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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 (only I didn't know it was book three yet; I know it's got to be book three now because I'm writing 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. I wasn't in the greatest state mentally when I wrote it, so the writing has required a lot more editing than usual to make it easy to read, but I had the story. Finally.

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 either 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!

Enjoy!

-Raina Nightingale

PS. Book two will be Scars of Fire. I don't yet have a name for book three.
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It was not destiny that changed and joined lives that night, and forever after. It was choice, her choice and the choice of a few others. Fate had nothing to do with it – nor did the gods, if they ever existed.

She laid her broom against the wall in a dark corner and crept away. Camilla could tell from the sounds that all the elves were now assembled in the stadium to watch the Hatching. Hatchings were very rare, and reputed to be getting rarer. The dragons were believed to be dying out, but at the moment, she was less interested in what the elves said about why this was, and more interested in the fact that she simply must see a Hatching, and that this might be the only opportunity she would ever have. Though being a human slave she was not allowed to see the Hatching, she had always loved and admired the great dragons and was not going to miss her chance to see them hatch!

She walked down the passage-ways towards the stadium. She would not be able to take her seating with the elven watchers, but, if she timed it right, she could slink onto the Hatching Ground after the candidates were already there, waiting among the eggs. She knew how to get there, from her work as a slave and from her insatiable dissatisfaction with that place. She always looked for ways to hide, for things to learn, for anything, really. She also knew all the slaves' passages for getting places to do their work without obstructing the elves' passage-ways.

When she got into the shadow of the stadium walls, she pressed herself against the stone. She was not as good at shadow-blending as most elves, but she suspected she was good enough not to be noticed this night. The elves would be too excited, and they would not think to look for her.

Watching the eggs rock gently, she felt a lump grow in her throat. She blinked back tears. All she had ever wanted, since before she could remember, had been to bond to one of those great creatures. Whenever she saw one she felt as if her heart was about to break. According to the elves, if a human was allowed to bond to a dragon, it would further doom the majestic race to extinction. Camilla, however, did not believe most things the elves said. She knew she was not nearly as inferior as the elves said she was. She doubted captors who wanted her and themselves to believe that she was an inferior being so it was okay that she was their slave would care to tell the truth about who and what she really was or what would happen if she Recognized a dragon.

Now, looking at all the eggs, surrounded by the elf candidates, she wondered if the dragons were as close to extinction as the elves said, or if that was simply a lie to prevent any of her race from ever thinking to try to Attach one of the magnificent creatures. There were probably close to forty eggs laying on the sand.

The eggs were rocking furiously now, and she had to keep tight control over herself in order to keep from breaking into tears, something which would completely disrupt her shadow-blending. The candidates waited, impatiently, nervously around the eggs. She wished desperately that she could Recognize one of the Hatchlings. She wondered if she could make that happen, if the dragon would choose her. Would she be able to get close enough to the Hatchling before it Recognized a nearer elf to give the dragon a chance to Recognize her? Just as the dragons were coming out of their eggs she would have to run for it – but it might happen. She would be in terrible trouble, whether she Recognized or not, but if she did Recognize then no power would ever separate her from the dragon. Recognition could never be undone. She would be a Dragonrider, the first human Dragonrider in uncounted memory.

As she thought these things, Camilla sensed someone moving behind her. In the barest whisper she asked, “Who is it?”

“Sylvara,” a voice answered. Another human slave. “I want to know what you are doing here. You should be working. You don't belong here.”

“I have to see a Hatching,” said Camilla. “Even if I can't ever Recognize, I have to see.”

She felt Sylvara nod behind her. “But you'll be in such terrible trouble.”

“I don't care. Even if they do whip the skin off my back, all I've ever wanted...” said Camilla. She stopped before she told Sylvara about her plan to get just a chance at Recognition, and wondered why she was losing her edge; she never told Sylvara anything if she could help it. The more submissive human would tattle on her; she had done so far too many times, and Camilla hated her for it. A moment later she wondered if it would do any harm if she did tell Sylvara. The eggs were about to Hatch. Between the time it would take for Sylvara to be heard and the time it would take for the elves to stop her, it would be too late. She would have Recognized or not. Even as she watched, a dragon on the far side of the Ground Hatched. The egg on which Camilla had set her eye was cracking and splitting even now. Interestingly, it was not quite the egg closest to her, but, for some reason, it was the one Camilla fancied.

But would Sylvara tattle on her? Doing so would reveal that Sylvara had abandoned her work. Camilla decided to risk it, though she was not sure what moved her to tell Sylvara anything. “I must have a chance to be a Dragonrider,” she said. Her determination to ride had only grown stronger as she watched the Hatching.

A moment later the egg turned over. Camilla sprang forward at the same time as she heard a bell ringing in her mind. “Camilla!”

What? she thought, confused, but not enough to stop her rush through the sand. The Hatchling was staggering out of her egg towards the human slave-girl. An elf moved to encircle her neck, but the Hatchling clipped her with an awkward-shaped wing and growled. A moment later, the elves saw Camilla and came towards her, trying to block the Hatchling from reaching her, but the small, awkward dragon fought them as well as she could.

She barely escaped the hand of an elf trying to grab her and flung herself through the elves standing between her and the dragon. As soon as her skin touched the dragon's scales, it was as if she were born in fire. There was nothing painful about it at all. Her whole being seemed to be taken up in flames, hot and fierce and wild. It was the most delightful, ecstatic sensation she had ever experienced, as if her soul and body were being melted and re-formed in fire, or perhaps as fire, as a living flame.

A voice of fire spoke out of the fire that had become her whole world and self. “My name is Radiance.”

Somehow, Camilla knew how to respond to that voice of fire. “My name is Camilla.”

The fire burned hotter and stronger and fiercer. “We are Radiance – Camilla – Love,” the voice of fire whispered through a thousand tongues of hot flickering flames. There was no longer any distinction between them. They had one heart and one soul. They were one fire, inseparable and therefore free, hot and fierce and wild and untamable. They had Recognized, and it was more than Camilla had ever dreamed. None of the elf tales had hinted it would be like this.

The elves pulled them apart. “We are fire,” their twin and inseparable souls sang to one another. Shouts of “Oh no!” and “There's another one!” and “Make sure there aren't any more!” filled the air. Then, right around her, there was a gasp of another and more shocked quality.

What is it? thought Camilla. A moment later an elf voice answered her unspoken question. “There's a burn on her palm!”

“A burn?” asked another voice.

“A burn,” confirmed the first.

“Serves her right for Recognizing the golden mother, short-lived fool that she is!”

Is that a reference to the shorter life-span of my race, or is it a threat? wondered Camilla. Before her thought was half-finished, it was absorbed into the fiery ferocity of Radiance's response. It was a reference to the life-span of their race, and no one, no, not the proudest elf in Areaer, would think of touching her Recognized with ill intent.

But the elves were talking again. “No, that's not what it is! It will hurt all right, but it's something for us to be concerned about...”

“Then let's stop talking about it around her,” said the other.

Camilla's mind finally registered something they said ages ago. I Recognized the golden mother?

“Yes.” Radiance's mind-voice was smug. “I got you. None of the others could get you. I got you.”

Aah. I love you, thought Camilla. She discovered then that the elves had left her, and she curled around the Hatchling. Time had no meaning in the heart of fire.
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Clumsily, Camilla drew the broom over the pathway. Radiance was asleep, but she could still feel the golden hue of the dragon's mind in her slumber. Nonetheless, she felt depressed. The agony in her hand did not help matters, nor did the fact that she knew what the agony meant. Such burns were a common side-effect when a mage used magic or cast a spell without a proper focus and mind-set, and varied in severity. Despite the stories she had heard all her life about how only elves could use the magic, she had used it. She was not sure for what. Was it the shadow-blending that had used magic, or getting to Radiance across the sand in time and through the elves? It was hard for her to imagine how she had used magic without knowing it. She had always wanted to be a mage, had always listened as well as she could to stories about magic or to whatever lessons she was able to overhear, which was a great deal. The elves were careless, thinking both that her ears were far duller than they were, and that she could never wield the magic. But Camilla had never been as convinced as the elves were that she could not use magic.

She was not sure what was going to happen to her now. She was the rider of a golden female, one of the few Hatchlings who fully expressed the fertility-enhancing traits magically bred into them by the elves. She was a mage. She was sure between both the elves would feel threatened by her. Yet they could not kill her and her gold without revealing that they were not actually worried about the dragons going extinct.

The sounds of footsteps made her lay aside the broom and look up. One of the elven men was coming down the hall. “Come,” he said, and motioned for her to follow him.

Her heart beat with trepidation as she followed, only worsening the agony in her palm. He led her into his private room and bade her sit down on a bench. Sickening fear pounding in her blood, Camilla obeyed. She had no idea what was happening, but she doubted that there was anything she could do to protect herself – even with the magic she did not understand, and even if she could use the magic, she knew she would do terrible injury to herself.

He knelt down next to her and turned her hand over. Pain shot across the ruined skin, red, blistered, and flecked with beads of blood. A faint golden-green aura emanated from the ruined patch, making Camilla's mind stop in its tracks. What? Why? How? I didn't know about this, she thought.

The elf touched her palm, and Camilla almost screamed in agony. Is he trying to torture me for Recognizing Radiance? she thought in a panic. She forced herself to calm, wishing she could extend that force to the rapid beating of her heart

– and saw that the golden-green nimbus was stronger, brighter, clearer than before

– and thought at once that, somehow, her terror and panic was causing her to latch on to the magic energies, and she did not know how to let go, even though this would do her no good but would only hurt her more!

The elf looked up at her and locked eyes with her. Then his fingers began to massage her hand. The pain was so intense that she could not help but cry out softly. A moment later, she felt Radiance awaken and mind-merge with her. The pain dulled, replaced with a tingling numbness. What's he doing? she asked the dragon.

“I don't know,” Radiance answered.

Slow, terrible minutes passed. Then the elf withdrew his hand from hers. “Go now and sleep,” he said. “You need it.”

She nodded and rose. She was certainly fatigued. The pain in her hand had faded to a dull throb, dull enough she might actually be able to sleep with it. She sought her pallet, mind-melded with Radiance, and slept.
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Rough hands shook her awake. A river of fire flowed through her mind. She was too much one with Radiance to forget for a moment what she now was, even if she did not at once remember how it happened. “What?” she asked drowsily. “Did I sleep too late?” She didn't think she had. She usually had a good sense of how long she could sleep, and it felt quite early.

“No,” said the elf, “but we're moving you.”

She sat up, fully awake, her eyes wide. This was better than she had ever imagined. “To be trained with the Dragonriders?”

“No,” said the elf, whom Camilla now recognized as a rider himself. “You're still a slave and always will be. We can't have you humans thinking that all you have to do is get to a hatching dragon egg and, suddenly, your life will be changed forever and there won't be any consequences.”

Camilla nodded, but determined that she would not always be a slave.

“No, you won't be,” concurred Radiance. With her mindtouch images flowed into Camilla's mind. The elves had intended to beat her for her disobedience, but the dragons would not permit it. The dragons answered to no one, but they protected their mother, and the old mother would stop at nothing to protect her daughter – and her daughter's rider, for the two were one. As far as the dragons were concerned, whatever anyone did to Camilla they did to Radiance.
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Camilla slid down the brown dragon's shoulder quite ungracefully. She was sore from riding, even though she had not done anything. She was also aware that the elves had taken her to the training compound for the dragons and riders, apparently, given her courier's remarks, to be a slave here. She wondered why it was important for her location to be changed if she was not going to be trained, then realized that they would probably want to train Radiance, even if they would never train her rider. A mother had to be kept fit and strong in order to reproduce well. Or so she had learned.

When she turned around, she saw another dragon winging in and down. She stepped aside, feigning ignorance over what to do with a dragon's tack, and watched the violet dragon land. She was now close enough for Camilla to see that there were two humans seated behind the elven rider. Straining her eyes, she thought she saw Sylvara, and – was that – that couldn't be – her brother? Lavilor?

“Yes,” said Radiance. “Sylvara Recognized Shimmer and Lavilor Recognized Sleet.” There was a pause, and Camilla caught a strong feeling from Radiance that she preferred Lavilor.

That doesn't surprise me at all, thought Camilla, but I didn't know Lavilor was there. Now, how did that happen?

As Camilla watched them come near, all-too-familiar anger throbbed in her breast. I'm so sorry, she thought at Lavilor. Now that he was here, and their mother was not, he might never get to see her again. Curse the elves. Humans had such long lives in which to enjoy each other and Areaer, yet the elves stole the time of shorter-lived races, making human mothers and children work all day so that they could have more of whatever they wanted, at the expense of the humans' lives.

This cannot go on.

She felt that the dragons, or at least Radiance fully agreed with her. She also sensed confusion from Lavilor. What?

Instantly, she understood. Radiance understood. It was strange, it had never happened before, but there was nothing impossible or unnatural about it. Camilla had spoken to one of her kind as dragons spoke to their own kind and to their riders.
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She perched, waiting for the lizard to appear. It would, sooner or later, and then she would have the chance to catch it that she had somewhat painstakingly prepared. The creatures were fast, and they also bit if one let them.

A rhythmic thump made the air shudder, and even the rock under her feet vibrated, distracting Kario's mind and eyes, even as it sent prey scurrying. A moment later all concerns about food were driven out of the girl's mind as she saw the source of the sound: a huge black dragon with glowing red wings and eyes.

She sat, rooted to the spot. There was nowhere she could go to hide. She was far too big to hide in the holes and crannies where the smaller creatures sheltered. The few trees and scrub-bushes which grew in these parts of the plains were too far. If she dashed for a copse of trees, the dragon would surely see her and would catch her before she reached them, and, even if it didn't, they were not much refuge. The dragon could burn them, or knock them flat, or pull her out of them. Besides, it was already coming for her. Doubtless it had immediately selected her as the only suitable prey on these plains. She, too large to find refuge, would be far easier to catch than the little creatures she hunted and, besides, they would not even make a mouthful for something this size. Gods, she prayed, take me safely Home. I have been as faithful as anyone of my years and opportunities can have had the chance. I have no weapon with which to fight, or I would ask you to make me a Dragon-slayer, but, as it is, I can only hope for a safe passage Home, and comfort for those whose wanderings are not yet over.

A chuckle broke in on her thoughts, one framed in flickers of fire. Her fear mingled with ecstatic surprise. Surely, that was the assurance of the gods, who always looked kindly on the prayers and faith of the young.

The chuckle grew more pronounced, and then words flowed like fire through Kario's mind. It certainly felt like the voice of a god, but the words said something very different from what the girl had expected. “Silly Kario. I am not here to eat you. I usually don't even eat animals, and I have never eaten a human.”

Kario's mind melted in utter confusion.

“Yes, quite,” continued the voice of fire. “I eat rocks.”

Y-you're not a god? stammered Kario's mind.

The fire chuckled again. “A god? Maybe. I am the Obsidian Guardian of this age. I am a power and the Wings of the Fire of Areaer. I don't know if that is what you call a god, but I have chosen you, Kario, not to take you Home – such is not in my power nor my right – but to be my rider. And I certainly desire the worship of no one.”

Her mind was still mushy with confusion while the black dragon glided down and landed. She was so heavy that the ground shook when she landed and Kario had to leap from the boulder she'd been perching on to avoid being crushed beneath it as it rolled over.

“Sorry about that,” laughed the dragon apologetically. “I'm so excited I forgot to – umm – lighten myself.”

When Kario remained standing, not moving at all, the dragon spoke to her again. “Oh, sorry. I've been so excited I forgot to tell you my name. I'm Nelexi. Now, come forward and touch me. Or do I have to touch you?”

That shook her out of her malaise. Kario giggled and walked forward until Nelexi's huge snout was within arm's reach, at which point she put out her hand and touched one large, shining black scale.

“Oh!” she breathed soundlessly. A spark of fire jumped between them, faster and faster, welding their souls together. It was a strange kind of pain, utterly unbearable, and just as unstoppable. It made her sink to her knees and put her head in her hands, crying softly.

When she could think again, she wondered if Nelexi felt the same pain.

“I do,” said the dragon. “The merging of identities is painful, but it is also joyous. I trust you felt that, too?”

I do, Kario thought.

“Good,” said Nelexi. “I've bonded multiple times, but this time has been different. There is more joy this time, in a way, as if we are closer. I think that means more pain, too, but I kind of expect it, since I've done this before. I've always chosen riders before, and I've learned from others that first bonding is almost always unique. But everyone experiences it differently and, so far, it's been different with each rider.”

Kario nodded. “This is really interestingly strange,” she said aloud.

“Sorry about frightening you, too! The last thing I wanted was for you to think you were about to die, but I tend to forget that your people think we eat them!” Nelexi chuckled again, but her mind-voice remained apologetic. “The fact you went into it right out of such a fright might have made it hurt worse, too. I don't know.”

“It's okay,” said Kario. “It's already a lot better. I'm sure in a few hours I won't even remember it.”

Again Nelexi laughed. “You'll always remember it.”

She stepped back from the dragon's face. When she was several paces away, she exclaimed, “You're way too huge!” The dragon was so big that she could hardly take her in.

Nelexi chucked again and said, “You're also the youngest I've ever chosen. Shall we show us to your family now?”

“Sure,” said Kario. “They'll be frightened out of the day if they saw you coming, and really worried about me, too.”

“Want to ride me?” asked Nelexi.

She shook her head energetically. “No, not yet. You're too big, and I've never flown, and I wouldn't want to fall off, and you're so big I don't know if they'd even see me up there and know I was riding you and you weren't coming to eat them.” She did not mention other things, stories her people had of young men or women who had become Dragonriders and betrayed their clan. Even if they did see her on the dragon's back, it would only add grief to grief until she could reassure them that Nelexi would not eat them. Nelexi did not respond, but she saw the thoughts in her new rider's mind.

Kario skipped ahead of Nelexi, who sank into the earth with each step. She was torn between joyful excitement and sorrowful foreboding. Surely, her family was afraid. Surely, they had seen the huge black dragon. She hoped they would believe her that Nelexi was not an enemy, but she was fearful that some of the clan might not believe and accept her. Still, such forebodings soon faded into the back of her mind, and the hopeful excitement made her mind a sea of whirling suns.

When they approached the current encampment, she sprinted ahead of Nelexi. The encampment bristled with spears and desperation. There was simply no way to hide anything bigger than a lizard from a gigantic winged predator on the plains. Mostly, the People of the Plains liked the openness and the space. It was almost like being in the sky, but on the ground, at the same time. They could not imagine why anyone would want to live in mountains or hills, always feeling trapped and surrounded. That is until a winged predator swooped over, in which case they all understood instantly the security of mountains and hills, with hills to cover one, ravines into which something large could fit only with difficulty, if at all, and caves which would hide one from the view of the sky. Even the forests that grew in some places would be great benefit, providing some cover from the sky.

When the first watchers, younglings with exceptional eyesight, picked out Kario's form flying towards them through the grass, a great shout went up which reached her even where she ran. She did not slow down, wanting to tell her people all about her new friend as soon as possible – and, especially, that she was as safe and well as ever.

She reached the system of trenches and bulwarks they build around their encampment to protect it from occasional raiding groups, and was helped across amidst ecstatic cheers and, then, embraces, and someone checking to see who else was still out. Then someone asked her the question. “You saw the dragon, didn't you?”

Kario nodded fiercely. “I did.”

Various different responses surrounded her, making her head hurt. She was fairly certain that a few of them had noticed the tone of her voice, but the others were asking questions about how scared she must have been, and assuring her she was now as safe as it was possible to be.

Yes, I know, she thought to Nelexi. If something your size wanted to make a meal of humans, the worst thing we could do was get altogether in one group. You would come and eat all of us without any trouble, instead of having to look for us. Then again, with your telepathy is it any trouble to find scattered meals?

“Not really,” said Nelexi, “but you'd run a chance of being missed or forgotten about, and it would take me a little effort.”

“The child's far too frightened,” said one voice Kario recognized as belonging to her aunt. “You need to calm down and talk one at a time, or she'll be overwhelmed.”

“No, really, I mean,” began Kario, just as her mother's voice cut over hers. “My baby!” she cried, cutting through the crowd to get to Kario.

When she saw her daughter, she turned around and said, “I don't think this is a scared Kario at all! I think this is a happy, excited, if overstimulated Kario!” Turning back to her daughter, whom she hugged, she asked, “What is it? What did you get?”

“A dragon,” said Kario, stepping out from her mother's embrace and pulling herself together in a very dramatic pose. She was still a child, after all. “A very rare dragon of a sort that eats rocks.” Seeing the gasps and expressions of most of the people, she waved her hands and raised her voice. “You think I'm crazy. You think dragons are things to be scared of, and that I made up the part about how she eats rocks. I'm not crazy. I'm not lying. It's true.” Nelexi!

She knew the moment the dragon launched herself into the air. In a few minutes she soared over the encampment. Kario felt sorry for her people's terror. They leapt to the bulwarks, bristling with spears everyone knew would be nearly useless against a creature like that.

“Completely useless,” said Nelexi to Kario, and then she spoke to them all.

“My rider, Kario, is right. I do not eat humans. I have not eaten a living being, not even an animal, since I was a hatchling. I do, indeed, eat rocks.”

The people around Kario gasped. She was aware of their shock – and their fear. She wondered if anything Nelexi said to them would assuage that fear. Would they fear anything which they perceived was capable of destroying them, even if that being would never do so?

“Well,” said Nelexi just to Kario, “I might destroy them, if they were killing hatchlings. Or if they were going to kill you.”

Yes, but they aren't, and they won't, so they don't have to worry about that.

“You're right about that. As long as they behave like remotely reasonable creatures, I am no threat to them.” Kario could tell that there was something Nelexi was not telling her, something about to whom she was actually a threat, but it did not seem to have anything to do with her people, so she was more than content to leave it to Nelexi to tell her what she fought when she found the time right.
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It was night when Nelexi lifted her head to greet Kario. The little human was running towards her and sobbing. Kario reached Nelexi's extended fore-talon, and threw herself down, leaning against the dragon's leg. “They've rejected me. The clan doesn't want me. They say that whatever I say about what you're like, they don't want a Dragonrider and they don't want a dragon,” she sobbed.

“But not your mother? Your mother didn't reject you,” said Nelexi.

No, Kario replied silently, but she can't keep me. I get to either reject you or leave. She has other children, and can't leave. Unless? Kario lifted her tear-stained face to gaze into one of Nelexi's fiery eyes.

“No, little one, I can't. I think there's one little spot on me where you can cling to me without a saddle, but without a good saddle it wouldn't be safe for me to carry any others. I'm sorry, Kario. I can't think of any. I don't thinking asking other Dragonriders to come here will help.”

No. My mother trusts me, but I don't think she'd trust any stranger Dragonrider.

“And they wouldn't even speak the same language. No, that won't work. I'll have to take you away.”

“Where will you take me?” she asked out loud.

“First we're going to the Sea Elves. They don't get along with the Dragonriders, and it's as much their fault as the Dragonriders', but it's the Dragonriders who are more vehement. They will be willing to help you. Then we'll cross the sea and go to Dragonsong Forest.”

Kario was hardly paying attention, even though at any other time she would have been excited by the mention of Sea Elves.  And I'll never get my Name, she thought despondently. My Ceremony was in one passing, and it will never happen.

Nelexi shifted, pulling her talon away from Kario a little, forcing the girl to re-settle. “You don't know very much about the Naming, do you?”

“No. We never do. Not until it happens.”

“Then let me tell you something, little Kario. I have been watching your people for a long time, knowing that you were the one I wanted for my rider, and waiting until you were ready to bond to me. In the Ceremony, you would have chosen your own Name. Do so now, or in one passing, if you like.”

“Really? Do you care? Can you tell me more?” asked Kario, her voice much perkier than it had been a moment before.

“I care about you, little rider,” said Nelexi, her fiery mind-voice chuckling again. “I don't need a Name to know you, but if you want one, do as seems best to you. I just want you to be happy.”

“Can you tell me more about the Ceremony, please?” asked Kario.

“There's no need to 'please' me,” said Nelexi, laughing again. “But yes, I will tell you more, though there's not much to tell. You would have danced and prayed for a while and, when you felt ready and certain of your choice, you would announce your Name.”

“Do you think it matters whether I do it now or in two half-passings?” asked Kario.

“I doubt it. I think they just have to choose a time. But that is part of why I came for you now. I thought you would want to choose your Name after knowing me,” said Nelexi.

“You're right,” said Kario, standing up and looking into the dragon's eye, “and I wish I could hug you. Being bonded to you is such a big thing, it ought to be part of my Name, so that's so considerate of you. I really do wish I could hug you. Maybe I will wait for the passing so we can know each other, and what we are now for a little while, before I choose.”

Affection, like a flood of molten fire, washed between them. Kario felt as if it would submerge her, it was so powerful. Nelexi lowered her great head and gently and daintily snaked out her warm tongue to kiss her on the forehead. The girl burst into tears again.
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Nelexi settled down on the plains close enough for her to see the high, twisting spires of the Sea Elf city, but far enough away that it was unlikely that she had been spotted. “So,” she coached Kario, “the Sha'adhri – that's the Dragonriders – and the Sea Elves are currently at war. It started with a misunderstanding on the part of the Sea Elves, and an unwillingness to overlook and forgive on the part of the Sha'adhri. However, we should be able to manage a truce for the moment, especially since you don't look Sha'adhri.”

Kario was sitting next to Nelexi's head in the long grass, staring out at the distant spires, barely discernible on the horizon. She had a thousand questions. What was the misunderstanding? And what did Nelexi mean, she did not look Sha'adhri – or like a Dragonrider?

“The misunderstanding was that dragons are prey animals. A Sea Elf hunted and killed a dragon much as he would a deer. It was a terrible mistake, and it's understandable that the Sha'adhri were mad about it, but I think it has gone on long enough and it is time to come to something of an understanding, even if the Sea Elves are loath to admit that we are persons even though we have a strange shape. I'm pretty sure they're willing to agree not to hunt dragons, and we can agree to stop burning their ships – which, by the way, I haven't done. As for how you look, well, frankly most Sha'adhri are from the northern regions of Aneri, around the Aravin Mountains and Dragonsong. There are other Dragonriders in other parts of the world but they're not relevant to us here, or to the Sea Elf-Sha'adhri quarrel. But the Sha'adhri did not handle the misunderstanding properly. Instead of explaining to the Sea Elves what they had gotten wrong and how terrible that was, a bunch of them got together and burned some Sea Elf ships, and that's how things got into the present regrettable state of affairs. But I'm pretty sure we can manage if we do this right.”

“All right,” said Kario. She felt singularly depressed. Having to leave her family was bad enough, but having to navigate a quarrel made her feel even worse. “What do I have to do?”

“The Sea Elves are not perfect, but they're not nearly as horrible as the Sha'adhri think they are, like the Sha'adhri are not perfect but are not nearly as horrible as the Sea Elves think. What we have to think carefully about is how not to scare them with the idea that I am taking you to join the Sha'adhri in fighting them, because they certainly won't help us do that, if that's what they think we are doing...”

“Can you just mind-speak to them, like you do with me and did with my clan, and tell them that you're not their enemy and you're actually trying to make peace between them and these Sha'adhri?”

“No. We're not any sort of formal ambassador, and while your little tribe of clans with occasional squabbles might be willing to start patching things up with any sort of informal peace-maker, that's not likely to happen when a nation like the Sea Elves' are fighting with something they think is as big and organized as the Sha'adhri, though, to be honest, the Sha'adhri are fairly informal, unorganized, and chaotic, and if the Sea Elves bothered to understand anything, they would realize it is in the nature of dragons, and therefore of Dragonriders, to be that way, but, for the most part, both the Sea Elves and the Dragonriders are pretty loath to try to understand the others. One of my loose scales is probably treasure enough for a lot of meals for you, but that doesn't mean they'll help you get where we need to be.”

Kario's mind shifted into a question about why they needed to go or be anywhere; it was not like they were in any danger where they were. Instantly, Nelexi had shifted tracks and was explaining it to her. “You've heard of the Old Gods, right?”

She was so shocked and startled that she jumped to her feet. “The Old Gods are r-real – I mean, h-h-here?” she cried.

Nelexi projected calmness into her mind. “The Old Gods are not a perfect description of what we're fighting, but your clan's stories about the Old Gods are based on the real thing, and provide you a fairly good introduction to what we're fighting.”

Again, Kario's mind spiraled into questioning confusion, and Nelexi answered, along with an aside that her bond with Kario was definitely tighter than it had been with any of her previous riders. “Yes, we're fighting the Old Gods. They can be fought, and remember when you asked if I was a god, and I told you I was something like one? I am the Obsidian Guardian of this age. I can fight the Old Gods, and so do all the Sha'adhri – hopefully. They're every bit as horrifying as your stories, but not as invincible. Areaer hangs in the balance in a war between the Old Gods and... well, Areaer itself, not just its Guardians. There's a lot more than I can explain to you yet, but we need to join the Sha'adhri in Aneri to take our part in this – and I'm not sure part of that part isn't resolving this war with the Sea Elves. Resolving it definitely would be a victory, but that might not fall to us.”

Kario was silent for a while, puzzling this over. After a while she asked, “Is the Sun God part of this war? What can you and I do that the Sun cannot?”

“You might call the Sun a god. The Sun is a being of power and intelligence unlike your own, but I think the Old Gods are more like the Nightmare we're fighting than the Sun is like your stories about him – if we can consider the Sun to be male. Your Sun God is something a little like the Sun, but also a little like a great many other real things, and exactly like none of
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