nothing to save us from the Shadow?”

Aelaza laughed, the sound like water running over stones. “When I saw the Shadow stir, and heard your cry, what could I do? I sprang sideways up the cliff, many times faster than I ever have before, but it was effortless. The Shadow did not fight me; I think it had something to do with your ring. I wanted to meet whoever it was that that Shadow found interesting enough to rise out of the abyss to destroy. Not everyone gets that response.”

Silmavalien gaped open-mouthed as Aelaza described springing up the cliff, even though she had seen. But all that came out of her mouth was, “Ah. Goodbye.”

“Siena norae,” replied Aelaza, and Silmavalien gasped again as she sprang from where she stood a pair of tiny ledges in the precipice above. From there she continued, up and up, momentarily alighting on cracks of the rock too small to see. The wonder of it made Silmavalien's head spin. It was beautiful; awesome; glorious.

Like a rainbow or a sunset.

Then she tore her gaze away. She had to boil the water so she could drink it safely, and so the dragons could drink more without chilling themselves. Which meant she needed a fire. Which meant she needed wood. Which meant she had to get up and gather wood.

She somehow got herself to her feet, and felt the dragons urging encouragement – and wondering at her – as she stood and somehow fought back the dizziness and the weakness. She stumbled off, strictly following Aelaza's wander. She did not wander towards the Shadow's lair or the Riders' Passage farther than where she could still see the stream easily, but she did not cross the stream either. It was too cold, the footing too treacherous, and she was too weak.

A rabbit hopped across her path, and Silmavalien knelt where she stood beside a tree to string the bow. She gritted her teeth and struggled, a task that was once easy now nearly impossible, far harder than when Noren had first shown her how. Yet she managed it and looked up.

The rabbit was gone.

She did not unstring the bow, though. She was just collecting wood when she saw another rabbit browsing only a few paces away, seemingly ignoring her. She knocked an arrow and then tried to draw the bow. No matter how she strained, she could not do it. Finally, holding the bow flat under her arm instead of up, she managed to get it, but she had to try twice before she kept the arrow knocked.

Struggling to hold the bow, shaking and sweating, she raised it. Somehow, despite all the fuss, the rabbit had barely moved, as if it had not noticed even her grunts. Her arms shook violently, and she barely managed to release the string instead of letting it slip out of her fingers.

The arrow whizzed past the rabbit, and buried itself, almost up to the fletching, in the soft earth at the base of a young pine, not even close to the target.

The rabbit spooked and bolted.

Silmavalien struggled to her feet and pulled the arrow out of the ground, wondering why she was even trying. They might have gotten out of the passage, but they would have had to get out weeks ago to even have a chance. She could not hit a deer in this state, not even if it stood for her. There was no way she could take anything down.

She stood and walked back to the pool, dragging along what little wood she had already got. If they were all going to die, at least they would die together. And die they would, since with the best luck in the world she would not be able to get a bite for each of them.

The sun was already half way down the sky when she reached the pool, having walked even slower than she had to because she was so hopeless.

The day was near its end, and so were their lives, only just begun.

Then at the tingling urge of the dragons, Silmavalien finally raised her eyes and listened to what they had been trying to tell her for some minutes.

A freshly-killed deer was laying on the sand beside the pool, and the dragons were sharing rabbits. Silmavalien fell to her knees, as much from amazed relief as from weakness, and Minth looked up at her, his minty eyes bright with expectation and hope.

Only Aelaza could have provided that deer and those rabbits....

Or the Lord of the Light, by miracle.
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Chapter Two -Rest by the Pool
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With new hope came a new realization of just how thirsty she was. But she was not going to risk getting sick from the water, not when she had the wood she needed right here. She got the fire going, and then got water from the pool in the boiling pot, every task harder than it had ever been before, but manageable.

Then she got out her knife to skin the deer, as much to keep her mind off her thirst as anything else. Somehow, setting the boiling water aside to cool and knowing she would be able to drink soon only made her thirst more tormenting, and it was all she could do to wait, and try to make sure she did not cut herself preparing the deer, since she could not keep her mind off her thirst.

Minth, his stomach now full enough for the moment, lay down next to her, and did his best to anchor her and distract her. He remembered for her how they had all their backs turned, doing or watching one thing or another. He had been about to fall asleep, and Daurth, Airrock, Wydth, and Songeth had already been fast asleep, when Tiela saw the food.

Her squeal of excitement had woken them all up, but he had felt sleepy the whole time, too lazy even to feel excited about this. He thought that was why she had not noticed.

Now, with his stomach full, he told her he felt even more sleepy. So tired.

“Then go to sleep,” she told him under her breath. It's good for you. Especially after a good meal. Even more, after a good meal after a long fast.

But he wanted to be with her.

“That's okay.” She spoke out loud this time. “You can be with me just as well if you sleep right there by the fire.”

The quiet delight seeping all through Minth at her reassurance dampened for a moment everything else: exhaustion, pain, thirst. He closed his eyes, and she felt his breathing slow and his mind wrap itself in sleep beside her leg.

She could not endure the thought of trying to drink the water and finding it still too hot, and feared then her resolve really would break, so she waited a little longer than she thought she had to before testing the water. It was warm on her finger, not hot enough to burn but close to it, and she knew if she had not tried to wait extra long, it would have been far too hot. She tilted the pot and drank greedily, slowing down just enough not to burn her mouth on the hot water.

When she finally stopped, she had drank more than half of it, and she poured the rest of it into the skin and started more boiling. A few minutes later, she laid the first slabs of venison out to cook, some on a pan she had and some on a rock next to the rock. She sat by Minth, and cut more venison, between flipping the meat, which she had to every minute or two.

It was worth it. The venison on the rock was done first. Though unseasoned and unsalted, it seemed like the best thing she had ever tasted. She ate all the slabs, and started more, though she had only gotten a little wood and the fire was not going to last much longer.

She sat next to Minth, gently stroking his neck and head while she watched the meat. Even in his sleep, he leaned in her scratching when she got to where his wing came into his shoulder, but she had to get up almost immediately to tend to the venison. Besides, even that was making her arm sore.

Minth was gliding through an open space, huge, brilliant stars shining and twinkling all about him. Above him and below him, on either side, in front of him and behind him. Yet he was uneasy. Some fear, some withdrawn promise or joy, hung over him, like a darkness among the bright stars.

Then an abyss opened before him. A nothingness too deep for any light to pierce. A chasm in reality and light. A Shadow that blotted out the stars. Already, he was on the edge of it. He struggled to break free, to fly away, to flee, but suddenly his hunger and weakness returned. His strength utterly failed. Fear and terror overwhelmed him....

All at once, the nightmare crashed into her, nearly knocking her off her feet. The terror and pain she felt when Minth fainted, leaving her to face the Fire Shadow alone, leaving her to struggle to protect him ... all of that was there, mixed with his fear.

She was at his side in a moment, never mind whatever she had been doing. Stay calm. Stay calm. It would not help for her to feed the nightmare. She had done enough of that when he had been a hatchling ... he still was a hatchling. She knelt beside him, put her arms around him, whispered to him her reassurance, shared through their bond, real in a way nothing else could ever be. The frightful nightmare vanished, melting away before a dream of love and unity, friendship and joy, two souls that always needed each other out of love and held each other up. Of Silmavalien beside him, with him, in him. His dragon-mother.

A dream that only dragons can remember, but all beings know and crave.

Silmavalien kissed Minth, and quickly returned to the fire and her cooking. But she felt tired now as, at that moment, she could not remember ever feeling tired before. She put some venison in the water-pot next to the fire, hoping it would cook adequately from the left-over heat when the fire went out, then pulled out a bunch of blankets and threw them on the ground. Already her eyelids were threatening to close on her, but she half-carried, half-pushed Minth onto the blankets, then pulled the rest of the blankets over them both.

If the other dragons woke up cold, they could join them under the covers then.
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When she woke in the morning, she knew immediately, from the feel of her body and something more indefinable, that she had slept for a long time. And that, as she'd expected, all the dragons were snuggled up under the covers now.

Hunger gnawed at her stomach, which gurgled as she sat up. She slipped out of under the covers and got a few slabs of venison, then sat on the blankets to eat and consider the day.

The sun was definitely up, but the whole feel of the world suggested it was earlier than that. All was in shadow, with only a few tiny glimmers of reddish light that she could see on the tops of the trees across the pool and the cliffs above. They looked less like rays of sunshine, and more like a few scattered reflections cast up water. She considered it, and decided she had slept for more than half a day and a night together, and Minth for somewhat longer.

Even as she watched them, the light patches grew and changed, though it would be a long time before they reached the ground. The dragons went on sleeping, barely stirring, and Silmavalien finished her venison and got her bow out, which she had forgotten to unstring last night. Hopefully, that had not hurt it too much. Sitting or kneeling a little ways from the dragons, she drew it again and again, steadfastly ignoring the pain in her arms. She had to get to the point where she could at least hunt rabbits and birds, and have a hope of hitting them. She could not, would not, expect or rely on gifts like last night's every day. Perhaps, if she could not provide for them, another would. But if she did not do everything she could to be able to take care of them, then they would starve.

After working on that until her arms burned and shook, even when she rested them, Silmavalien struggled to unstring the bow, before she pushed her strength past the point where even unstringing it would be impossible. Then she went out to collect more wood, weaving her way between the graceful ferns that glistened and dripped with the night's dew. The fragrance of the Cure of the Dusk when she trod it underfoot did something to steady her strength.

She knelt to pick up a few sticks, then looked up. A pine cone hung from a branch above her, and with a pang she realized she had lost the pine cone obtainer somewhere on the other side of the mountains. It would be nice to have now, even if she could never have brought it up the cliff, even if she was not sure she would have the strength to use it.

She knelt, staring at the pine cone for far longer than she needed to. It was ... she would never be able to reach that high. If she were strong, she might be able to get her hands on it, but she doubted she would be able to pull it down. Maybe, if it were just ready to come.

She hefted a stick in her hands and stood. It was food. Delicious. The thought of it made her mouth water. She had to try. She raised the stick and swung it against the pine cone. After several tries, it fell, rolling along the ground, at the same time as she felt Minth wake. Hungry, but refreshed.

She went on, gathering as much wood as she could carry and limping under its weight. Minth told her when the other dragons woke, one by one, and they reached out to mentally caress her. Veine's touch was wordless, but it carried a deep reassurance that wrapped itself around her like wings, as if Veine were the dragon-mother.

As her stomach started grumbling again, Silmavalien made her way back to the pool. She could not wait to eat the pine nuts, but she was forced to go painfully slowly between her own weakness and the sticks, and she did want to put them down. Picking them again, and getting them to stick, would not be easy. But when she got back to the pool, she dropped the wood all at once, sticks clacking as they fell around her, and tore the pine cone open, despite the protests of her fingers, raw and cramped from the bow-string. Only when she had devoured the pine nuts did she looked around.

The dragons had clearly feasted on the deer, and somehow it seemed funny to her, while she re-kindled the fire and started more water boiling. She strung her bow, then tried to draw it again, and her arm twanged with pain, worse than it had in the morning, worse than it had picking up the wood or whacking down that pine cone. She unstring it with more pain and set it aside, then settled down to cutting more venison and cooking it, eating a bit now and again while she worked.

The dragons, those who were awake at any rate, often sat or lay next to her to watch her and give her support, but she struggled to pay much attention to any of them, even when it was Minth. Cooking the venison, and not slicing her hand open, took all the attention she had, and once she was done with cutting up the slabs, she was so tired, though she let Minth lay in her lap between flipping or changing the slabs, and sometimes she scratched his favorite spots while he hummed.

He did an amazingly good job reminding her to keep an eye on the venison so that it did not burn or cook too unevenly. He reminded her far more often than was really necessary, almost every heartbeat, but at this point she was wondering if she would remember at all, even if he was not there to distract her, without the reminders.

As the day crept on, she decided she would need another rock or two to cook on, if she wanted to get this deer done anytime soon, and got up to look for one. Minth had fallen asleep, but Songeth –  who was awake at the moment and trying to remind her like Minth had, though he was not nearly as good at it – joined her, and together they found two that would do. Rather flat-topped, and not so heavy she could not move them. She shoved them into the flames to heat up, and then pushed them out with a heavy stick, groaning with the effort.

When she laid the venison slabs out to cook and sat back, slumping, Tiela and Coroneth nudged her, settling against her from either side. They loved her. She loved them. It meant so much to them, they sent. They wished they could help her ... They were glad. They wanted to comfort her.

She smiled wearily, and let herself emotionally lean into their embrace. It really did mean so much to her.

She changed the slabs again, then packed all the cooled ones into one of the bags, and ate again. She was not nearly done, yet she was already exhausted again. She sat down next to Minth, Tiela and Coroneth now drowsing though they watched the flames and Tiela sometimes asked her when the last time she had checked on the venison was.

Then Minth woke up, happy and hungry, and after greeting her with something that was very much like good morning, he bounded as well as he could to the raw venison and tore into it. A smile stretched her face as she watched him, and his excitement woke her up a little. Then the other dragons started getting hungry and waking up, and that helped, too.

Finally, everything was eaten or cooked, and Silmavalien forced herself to draw the bow twice more before she crawled into the covers. He was not tired yet, but Minth offered to join her. With a tired smile, she reminded him it was not necessary. She would rather he play with his friends and give her happy dreams, then join her when he was ready.
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It was a couple hours after sunrise, and the realization that the partner of his heart – Elninya – was one of the persecuted dragons, whose existence he had till then doubted, still pounded in his heart. He understood now why the way Silmavalien regarded the 'gods' had changed in that last month or two. He had thought it was due to his own influence, but he suspected now it had nothing to do with him at all. She had discovered that the dragons, the declared enemies of the gods and of all good, were really creatures much like everyone else.

Alongside the pain of how she had scorned his trust, and the hurt just thinking about her brought, he felt anew his admiration for her. He had always known she was strong. He had not realized how strong. Her devotion had been real, he knew, not a lie like he was sure some people's devotion was. He could not imagine how it would disturb her, to have such strong beliefs shattered in such a way. She had handled herself amazingly, in the face of both the collapse of everything she believed, and the terrible, immediate danger she had found herself in.

His love was an imperfect, yet wonderful, person.

Now Noren rode towards the city of Delenois at a brisk trot, since he meant to cover the remaining several miles quickly. Elninya was hidden safely among his blankets in the thickest, darkest portion of the thicket, deep under the bramble where he doubted anyone would wander.

Several men stood guarding the gate, wearing the flag of Delenois – an elaborate rainbow on a yellow field – wrapped around their torsos, over good leather and steel armor.  “What's yer name and where're ye from?” asked one, a bit roughly.

“I'm Noren,” he replied. “I'm from Treas, which is in the foothills, east. Why?”

“This is a city an' its m'job ta' know who goes in an' out,” the guard replied. His mustache waggled as he spoke, and Noren wondered what he had dyed it with to get that brilliant, strawberry red color. “Why're ye here, Noren?”

“To get supplies, like salt, for us. It's my first time doing this.”

The other guard had meanwhile written in a sort of book. They waved Noren to go in, and he rode Evena through the gate, wondering what that had all been about. In a little village, it seemed totally reasonable to know who came in. But a city! Delenois was bigger than anything he had ever imagined, and he could see that without even riding into it. No one could know even half the people here, and if they were so comfortable living so close together with strangers, why did they need to know so much about him?

As he rode further into Delenois, it seemed even stranger. The city truly was filled with people. He was sure there were more people crowded around him on the wide cobblestone street than lived in Treas. He approached a lady in a lavender dress – the sort no one owned more than one, maybe two of, in Treas, but which people around here could afford not to even care for, judging by the fact this was not a festival occasion and several of the dresses were stained or pained – and asked where he could get salt and dried fruit.

“Salt would be the blue shop, two houses past the river, on your left. The dried fruit would be the Dorsons' on Lantern Street. That's seven houses from the First Rose of Spring Inn. You know, the big green building with the rose bud over the door post,” she replied shortly.

“Thank you,” said Noren. She was already moving away, and he felt he ought to do something more for her. “Oh – and your dress is very nice.”

She looked back at him, with an expression which bewildered him. Was she pleased by the compliment and attention? What had he said wrong? He rode on, confused, looking for a 'Lantern Street' or the 'First Rose' inn. Surely the river could not be missed. But more important than the provisions he did not really need, at least not urgently, was the question of how he would get along with city people, whose customs were so different from his own. When a stranger did something for you they did not have to, you tried to offer something in return, even if it was very small, like a compliment ... but maybe if you lived around strangers all the time, then actions and words had different meanings.

The salt was very expensive, and he knew that he would have to use it sparingly. He asked the lady in the shop if she had heard of anyone named Silmavalien. She would probably do sewing and knitting, or something like that. He was told, No, why should she know, and what did he want? He replied that he was curious. He had heard of her, even met her, but he did not know where she lived. After that, he left, to look for the dried fruit seller.

He led Evena to the banks of the river, and held the reins while she drank. Then he wandered around the city, looking for the dried fruit shop on Lantern Street.

Soon he had spent most of his money, and he knew that he would have to make it somehow, if he wanted to have what he could not hunt. He wondered if selling deer-skins when he passed through a city would work. He continued to ask around for a lady named Silmavalien, who knitted and sewed, and lived on the edges of the city, but he changed his story for when he was asked why. Now he had met her and wanted to buy one of her scarfs, but had forgotten to ask where she lived.

And Silmavalien would make some nice scarfs, with beautiful designs, he was sure.

When the sun began to get low in the western sky, Noren rode out of the city. The guards at the gate stopped him briefly on his way out, as they did many others, making it take much longer than it needed to to get in and out of the city, even though no one was really meeting or talking to anyone else. He urged Evena into a comfortable canter once he had gotten out of the press, and as the wind flew in his face he decided he would have to ask someone about this strange custom of recording the people leaving and entering the city.

Once he reached the thicket, Noren picketed Evena where she could graze, and rushed to Elninya, urged by the hunger he had been feeling all the way from the city. She had stayed where he had left her, but she crawled out to him now, while he upended his bags for all the meat he had left, which he tossed to her before satisfying himself with dry bread.

Then he strung his bow and shot a squirrel, which he boiled to be Elninya's breakfast. There was no doubt in his mind that she would eat every bit of it. Then he snuggled with her in a few blankets under the brush, and contemplated the change that had come over his life.

In some subtle way – impossible to point to, invisible when attended to, but always there, hovering on the periphery of his awareness – everything had changed. Tastes, smells, sounds, colors, and even feels had all shifted in some indescribable way, or was everything just wider? Certainly, for his little Elninya, all was incomparable width and freedom. He glimpsed tattered pieces of thought and memory floating through the sky of her mind, and knew that she had spent innumerable ages cramped in the confines of that egg. Yet she always looked to the sky, and the impression and the yearning it aroused were in her mind and her heart.

Had he never really noticed the sky until now, still less understand or even consider what it meant? What it would be to be a bird or a dragon – a flying creature – was so far beyond him. Yet, through Elninya, he felt the desire, not only to know what it was like to fly but to actually fly, enter his heart and burn in his blood. It was a new thirst, one that might be satisfied by flight, but would never be quenched by anything else.
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Elninya woke Noren early in the morning so he could watch the dawn with her. After that, he shot a raven for her dinner and cooked it over a very small fire, while she devoured the squirrel from last night. He lingered in the shadows of the thicket with her for a few hours, then urged her back into its darkest, densest shrubs and went back into Delenois much later than he had yesterday. Somehow, he had a strong feeling that he did not want to meet the same guards twice, and he made sure it was different men standing at the gate before he approached. This time, he told them he was visiting an old friend, and then spent the day wandering the streets near the wall and the gates. Every so often he knocked on a door, and when it was answered – which was most of the time, as many of the homes had store-fronts – he told his story of being looking for a friend who had recently moved, named Silmavalien. But no one seemed to know of anyone who matched his description.

The world was shrouded in twilight when he returned to Elninya.
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The next morning, Noren shot a couple of quail, and while he watched them cook, he decided that it would be unwise to remain near Delenois any longer. It was more of a feeling than a decision, but it was one he meant to follow. He had no idea how strange his behavior was to others, or how long it would be before someone wandered what he was doing and why. If he was not a Dragonrider himself, he thought he could have risked the suspicion. But now he could not afford to draw attention to himself, lest he be investigated or questioned and give the truth away.

That was the one thing he hated about being what he now was, though he did not love Elninya any less for it. He abhorred having to hide, like a criminal. Elninya was worth it to him, and he would rather die with her than lose her, but he still hated the situation.

When the quail were done cooking, Noren gave one to Elninya, and put the other in a saddlebag for dinner. He packed most of his belongings around it, leaving only a few blankets out, while he explained his plans to Elninya. He could sense her distaste, but also her acceptance, and she willingly crawled into the other saddlebag and let him pack the blankets around her so she would be well-concealed. Then he bound the bag to Evena's saddle, with the tie a little loose to let her have more air. It was nearly noon when they finally got onto the road, heading away from Delenois.

They encountered a few travelers, and this time Noren noticed them more than he had on his way here, perhaps because of Elninya. She surprised him with her knowledge of every individual: those men were day-dreaming about selling their wares, and that man was concerned about thugs and Noren's quick-moving figure had aroused his fear, and that single woman was going to see the Oracle because she could have no children.

Elninya, Noren asked her, can they hear you?

No, they could not. She could only hear them think. She did not know them as she knew him, she only heard their thoughts as he could hear them speak.

As the sun prepared to descend in fire behind the world, Noren looked for a place for them to spend the night. He chose a grove of trees about half a mile off the road, and rode through the grasses to reach it, happy that it was a little farther from the road and seemed to be in an area not too often frequented or stopped in.

Tomorrow, he would spend the day hunting whatever kind of animals he could find in the savanna-lands between the Orenial Rivers. Two things concerned him: would the predators here be a danger to a dragon? These lands were still fairly civilized, but he was much more concerned about predators here than just outside the walls of Delenois. Those seemed like a place anything wild would avoid. And the other was that he was still close enough to civilization, he wondered how much he could find to hunt and, of less immediate importance, if their skins would be worth anything.
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Chapter Four -Hunting, At Least Trying
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After breakfast, Silmavalien went out to hunt, or at least try. Even if she had the best of luck, she would not be able to hunt half of what they would need, and the venison was running out quickly. But she had to try.

She crossed the stream so she could range farther without getting too close to the Fire Shadow. Her legs were nearly numb from the cold water before she was through the stream, but she already felt like she was much stronger than she had been two days ago. She put her boots back on and strung her bow so she would not have to do that when she found prey.

Throughout the day, experiences flew back and forth between her and Minth. He ate, and slept, and played, and slept again. He woke for a third time, feeling so well that the feeling flowed over their bond and reinvigorated her. He played with the other dragons for a bit more, rolling on the ground with them, pawing with them, and chasing tails, his own or others, and sometimes Silmavalien thought he was not even sure whose tail he was pouncing on. His skin was in poor condition, and even their relatively gentle play broke it open often, and Silmavalien realized she would need to make oil for them.

After a while, Minth got bored of the game, as he was too often underneath the other dragons his size, and crawled away, mostly following the stream. She reminded him that he might be farther from the pool than he should be, but she did not press the issue. He kept on meandering, sometimes finding soft-barked trees to rub himself against, and then realized he was not sure which way was back. She remembered where the stream was for him, and after that it was obvious to him, too.

A few minutes later he was frolicking in the ferns near its banks, when he noticed a rabbit foraging a few paces off.

Hunt.

Silmavalien froze with him, as his instincts dominated their bond. She was with him, every motion of their muscles, every wordless thought and decision both of theirs, as he slowly and carefully got to his feet. Despite the immense effort and concentration it took, they lifted their bulky tail off the ground so it would not scrape and make noise, and then silently, gracefully, he crept away. Together, they obeyed an instinct and impulse older than either of them.

Minth circled around, taking it slowly so he would be fresh later, and Silmavalien wondered if he was part of her hunting like that. Then his instincts pulled them together again. They crept up on their prey, the tension in their muscles growing with every carefully silent step. It grew more and more unbearable, the need to release it overwhelming. They sprang forward with all the energy and strength in Minth's body, his tail propelling him almost as much as his four legs. They landed on the rabbit pinning it, uninjured, underneath them. It squealed and squirmed, but could not escape. With a sharp, jerky motion, like a bird pecking, they bit.

Silmavalien slipped out of the connection. She did not know any more about how to kill this way than Minth, and that guiding, wordless instinct that had pulled them both into itself was flopping, now. It let her go, and she distanced herself from Minth's messy attempt to kill it, even as she felt the echo of pain from the bites he received in the process.

But, when it was finished, she congratulated him heartily. He barely responded and immediately fell to devouring his kill.

She left him to eat and continued hunting, but she was not nearly so successful as he was. Many times she missed, scaring her prey off, and losing time finding the arrow. Fortunately, she always saw where it went, since she shot low and it often plunged into tree trunks. But when she returned in the mid-evening, all she had for hours of frustration and burning, trembling arms, was one rabbit.

She threw it across the stream, and got through the freezing, numbing water as quickly as she could. While she gathered more brush and wood for a fire, another of the dragons hunted a rabbit, though they did not seem to want to tell her who it was, and she let it be.

Once she got the fire going, Silmavalien examined Minth's bites. She rinsed his wounds with boiled wound, though it hurt and stung. He understood she was trying to help him though, and he held still, only whimpering slightly. He lay down close to the fire afterwards, while she looked through her bags for the healing herbs she had, cursing the fact she had not thought to keep an eye out for fresh ones while she hunted. She boiled some of them in water and then rinsed his wounds again, while others she simmered at a lower heat until they turned into a paste and spread over his wounds, then assured him they would probably hurt less tomorrow.

The next morning, after they ate, Silmavalien took them all down to the stream to a place where  it was very shallow and wide, and easy to cross. Most of the dragons walked, but she carried Minth since getting cold would do his body any good fighting infection and healing. She also carried Daurth, because he was still very small. Then they followed back up to the pool, and Silmavalien left her bags there again, took her bow and left, with a reminder to Minth to stay warm and safe.

She thought she was both getting stronger already, as well as adjusting to the fact she was not very strong, since this time she managed to get three rabbits. The dragons only got one, despite the fact everyone tried, but she was glad no one got hurt again. She was also amazed that they were able to hunt at all. They were starved and weak, yet somehow they were doing better than they had a few months ago, the last time they had been healthy and got to practice.

Nonetheless, it was painfully obvious that they could not take care of themselves. That night they finished the last of the deer, and together they had only hunted enough for three of the dragons to eat well.

That night she sat by the embers of the fire, waiting for the herb-paste she was making to cool. Listening to the flowing, musical tinkle of the stream-spray falling into the pool, she wondered if there was anything she could do better. It was simply unendurable, not possible, to give up and fail now, after having come so far.

Finally, she remembered or realized that she should have put it before the Lord of Light and asked for his help long ago.

In the morning, she left to hunt and also hopefully find a stick she could make into another pine cone obtainer. She doubted she was strong enough to make a long one like she had had before, but even a little more reach would help her to get a lot more. Even though she could feel that Minth's wounds were healing well and no longer pained him, she could not escape the feeling that it was going to be a horrid day. Her attempt to hunt squirrels was a disaster. She hit the first one she tried, but the next time she missed and had to spend who-knew-how-long finding the arrow. Nonetheless, her hunting, as well as the dragons', was better this day than the last. Between them, they had a full six rabbits, which still was not enough to feed even the half of them well.

The dragons' hunger, as well as her own, gnawed at her stomach and made her grumpy. She ate only pine nuts from another cone she had got, and then tried to rein her unhappiness in check so it would not affect the dragons. Even after they had eaten the hunger gnawed at them, and it all reminded her horribly of their journey through the Riders' Passage, with food and water always rationed, and far too often not there at all.
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Over the next few days and despite the fact they were always hungry, everyone was stronger every day than they had been the day before. The squabbles over what food there was, the fights when one of the dragons got a kill and devoured the whole thing before thinking to share it darkened everyone's moods, but the little dragons often made nearly efforts to fight back that urge and that hunger and share with their friends.

Tiela grew inexpressibly proud of her scales, which protected her from the teeth and claws of rabbits and squirrels, but she noticed every scratch and every speck of dust on her beautiful teal armor. She became obsessed with cleaning her scales and keeping herself as shiny as above, often washing herself meticulously in the pool and asking Silmavalien, or one of the other dragons, with help when there was a speck of dirt she could not get to. Silmavalien found it amusing, especially because her shape was still awkward and ugly, but she did not tell Tiela that. She just assured she would love her however she looked.

Tiela's antics did a great deal to distract her from her own unhappiness, and she sensed they helped some of the other dragons as well. Sometimes, she wondered if that was why Tiela took this obsession with shiny scales as far as she did.

Apart from being amused by Tiela, what Silmavalien enjoyed best was sitting on the edge of the pool and gazing up, up, up.

Up at the tall conifers, towering so high above her. Up at the precipices that pierced the sky, seeming to tower as far above the cedars as they towered above her. Up at the twisting spray of the waterfall that poured down its surface. There was something so awing and beautiful that it freed her soul from worry and concerns and unhappiness, about lying at the feet of something so much greater and higher than she could comprehend, and gazing up at its grandeur and loveliness. Both the desire and the awe of the skies and the high places was in her heart, as in that of every dragon.

Then, one morning as she gazed up at the immeasurable heights rising above
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