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Prologue
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Long Ago . . .

 

Salvia, the wise one, perched atop the highest cliff of the sacred mountain, Mt. Christy. She lifted her ancient wings to the sun, basking in its warmth. She was the last Great Drake left who had been sworn to protect the mountain and the sacred chamber it housed. The night before, her mate had gone to join the song of the dead, leaving her alone to hatch and raise the one egg she had laid in her last clutch. Even one egg at her age was miraculous enough. Deep in the heart of the mountain, she felt the egg rattle and begin to crack. Deftly, she crawled headfirst into a crack near the top of the mountain. It was positioned behind a wall of jagged rocks at an angle where it remained unseen, either from the ground or from the air. Only those that knew of its presence would ever find it.

She crawled into the blackness with only the light from her dragonstone to guide her down the sheer descent. At last, she reached the bottom of the cleft. Ducking low, she followed a natural passageway circling down to the center chamber at the root of the mountain. Moving in the darkness, she slid aside a giant stone that blocked the light and sound beyond.

An array of colored lights burst from the chamber, bathing her ancient body. With the light came the song of the dead, one she had begun to hear the day her mother bathed her in the sacred water. But her time had passed. The hour had come for a new dragon to take her place.

She squeezed into the chamber which housed layer upon layer of precious stones across its walls: rubies, sapphires, opals, emeralds, and diamonds of all sizes and coloration. Greetings, Salvia said to the ancestors. She bowed at the edge of the round pool of water with its gentle bubble, rising like the song at its center. The depths of the pool rested somewhere below, beyond sight. The song of the dead washed over her, greeting her with perfect harmony, broken only by the sound of the cracking egg that was carefully placed in a stone nest at the edge of the room.

Salvia slid a foreclaw into the water and called for her dead husband. Ahkanthus, perhaps you would like to see the little one hatch. Her mate’s head and shoulders rose from the water, pale and ghostly.

Is it time? I would hate to miss it.

It is. Salvia lifted the splitting egg from the nest and carried it to the pool. As she held it, the egg cracked open, and a little blue-gray Great Mountain Drake spread its wings in the chamber’s light and mewled for food.

Ahkanthus let out a pleased laugh. Food will come soon enough, little Christary, he said.

My little Christary. Salvia hugged him against her chest and licked his face. Then she lowered him into the water, careful not to let him slip from her grasp. Christary protested with a plaintive cry at first, water being new to him. Then he relaxed, spread his wings, and basked in the water’s peaceful glow.

Christary, Ahkanthus said. I charge you to guard this chamber well.


Chapter One
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“Your Majesty.” The chamberlain’s soft voice made Devaj flinch. He’d been concentrating on the stacks of reports and petitions on the gilded desk in front of him and hadn’t heard her come in.

“Yes, Lillia, what is it?” He looked up at the aging human woman who made his life run as smoothly as possible. Lillia’s hair glowed silver in the light of the stained glass window that graced Devaj’s work suite.

“Mistress Calpernia is here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment, but insisted that I interrupt your work for her. Anyone else I wouldn’t bother you for, but since she is the head of the Human Council, I thought—”

“You thought correctly.” Devaj set aside the report he had been reading. Any distraction from the grim news would be welcome. “Please, show her in.”

Devaj stepped around the desk to greet Calpernia as she entered, taking her hand and guiding her to a second chair pulled up to his desk. She was no longer young, but she bore her age well, and her mind was as sharp as it had ever been. She wore seaman’s leathers and smelled as if she had just come from overseeing the offloading of one of her ships at the dock.

“I sensed you wanted to see me,” she said, taking off her work gloves and setting them on the desk. Her battered leather gloves made a stunning contrast to the sleek gold trim of the desk. A fitting contrast, Devaj mused. The value of his fancy furniture paled in comparison to Calpernia’s worth to him.

“Yes, I was thinking of you. Thanks for coming,” Devaj stammered. “I was just perplexed and figured you might have clearer thoughts on a . . . situation I’m grappling with.” Calpernia was a halfblood as well as a wealthy merchant and one of his most trusted advisors. As a halfblood, she could sense people’s emotions and intentions, though she did not have the full mindspeech of a Naga.

“Could you really sense my mind clear from the docks?” Devaj asked.

“Your presence is so bright, I’m aware of it all the time. When you turned your mind toward mine, how could I help but sense it? This morning you seem vexed.” Calpernia moved her chair up closer to the desk and lifted the paper he’d been reading to look it over. “Oh, I see,” she said after drinking in the ill news. “The researchers at the university have been at it again: gathering data, running numbers, planning experiments. As if the world wasn’t complicated enough without their help.” She frowned and dropped the paper back to the desktop. “You believe this?”

Devaj bit his lip and looked at the stained-glass window as if he could see beyond the sunburst image to the city beyond. “Well, I mean, it seems pretty straightforward. If Nagas continue to intermarry only with Nagas, they will continue to have fewer and fewer children, and many will be deformed. If Nagas marry humans, they chance having a halfblood child, and I wouldn’t wish that living hell on anyone. I saw what it did to my friend, Aadi. I don’t know how any of you live with it. The naturalists say the Naga race has been in decline for the past millennia. Honestly, what kind of choice is bringing deformed children or halfblood children into this world? Either way, we lose.”

Calpernia laughed. “Poor little Naga. Your race is doomed.” She laughed again, but rose and took his hand. “Devaj, the future is unknown. Those naturalists and mathematicians with their numbers and their experiments can’t predict the future.”

Devaj grimaced, pulled his hand gently free, and paced in front of the window.

“So, Evelyn is still not pregnant then,” Calpernia said, “and you fear that, even if she does bear a child, it will be deformed like your brother. A genuine concern, but not one you can control. Still, you have Kanvar’s children as heirs. Tana had a fourth child, I hear, just a few months after Kanvar died. Of the four, Jinjani is most promising. He would make a good king.”

Devaj stopped pacing and turned to Calpernia in shock. “Jin? You’ve got to be kidding. By the Fountain, he’s bound to a Great Red dragon. The Naga council would never accept him as king. He has repeatedly and violently refused to even be considered in line for the throne.”

“That is what would make him a good king. He has no desire for power.”

“Calpernia.”

“Oh sit, Devaj. Calm down.” Calpernia nudged him into his own chair at the desk. “You are taking this report far too seriously. You and Evelyn haven’t been married that long. You still have hundreds of years to produce an heir.”

Devaj leaned against the desk and pressed his face into his hands. “It’s not about me,” he muttered.

Calpernia snorted.

Devaj pulled his hands away from his face and speared her with a stern look. “You think it is funny that the Naga race has a fatal flaw and is doomed to become extinct in only a few generations?”

Calpernia grabbed the report from the desk, tore it into small pieces, and tossed them in Devaj’s face. “For all their learning, naturalists are some of the most ignorant people in the world. Think about it, Devaj. Before you and your father even knew Navgarod existed, that whole side of the world believed that Nagas had been hunted to extinction. Yet somehow, the Naga race was reborn from a union between your father, a pure blood Naga, and your mother, a very weak halfblood.”

“Yes, but Kanvar was crippled.”

“So what?” Calpernia said, slapping the desk. “He married a Naga that came from generations of humans with latent Naga blood. None of his children are crippled. Each of them can marry and have children, and that is just your family. The Naga race is nowhere near becoming extinct. Those naturalists have their heads screwed on backwards.” Calpernia huffed and gathered her gloves from the desk. “I have better things to do than deal with your existential crisis. You should talk to Loghern. He’s more patient than I am.”

“He is not in Aesir at the moment.” Devaj shuddered. Through his spirit bond with Loghern, he could feel Loghern’s anguish as he knelt by the grave of a young halfblood he had been trying to help who had taken her own life the night before.

“Then go find him,” Calpernia said. “Get out of this room. Get out of the castle and do something instead of thinking yourself to death.” She swept away, taking the smell of fish with her.

Devaj brushed the shredded paper aside and reread the letter Tolan had sent along with it. It started with an apology for being so busy with his research that he had missed family dinners for the past month. It then referred Devaj to the accompanying statistical analysis—now shredded. The letter concluded with the hypothesis that since the first dragon-Naga bond had happened at Stonefountain, perhaps the powers of Stonefountain could be used to help the halfbloods bond, if the bonding ceremony took place within the waters of the fountain.

“Easier said than done,” Devaj muttered, dropping the paper back to the desk. First, he would have to find a halfblood who already had a Great dragon friend willing to bond with him or her. That might be doable with Calpernia’s or Loghern’s help as leaders of the halfblood brotherhood. But—

He paced out to the center of the royal wing of the palace where the replica of Stonefountain sent its spray up to catch the golden light from the vast stained-glass windows. He found the replica comforting. Through it, he could speak to the spirits of the dead, but it did not have the same power as the real fountain. He could feel Stonefountain’s tug on his soul from the far side of the world. He drank of its power even at this distance. However, the power came only as a trickle this far away. It taunted him, called to him, day and night. In his dreams, he stood beneath the cascading water. The part of himself that had been forged by Khalid urged him to return, conquer the city, and reclaim Stonefountain for himself. With Kanvar gone and the might of the Nagas behind him, he could defeat the human armies, even if they had iron helmets, even if they had singing stones. Battles could be fought and won without controlling people’s minds.

Then he would wake, shiver, force the images of power and glory from his mind, and start another day. “I cannot go to Stonefountain, Tolan,” he murmured as he circled the replica fountain. “It would break the treaty and start a war. The death and suffering would be inconceivable.”

Your Majesty, you called me? Tolan spoke into his mind.

No, sorry, I was just thinking about your letter, Devaj answered, wondering why his mind shields were failing him so thoroughly this morning. He rubbed his head and rebuilt his shields, leaving only the mindspeech open to Tolan.

You don’t like it? Tolan asked.

Tolan, I want to save the halfbloods more than anyone, but I don’t know how to do what you’re suggesting.

I can think of two possibilities, Your Majesty. Tolan’s mind was calm and methodical. The most obvious is to send a letter to Aadi and ask him and Indumauli to attempt a bonding ceremony in the fountain. I see no reason why he would object to that experiment.

Devaj choked mentally and tore his mind away from Tolan’s. Aadi had already lived through the nightmare of failed bonding ceremonies too many times. Devaj had never forgiven himself for the pain he had caused Aadi while Khalid ruled Devaj’s mind and body.

Your Majesty, are you all right? Tolan’s mind voice was faint and faraway since Devaj had shut him out.

 No. I am not all right. He let his mind snap back in connection with Tolan’s. I command you, as your king, never to contact Aadi with such a suggestion.

What? Why?

We are not going to discuss this. Devaj slammed his mind shields down tight, blocking out everyone and everything. “I am not Khalid!” he shouted. “I can’t save them,” he muttered, pacing around the fountain. “Better that a few should suffer and die than the whole world devolve into bloodshed and tyranny. Better that the Naga race dies out completely, then give in to my lust for power.”
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Tolan closed the book with his research notes slowly. His mind hurt from the force of Devaj’s words. He’d never dreamed His Majesty could become so livid. Devaj had always been the pinnacle of calm, kind, and loving toward Tolan in the past. Something was not right with the king. Tolan’s mind spun, trying to decide who was the best person to contact and ask to check on Devaj. Evelyn? No, she hadn’t known Devaj for that long, and she was away at House Triumph at the moment. Theodoric? No, no, this should be kept in the family.

Tolan rubbed his forehead, closed his eyes, and reached out for Rajan. Rajan had known Devaj the longest. Perhaps he could be of some help. Tolan stumbled through the tangle of minds in the city, but could not feel Rajan. Not surprising. He was often gone hunting with Jinjani. Silverwave, Tolan called out, searching the river and the bay where Silverwave often swam.

Good morning, Tolan, Silverwave responded. You seem to have a headache. What’s wrong?

I’m trying to get in contact with Rajan, but I’m not good at finding people’s minds at a distance. Do you know where he is? Can you help me reach him?

He’s hunting with Jinjani in the forests above New Christy.

Really? Tolan’s mood lightened. Perhaps Rajan could be of even more help. Will you guide my mind to his?

Yes, of course. Silverwave led Tolan’s thoughts to Rajan’s mind.

Rajan, Tolan wants to talk to you, she said.

Oh hi, Tolan, Rajan said, distractedly. Tolan sensed that Rajan and Jinjani were stalking a giant mountain drake that had burned a nearby village and carried off all of its bovinders.

What do you want? Rajan lifted his crossbow and motioned to Jinjani at the top of the tree above him. The mountain drake blended so well with the cliff face that it was nearly invisible.

You seem busy. Maybe later, Tolan said, pulling his mind away.

Just tell me what you want and make it fast, Rajan said.

Devaj is acting strange, Tolan hurried to say. Someone should check on him. And I need to find the equivalent of Stonefountain on this continent. By my calculations, it should be at the head of one of the streams that flow into Crystal Lake above New Christy. Can you maybe do those things after—

A roar shattered the mountainside, and the drake dove at Rajan, a spurt of fire gushing from its jaws. The fire never reached Rajan as Jinjani dropped from the sky, driving a spear through its skull. The dead drake fell to the ground with Jinjani on top of it. “Told you that would work,” Jinjani said, heaving the spear free from the dead dragon.

Rajan laughed and lowered his crossbow. “Right. Good work.”

“It’s just too bad we didn’t find and stop it before it destroyed the village,” Jinjani said.

Rajan frowned. “We can’t be everywhere on the continent at the same time.”

Tolan swallowed hard and clutched his research log to his chest. The sudden display of blood and violence was a little much for him. He wanted to shout at his younger brother that he shouldn’t be doing such dangerous things, but that would be stupid. Jinjani was the king’s royal huntsman. Fighting dragons was his job.

“Well, hello?” Jinjani said, sensing his brother’s mind in Rajan’s. “What turns your thoughts away from your studies to find us out here in the wide-open world?”

Tolan let out a nervous laugh and spread his thoughts out to include Jinjani in the conversation. I’m worried about Devaj and thought Rajan might be able to help.

Jinjani frowned. Is someone threatening the king’s life?

No. Not at all. I just suggested that he might be able to help the halfbloods bond if they tried the bonding ceremony in the waters of Stonefountain, since that is where the first Naga bonds were formed. He got angry and shut me out. My head still hurts from the force of it. Tolan rubbed his forehead, but his headache refused to lift. It didn’t help that he wasn’t used to talking to people at this distance.

Ouch, Jinjani said.

Bad idea to bring up Stonefountain to Devaj, Rajan said. He has a lot of horrible memories of that place. So, since I’m sure he made it clear no one is going to experiment with halfbloods at Stonefountain, you want me and Jin to find its equivalent on this continent?

I think it is our only other option, Tolan said. When Aadi was visiting for Niamh’s wedding, he mentioned that other continents have their own sacred places equivalent to Stonefountain. He told me about a chamber at the head of a river in Darvat and one deep in the mountain behind the palace in Kundiland. Wish I had known that when I was living there. But I digress. If there are sacred pools of water connecting three of the world’s continents to the realm of the dead, there must be one here too. Would you be willing to find it for me? I think it may be close to where you are.

Not without the king’s permission, we won’t, Rajan said. If there is such a place, Devaj is its rightful ruler. Only he should go anywhere near it. Tolan, didn’t Aadi tell you that these places are sacred and dangerous?

Tolan sighed. We discussed the topic for quite some time. But I don’t dare talk to the king again. He is not himself today. Maybe if you could just get a sense of where it is and then take that information straight to him. I don’t need to know. I just think something should be done to help the halfbloods.

Leave it to me. I’ll talk to him, Rajan said.

Thank you. Tolan pulled his mind away and laid his head down on the desk. “I’m going to have a headache for a week,” he muttered.


Chapter Two
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Rajan released his contact with Tolan. Jinjani had already started gutting and cleaning the kill, intent on bringing the food and hide to aid the villagers who had lost their homes. Rajan stood on guard to make sure no other dragons attacked while Jinjani worked.

“Tolan wants us to find a fountain of power in Navgarod? Sounds fun,” Jinjani said while he worked. “We’ll probably need Silverwave. If the fountain were in an open cave, I’m sure it would have been discovered thousands of years ago. Silverwave can follow the water to its source.”

“Good point,” Rajan said. Silverwave, did you hear that? Can you come?

I heard, Silverwave’s silky mind spun through Rajan’s. I’m coming. I’ll meet you at Crystal Lake tomorrow morning.

Good. Now to deal with Devaj. “Jin. I need to talk to the king. You’ll have to watch for trouble while I do.”

Jin nodded, cleaned his knife, put it away, and pulled out his crossbow. With this much blood on the ground, any redwing raptors and other carrion eaters in the area were sure to show up.

Rajan diverted his mind to the palace at Aesir and found Devaj. Finding the king’s mind was never hard. It was such a bright source of power that any accomplished Naga on the continent could find it without too much trouble. For that reason, Devaj always kept a thick shield around his personal thoughts. No one could break through it and see the man inside. However, this morning, Rajan sensed cracks in the shield, and Devaj’s tangled emotions slipping through. The light pulsed as he closed one crack, only to have it replaced by another.

“Dee,” Rajan called out to him, concerned. “I haven’t seen your mind like this since before you came to Navgarod. I think you should get out of the palace and away from the Nagas in Aesir. Come here where I can shield your mind for you while you sort out whatever is affecting you.”

Devaj’s mind shields closed up tighter. You are no longer my personal guard. I released you from service. Protecting me isn’t your job anymore.

I’m your friend and your great-uncle, Rajan shot back. Helping you is always going to be important to me. Now get your gilded rear out of there before every Naga in Aesir senses your mind coming unraveled.

Where are you?

The mountains above New Christy. Tolan has asked Jinjani and me to locate the fountain of power on this continent. He says it’s around here somewhere. Silverwave is on her way to search in the water while we search on land.

“Raj,” Jinjani called out, his warning echoed by the shriek of the first redwing.

Meet us at Crystal Lake. Rajan slipped his mind away from the king’s and returned his focus to the job at hand.
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“Mistress Lillia,” Devaj called out while he cleared his desk. Thank the Fountain she was human and could not sense the turmoil in his mind.

Lillia stepped back into the room. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Cancel my appointments. I’ll be leaving Aesir for a while.” Devaj got his papers sorted into appropriate piles and capped his inkwell.

“Very well, Your Majesty. How long will you be gone?”

“Forever, if I could help it.” The words slipped out before Devaj could stop himself.

Mistress Lillia blinked at him. Her mind spun, trying to decide if he was kidding. “Is there a problem, Your Majesty? Have I not done enough to assist you? What do you need?”

By the fountain, even a human could tell he was struggling. Devaj forced a smile to his face. “I’m joking, Lillia. I just miss Evelyn when she’s away. I should have gone to House Triumph with her. But, I’m going now. I’ll return when she says she’s ready to return and not before that.” Devaj hurried from the room to his sleep chambers.

Elkatran, he said, calling out to his dragon while he opened his travel chest and tried to decide what to take with him. Can you fly me to Crystal Lake?

Elkatran licked his lips. He’d just finished his morning hunt in the hills on the far side of the river and consumed his breakfast. Yes, I will be right there, he answered.

Devaj opened the wardrobe, but the oversong washed through his mind, its sublime strains tugging at him to return to Stonefountain as they always had from time to time, faint and far away. But this morning the song was a raging current, dragging him toward the forbidden power.

Edric hurried into the room. “Mistress Lillia said we’re leaving, heading to House Triumph?” Edric reached into the wardrobe for Devaj’s comfortable evening wear that he preferred when visiting his wife’s family.

Devaj grabbed his arm and shook his head. “Hunting with Jinjani and Rajan. Need warm clothes.”

“Hunting?” Edric looked him and up and down. “Hunting? Really?”

Edric was more than Devaj’s personal servant. He was Devaj’s closest friend and chosen brother.

“I’m in trouble, Edric. I . . . part of me that I have long kept imprisoned has broken free. I have to get out of here, away from everyone.” Devaj rubbed his head, pushing against the current of the song in his mind. The water parted as the gravestone of the dead halfblood rose up through it. Loghern’s anguish washed over him, and he cried out. He was sinking, drowning, drawn into death with the young girl. Shadows spread around him, and the howls of the unhappy dead rang in his ears.

Elkatran’s claw wrapped around his torso and jerked him into the air.

“No wait,” Edric cried. “I haven’t packed enough.”

Elkatran growled. Go to sleep, he ordered Devaj, using the Naga power.

Devaj woke to the sound of a crackling fire. The coarse blanket wrapped around him, insulating him from the cold, hard ground. Rajan’s shields encased his mind.

“Am I with the dead?” Devaj murmured, remembering the gravestone and the painful, dark place it had taken him. It had to have been the realm of the dead, but not a part he’d ever gazed upon before.

You were, Elkatran spoke into his mind. And it scared me like it never has before. That place you saw, there was no brightness, no color, no peace. What was it?

I don’t know, Devaj answered. I’m not sure I want to know. The strains of the oversong still swam through his mind, tugging at his soul.

Do you want me to put you back to sleep?

No. I need to figure this out. He forced his eyes open and found himself lying next to a bright fire. Jinjani and Edric were asleep in a tent on the far side of the fire, while Elkatran and Rajan stood guard. Groaning, Devaj reached his hands out to warm them with the flames. “It’s cold out here.”

“Yes it is,” Rajan answered. “That’s why you have the warmest blanket and are close to the fire. I’m pretty sure you’ve never camped out at this altitude before. Your body is not used to it.”

Soft beds and palace halls, Elkatran mused. Servants and gourmet foods. I daresay I can count the number of times you’ve slept elsewhere on one hand. One night with Loghern. One night with the great stone dragons. A couple of nights to and from Stonefountain. One night with Jinjani.

Devaj realized Elkatran was purposely focusing Devaj’s mind on his life and the real world, diverting it from the oversong and the realm of the dead it led to. You’re forgetting the time I spent as a prisoner with the Great Blue dragons, the two nights when I initially came to Navgarod before reaching Aesir, and the night I spent at the jungle village on the coast.

True, but I think I was not consciously aware for most of that, Elkatran said.

Devaj laughed. So what now? He asked Elkatran. You see my mind. You see my problem. I’m obsessed with power and my longing to return to my true home, Stonefountain. No, please don’t get angry and go crazy on me. I know that any talk of Stonefountain pushes you into violence. You have no good memories of that place.

You are correct. I would never let you conquer the world and become a tyrant like Khalid. I’d kill us both before I let that happen. But I’m not sure that’s what’s going on here. I think the unhappy dead are calling to you from a place like the one you sensed when you searched for the spirit of Evelyn’s dead husband. He was with the other spirits murdered by Meilic. It seemed a dark and unhappy place.

Yes, it was.

Have you spoken to Nathan since that time? Has he moved from the darkness into the light and joy?

Only once, to put Evelyn’s mind at ease. He did seem happier, and I don’t remember any darkness that time.

So, the realm of the dead isn’t all pretty music, sunlight, and flowers, Elkatran said. Something about the death of this halfblood is guiding your soul toward these unhappy places. It is cracking open the parts of your own mind that you have locked away. And here we are with Rajan, Jinjani, and Silverwave, about to commence a search you have long avoided.

The Navgarod place of power. I know it is here. I feel it in my heart. Devaj rubbed his chest and blinked at the flickering campfire.

You have always said, “someday I will find it, someday . . .” But you never did go, because you fear the power and your desire to have it. Elkatran let out a rumble and settled to the ground with his chest against Devaj’s back and his wing raised protectively over his head. The wing trapped more of the heat from the fire, and Devaj began to warm.

Feared with good cause, my friend. I know what too much power could make me become.

I think differently, Elkatran rumbled. You are fundamentally good. You use what power you have now for good. If you gain more, you can do more good. Perhaps you really can save the halfbloods and ease their suffering.

Devaj’s mind flashed to Khalid’s memory of killing the halfblood in the waters of Stonefountain and using the fountain’s power to create the halfblood dagger, preserving the halfblood’s suffering forever.

Not forever, Elkatran said. Taral released the halfbloods back into the fountain, and you and I released him from the dagger. The only one suffering now should be Khalid, trapped forever in a little iron box away from Stonefountain and all the evil he once brought into the realm of the dead with him.

But I always thought that the halfbloods’ entering the realm of the dead would bring them light and joy and end their suffering. What I saw and felt before you put me to sleep disturbs me. Could the halfbloods still be suffering beyond the grave, and what could I possibly do to change that? Devaj shuddered.

Go back to sleep, Rajan murmured. The shields he maintained around Devaj’s mind made him privy to his and Elkatran’s conversation. There is nothing you can do until morning. When the sun rises, we will go in search of this place, and then you can find out the truth about the halfbloods. Their singing stones will be here where they have lived and died. We will find them, and you can ask them.

And even if we find out that there is nothing you can do for the dead, Elkatran added, you can still attempt to use the fountain’s power to give the living halfbloods the ability to bond.

First, I need to talk to Loghern. I think I may be calm enough to do that now. Devaj reached his mind out to the man with whom he shared a spirit bond after raising Loghern from the dead. He found Loghern at a wayside, halfway to the east coast. He sat dejectedly with his feet up in front of a fire, plucking a mournful tune on his lute.

Loghern, I’m sorry the girl died, Devaj said. Their spirit bond made clear speech possible between them, even though Loghern was only a halfblood.

The old man sighed and pressed his eyes closed, trying to hold back tears. I try, but I cannot save them all.

You saved me. You saved Rabbit and many others.

It’s not enough!

I feel that. I feel your pain. I believe the souls of the dead halfbloods may be calling out to me, and I am searching for answers. But to find them I . . . I need to . . . the memories of all the cruel experiments Khalid had forced Aadi through slashed through his mind and were shielded from Loghern’s mind by Rajan.

Your Majesty, are you hurt? Loghern asked, unsure what he had almost sensed from Devaj’s mind.

Yes. Hurt. Hurt Aadi. Experiments. Pain. Fountain. Devaj’s thoughts fragmented into incoherent impressions.

Loghern came to his feet, hearing Devaj’s jumbled thoughts clearly before Rajan could block them. Your Majesty?

Devaj moaned, but Rajan had full control of his mind now, blocking his ability to speak to Loghern. In place of Devaj, Rajan spoke to Loghern through the king’s mind. I’m sorry, Loghern, Rajan said. Devaj is struggling with memories of his past that conflict with what he feels he must do now.

What does he think he has to do that is so horrible? Loghern asked.

The scholars from the university have theorized that if Devaj could use the powers of Stonefountain, he may be able to make it possible for a halfblood to gain a full Naga bond. He can’t go to Stonefountain, of course. But it has been proven that every major continent has its equivalent sacred place of power. He and I are in search of it now, and when we find it—

Devaj struggled against Rajan’s hold on his mind. Don’t say it, please don’t ask him, Devaj pleaded with Rajan.

Nonsense. It is what you were planning on talking to him about in the first place, Rajan said.

Loghern set his lute down and rubbed his head, putting things said and unsaid together to come to an understanding. You need me to convince a halfblood and a Great dragon to come with me to the new Stonefountain when you find it?

No. Yes. Devaj and Rajan answered at the same time.

 But Devaj is frightened that it won’t work, and harm will come to the halfblood like something that happened with Aadi. Is that it? Loghern asked.

Yes. They both answered together.

I fear neither pain nor death, Loghern said. I am a halfblood, and I think it should be me that tries the experiment. But where would I find a Great dragon to go along with it? I have no Great dragon friends. I have stayed far away from them, because getting close is too painful.

I don’t know, Rajan said.

It is my job as the king to help find possible dragons for young Nagas to bond with, Devaj said. Rajan allowed that thought to go through to Loghern.

Devaj, your mind is in no condition to try to contact any Great Gold dragon, Rajan said. Loghern, I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, will you make your way to New Christy? You have a house there, do you not?

Yes, he does, Devaj said. I granted him a portion of House Justice lands after we defeated Lord Justice during the battle for the throne.

Good, Rajan said. Loghern, you come to New Christy while we search for the fountain and a dragon for you.

But we don’t know if this will work, Devaj said. It might cause you irreparable pain.

Loghern laughed. You think I wasn’t in pain every day of my life until I gained a spirit bond with you? I am used to pain. If there is any chance at all that can be remedied, I’m willing to
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