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Prologue

When an awful tempest shipwrecked a merchant fleet on the coast of what was to be named the Land of the White Birches, the survivors considered themselves lucky. Fearing the wrath of the ocean, about four thousand people, including around five hundred women, decided to settle on what looked like prosperous land.

Humans breed easily where there's food and water, and despite the presence of a fair number of strange monsters, there was also the normal wildlife, and forests and mountains to source building materials.

And they had livestock and seeds, so they quickly became self-sufficient, building their first town, Gwenolé, and slowly moving inland and along the coast. The settlers prospered, cultivated and hunted, and chased monsters away from the hills and plains, ignoring the wild men living in the central forest they named the Lands of the Tribes.

The population grew to about twenty thousand in a couple of centuries, when they met the other local inhabitants, the Immortals, who, despite looking human, were gifted with their own brand of magic, and soon became an object of worship.

Fifteen Immortals of Darkness lived in the north, near an active volcano. They were a dynamic power and their primary magic was fire. They commanded demons, but could look like gods and goddesses, especially their king, the handsome Dracodemkin.

Fifteen Immortals of Light lived in the south, a static power whose primary magic was ice. They were the gods and goddesses who obeyed their beautiful queen, Belkativit. Thus the Church of Immortaland was born, and the Temple of the Rainbow built on the site of that first meeting.

The largest construction project in the land rose upon an artificial mound. The hilly terrain covered a surface that had been turned into a giant square platform that overlooked the plains around it.

The outer buildings formed a thick wall with flat roofs, with golden domes at the corners. A paved road led to the grand entrance, a stone arch through which even a dragon could step, allowing the two-way traffic of wagons and carriages. The main gate, roofed with a golden dome, led to the first courtyard primarily used as a bazaar, with vendors selling souvenirs, sacrificial animals, food.

The priesthood in their light-blue linen robes were everywhere, directing pilgrims and advising them on what kinds of sacrifices were to be performed, often assisted by white-robed novices. Once the sun was up and the gates open, the courtyard filled with people, voices buzzed and smells wafted all over.

The outer buildings with terraces surrounding the first courtyard held guest rooms for pilgrims on the upper floor, and shops and eateries on the lower floor, and across the main gate was the entrance to the large temple proper. The east and west terraces were accessible from the two towers flanking it, the north terrace was accessible by a service staircase and was used by the washerwomen to hang the laundry to dry and the south terrace, split in two by the dome of the main gate, was sometimes opened to visitors and pilgrims for the larger celebrations or on special occasions.

A two-story square building with a golden dome for a roof, the main temple was sided by two square towers roofed with golden domes. Inside, the ceiling was two stories high, with its lengthy hall of columns structured in four rows and the altar at the end of the nave. The statues of Dracodemkin and Belkativit stood in the nave, one in black marble, the other white, a man with long straight hair and a woman with long curls, unbound, respectively.

The compound's courtyard was split by the temple and its two side towers, and the back of the temple held the priests and novices' living quarters, the refectories, the kitchen and the administrative quarters on the lower floor, while the Teeth of the Dragon, elite warriors who lived and worked at the temple, and the High Priestess lived on the upper floor, where there was also the library and the Hall of the Teeth.

Underneath the buildings were giant underground vaults, with three wide tunnels leading from the central one like the spokes of a wheel, a back entrance for dragons and supply wagons. The giant vaults were lit by seemingly magical white lights that hung from the ceiling and didn't flicker like oil lamps and candles.

Soon a town grew around the temple mound, and in a couple of centuries it became the largest in the land, and was called Rainbow City.

During the first century after their meeting, wild interbreeding occurred between the Immortals and the oblivious or awed humans, giving birth to the first powerful half-bloods, who had real magic at their fingertips in the form of special gifts.

Although Dracodemkin and Belkativit might be represented as statues in the Church's temples, there was an even more powerful immortal race, the dragons. The Rainbow Dragon was represented in the colorful glass of the windows, flying in the sky or perching on boulders, looking at the world with wise eyes.

Fourteen dragons under the most powerful Rainbow Dragon, the neutral power living between the two opposing Immortal lines, who gave its name to the main temple. Two red, two black, two gold, two silver,  three green and three blue dragons began laying eggs, populating the land with more dragons.

The red and black dragons were the most powerful and tended to live near the Immortals of Light in the south and the Immortals of Darkness in the north respectively. Then came the golden and silver dragons, and then the greens and blues, who lived on the mountains surrounding the land where Humans were thriving and expanding.

Males had the suffix -rak attached to their name, females added -siak. They were huge beasts with two horns and bat-like wings. And soon a few bonded with the first elite warriors, the Teeth of the Dragon, who lived at the majestic Temple of the Rainbow.

For a couple of centuries the Teeth were the only dragon riders. But as dragons and humans mingled and their numbers grew, so did the bonds between them, as long as Humans had at least a quarter of Immortal blood in their veins.

About a century after meeting, the Immortals got bored and were seen less frequently in the lands where humans had settled. And since the two lines couldn't be in each other's presence, the few who still roamed the human settlements made sure never to cross paths with Immortals of the opposite line.

Five centuries after the shipwreck, the population had grown to over seventy thousand people, with half of them living in Rainbow City, and the rest split between Gwenolé, Inock and a dozen smaller towns as well as villages and castles.

Herein follow a few stories of dragon interactions with half- or mixed-bloods. And not all of these humans are actual members of the Teeth. The stories span a few centuries as humans slowly populate their new home, a big island they named Immortaland.

Part One: The First Half-bloods
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Kassandra stepped into the private part of the temple compound, still lost in thought. She had gone down to town to visit her best friend, Joanette, who had just married a handsome merchant's son and moved into their townhouse.

Kassandra often wondered if her parents would find her a suitable husband or keep her at the temple. Her aging father was High Priest of the Church of Immortaland, and she suspected he wanted to pass the baton to her.

Which didn't mean she wouldn't be able to get married, but her husband would have to move to the temple, while the opposite was the norm – as in Joanette's case.

Kassandra was twenty-two, and her albino looks seemed to scare men away. She had long pale-blond hair, pale skin, pale blue eyes. And she was the daughter of Ilalora, another reason why men avoided her, since the Immortal of Darkness still lived at the temple.

But if her parents chose someone for her, he wouldn't be able to refuse such a good match. A half-blood of Darkness was an excellent marriage prospect for whoever was lucky enough to be chosen. She had a crush on someone, but he clearly wasn't interested, so she wasn't going to suggest him.

She climbed the main staircase and was about to enter the library for some reading, when her mother came out of the west tower chambers opening on the same corridor and called her.

Kassandra's heart jumped into her throat. Maybe it was time for The Talk. Getting her married or whatever they had planned for her. As half-blood, she would live longer than simple humans, but she'd still age and die at some point.

Kassandra followed her mother in the antechamber of their living quarters. The large, rectangular room was where they spent most of their family time. The seating was cushioned – two couches set under the two big windows on both sides of the room. The floor was stone and covered with a plush carpet, the walls were mostly covered by beautiful tapestries depicting scenes of the meetings between Immortals and humans.

Light poured in from the windows and dust mites danced on the square table at the center where the family of three took their meals, away from the hustle and bustle of the long refectory downstairs. Two smaller doors led to the rest of the apartment that took up the upper two stories of the west tower of the temple compound.

Ilalora was a beautiful, voluptuous woman who looked more like Kassandra's sister than her mother. Obsidian eyes with long eyelashes stared at Kassandra from a perfect face framed by long raven hair.

Her rather simple red gown flowed from top to bottom and had a wide cleavage, which harmoniously revealed the pale yellow chemise worn below it. Her sleeves were slightly shorter  than her arms and very wide. Her golden jewelry matched the golden decorative bands on her red gown.

She went to sit next to the very human Lanceor, whose hair had turned completely white. His weathered face was clean-shaven and he had the same pale-blue eyes as Kassandra. He wore the light-blue and gold colors of the clergy of the Church of Immortaland, and his long tunic reached his feet. The golden medallion of the church sat on his thin chest. He'd always been very slim and still was in his late seventies.

"Take a seat," Ilalora said gently.

Kassandra was used to the strange contrast between her parents, who looked like father and daughter, so she grabbed a stool from under the table and sat across from them, eager to hear what this was all about.

"You heard about Waltrand's return, didn't you?" her mother asked.

"Yes, one wrong word in a spell caused an accident that almost killed him, and Gavin had him expelled from his residence," Kassandra answered, a little puzzled.

"There were consequences to the accident," Ilalora replied. "I checked on him. Apparently the failed spell, instead of killing him, stopped him aging. He has become immortal."

Kassandra groaned. Why Waltrand? Why not his identical twin. Wilbert, her secret crush? The brothers – half-bloods of Light – looked the same, but they were very different inside and had different gifts, hence one had been apprenticed to Sorcerer Gavin, and the other had joined the Teeth of the Dragon, the elite warriors who lived at the Temple of the Rainbow, following a brief stay in the temple choir, where Kassandra had first seen Wilbert, and had been enchanted by his rich singing voice.

Her father raised his eyebrows, surprised.

"Wouldn't you want to live forever too?" he asked.

"I don't know." She shrugged and looked away. "So, Waltrand is here?"

"He probably won't stay, but he's rekindling his bond with his twin at the moment," Ilalora answered. "What happened made us think, though. If a half-blood can become immortal by accident, could another half-blood become immortal willingly?"

"Would that be me?" she asked a little bluntly. "Why?"

"To be High Priestess of the Temple of the Rainbow in the position that is currently your father's," Ilalora answered in a chiding tone. "We don't want scheming people like Federyc or Yvette to be elected to the position if we can avoid it."

Kassandra knew her mother had made her father High Priest of the Temple of the Rainbow with Dracodemkin's blessing. But it hadn't occurred to them he could be rendered immortal at the time, and now it was definitely too late for Lanceor to become eternal.

Kassandra sighed.

"How do you propose to render me immortal?" she asked, looking her mother in the eye.

"There's a magic lake in the north." Ilalora smiled slightly. "We will have to ask permission of Dracodemkin, of course, but then you'd be twenty-two forever. Do you think you can handle it, knowing there's another half-blood you could eventually turn to for company?"

"Could we take Wilbert with us?" she asked.

"No, the twins are half-bloods of Light, they are not welcome in Perin," her mother answered. "Why? Are you interested in the dashing Wilbert?"

"Sort of," she muttered, looking away. "Forget it, he's not interested anyway."

"I didn't think so," her father said, amused. "He seems quite taken with Gaufridus."

Kassandra stared, shocked, at her father, but suddenly it all made sense. Wilbert wasn't just not interested in her, he wasn't interested in women in general. Maybe she had more chances with Waltrand after all.

"Right." She sighed again and stared at her hands in her lap. "So, fine, let's do this. I become immortal and the next High Priestess, and what else?"

"How about a dragon rider?" Ilalora suggested with a smile. "With your archery skills, you'd be almost as good as a warrior on dragon back."

Kassandra was an excellent archer, often winning the city's competitions, and that was another thing that didn't endear her to men, who didn't like to be beaten by a woman.

She looked at her mother. Interesting. She envied the mounts the Teeth used. She could have a dragon even if she wasn't one of the elite warriors? And she would be immortal, like her mother?

"Well?" her father asked, eager to hear her answer.

"I'm thinking," she replied, pondering some more.

"You'd make a wonderful High Priestess, and I could spend your father's final years with him, away from his temple duties." Her mother was serious now. "But it's a hard decision, immortality can be very lonely, so I want you to think about it thoroughly. Consult with Joanette or anyone you'd like before making up your mind."

"You're the only immortal person I know," she replied. "You're the only one who can tell me what it's like to live for centuries and watch people grow old and die."

She saw her mother look at her father who smiled.

"Tell her," he said. "She deserves to know what she'd be getting herself into. She knows the temple duties, but she doesn't know what it means to stop aging while everybody else still does."

Ilalora nodded.

It wouldn't be easy, it would feel very lonely at times, but there were so many people around now, that surely Kassandra could keep herself busy for centuries. And her Immortal mother would always be there for her.

"Sleep on it, honey," she concluded. "Tomorrow tell us your decision."

***
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KASSANDRA SPENT THE rest of the day in the library. The Annals of the Temple and the Annals of the Teeth were only just the beginning and the half-blood registry was still only a few pages long. The history of the world – the shipwreck, the meeting with the Immortals – didn't help much either.

Talking with Joanette, who was human, would be useless. Gavin, Waltrand's mentor, lived outside of Rainbow City, but there were other half-blood magic users in town. She could talk to them, but they were long-lived, not immortal, unless any of them had found the secret of immortality.

But considering that Waltrand had become immortal by accident, she doubted anyone else had acquired life eternal. And her mother seemed to be the only Immortal of Darkness still outwardly living among humans, although there were a few more in town, hiding behind a human name and profession.

Maybe it was time Ilalora went back to Perin and allowed some Immortals of Light to settle in Rainbow City. The twins, Waltrand and Wilbert, were born in the growing town of Inock, where currently Immortals of Light seemed to be present.

The two lines of Immortals couldn't be in the same place at the same time, and the Temple of the Rainbow had been under Dracodemkin long enough. Kassandra wondered if she also needed Belkativit's blessing to be the immortal High Priestess of the Church of Immortaland, and mentioned her doubts during dinner.

"I think that if we allow Waltrand to stay, there will be balance at the temple," Ilalora answered, thoughtful. "I will try to contact the Rainbow Dragon and ask them if they think it can be done before taking you to Perin."

"You decided to do it?" her father asked, hopeful.

He would be able to retire with his beloved wife if Kassandra agreed to become immortal, and that was the deciding moment. She loved her father and would greatly miss him when he was gone, but she wanted the best for him.

"Yes," she said, determined. "I will take your place here so you can have some rest."

His beaming face was the best gift. Her family was all she had, but she knew she'd lose her father soon. He was already past his prime when Ilalora had decided she wanted a permanent record of their love, and Kassandra was that fruit.

She went to bed feeling ready to tackle immortality, and awoke feeling peaceful, and even more determined to take her father's place. Her bedroom was quiet, so it must still be early in the morning. No human voices reached her window opening onto the external courtyard, so the bazaar was probably still closed.

She was curious to see Perin, the town of the Immortals of Darkness that no human had ever seen. She rose and went to the private bath chamber of the apartment for her morning ablutions. It had a flushing toilet and a sink with running water, as well as a bathtub that could seat two.

She put on her pale-blue satin gown that matched her eyes and combed her long hair before braiding it. She heard movement from her parents' room, so they must be up too. Humming to herself, she went downstairs where a couple of novices in white tunics were setting up the table for breakfast.

She cheerfully greeted them and went to sit on the couch by the window to watch the bazaar open for pilgrims and visitors below. The room under the apartment was the administration office where researchers applied to access the temple library, or visitors requested to speak with the clergy.

Her parents arrived as the smell of the food made her stomach rumble. They sat at the square table and Ilalora announced they would go to Perin immediately. The Rainbow Dragon and Belkativit approved of the choice if Waltrand was allowed to stay at the Temple of the Rainbow to balance Kassandra's immortality.

Immortals of Light and Immortals of Darkness couldn't be in each other's presence, but it wasn't so for half-bloods, who could mingle like any other human. Actually, half-bloods of Light were usually attracted to half-bloods of Darkness and vice versa – which might explain Kassandra's crush on Wilbert.

After breakfast Kassandra hugged her father and took her mother's hand. In an instant, she was no longer in the west tower of the Temple of the Rainbow, but in some kind of throne hall. Her mother's magic worked wonders for instant-transfer spells.

Huge braziers attached to each of the eight limestone columns lit up the entire throne hall and mantled it in warm yellows. The relatively modest chandeliers hanging from the sloped ceiling danced in the flickering light, while obsidian icons and carved images looked down upon the mosaic floor.

A viridian rug ran in a circle around the room, with two paths to the throne and the main entrance. Slim, stained glass windows of intricate mosaics were shrouded by curtains colored the same viridian as the rug.

A towering throne of jet sat atop an elevated platform, covered in intricate carvings. The modest pillows were a dark viridian and adorned with embellished embroidery. Those listening to their royal highness could do so on the plethora of opulent, albeit uncomfortable, iron benches, all of which were facing the throne.

The empty regal hall felt stuffy to Kassandra and she followed her mother to one of the iron benches at the front. They sat together, waiting for Dracodemkin to manifest himself. Kassandra was nervous, but Ilalora held her hand and whispered soothing words to her.

The king of the Immortals of Darkness appeared suddenly out of thin air, seated on the obsidian throne. He had long black hair, straight and reaching halfway down his back, black eyes and pale skin. His youthful, androgynous looks took Kassandra's breath away for a moment.

He wore leather breeches and boots, but his well-toned torso was bare. Golden armbands and a golden torque around his neck were the only symbols of his status. Unlike human sovereigns, he didn't wear a crown or silken clothes or a royal mantle.

Ilalora rose and bowed, and Kassandra did the same, keeping her eyes low afterward to avoid looking into the depth of those mesmerizing black eyes again. She listened as her mother explained her request and didn't hear an answer, so she glanced up and saw the gorgeous man slowly smile.

He must have nodded his approval, because he vanished immediately after and Ilalora exhaled in relief.

"Let's go to the lake," she said. "We have our lord's blessing."

Kassandra let her mother take her hand and instantly transfer her elsewhere. A cold wind whipped her under an endless sky, but again her mother's magic protected her from the northern weather. They both stood on a narrow stretch of dark volcanic pebbles on the shores of a blue lake with green islands all over it.

Kassandra was impressed by the geological wonderland sculpted by volcanic eruptions over thousands of years. The ground near the shoreline was mostly flat, with a few rolling hills, and the mountain range was behind them.

"It's one of the largest lakes on the island," Ilalora said. "It is thought to be home to more species of duck than any other place in the world."

"This is..." Kassandra had no words.

"Unbelievable, isn't it?" Ilalora chuckled. "And you haven't seen everything! Bubbling mud pits, volcanic craters, and newborn lava fields are among the sights of this striking region!"

"Lava fields?" Kassandra wondered. "Mud pits?"

"Those rocks covered in moss over there, they're lava fields, hard to walk upon without breaking an ankle," Ilalora answered, amused, pointing to the left. The smoke of the active volcano could be seen in the distance. "And beyond that hill there are a few mud pits. Some are so hot they actually boil!" She pointed to the right where strange shapes almost reached the water. "That's a lava natural fortress. It has columns that resemble towers, ridges that rise like battlements, and caves that tumble deep into the earth like dungeons."

"And what about those craters in the lake itself?" Kassandra asked, worried.

"Those are pseudocraters," Ilalora explained. "Unlike regular craters, which are formed when lava builds up around a fissure in the earth, these craters were formed by gas explosions when melting lava flowed over pockets of water in the wetlands."

"Oh." The pseudocraters formed bizarre and beautiful islands on the lake, and one could probably walk around a few of them, or up the slopes for some fantastic views.

Kassandra exhaled.

"So, how do we proceed? Do I undress and get into this seemingly cold water?"

"There's a better spot that way." Ilalora pointed to the west. "Come."

They walked on the black pebbles for about ten minutes, going around a pseudocrater attached to the shore and reaching an inlet that was clearly a hot spring. The pristine pool was surrounded by incredible nature, and heated by the geothermal forces of the area.

"There, now you can undress and you won't be cold," Ilalora said. "Make sure you go completely underwater, so take a big breath before diving."

A little puzzled, Kassandra took off her gown and chemise, and even her underwear. Only her mother would see her nakedness in the wild. She left her shoes on the pebbled beach and hesitantly walked to the water.

It was indeed pleasantly warm, and she slowly entered the geothermal pool, enjoying the caress of the water on her body. It didn't seem to be very deep, so she took a deep breath before dropping underwater. She sat on the bottom of the pool, then let the water bring her back up.

She emerged when she was almost out of breath, and stood with water covering her to her waist. She pushed strands of loose hair away from her face and turned to look at her mother.

"Will this do?" she asked.

"Perfect." Ilalora smiled. "Come here."

She materialized a towel and Kassandra walked back to shore where her mother wrapped her in the soft fabric and helped her dry her body.

Only her tresses were still damp when she put her gown back on. She didn't feel any different, except of course now she was clean even without the use of soap.

"Let's go," Ilalora said. "You probably won't notice anything for a few years still, but you have now stopped aging."

"Good thing that my hair is already white, then!" Kassandra said cheerfully. "So when I'm centuries old, everybody will bow to it!"

"If you hide your youthful face!" Ilalora chuckled. "You won't have any wrinkles, ever!"

"I can live with that!" Kassandra beamed. She took her mother's arm and they vanished from the shores of the northern lake.

***
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KASSANDRA AND ILALORA materialized in a big, irregular cave. Most of the ground was relatively flat, but one third was water – hot water from the vapor rising from it. Another natural warm pool, probably at the bottom of the mountain chain.

The huge opening showed a barren land and dark cliffs under a clear blue sky. The cave was currently empty, and Ilalora wrinkled her nose. Kassandra smelled a strange scent, but couldn't put a name to it.

"Where are we, Mother?" she asked.

"A dragon lair," Ilalora answered. "Nera-siak's eggs hatched and her cubs should be ready to leave the nest by now. We'll see if one of them wants to move south to be close to you."

Kassandra looked around with curiosity, but it wasn't as if dragons put furniture in their lairs. Ilalora pointed at straw covering the ground in a corner, with the broken remnants of big, scaly, black eggs. The newborn cubs were probably as big as dogs, and if these were now ready to leave the nest, they must have grown much bigger.

Kassandra had never seen cubs or juveniles. She was curious about them and hopefully would bond with one of them.

Soon enough the dragon mother came back with four smaller dragons following her. The four cubs seemed playful, but their size and their claws and fangs made them dangerous. They were the size of bison bulls, with wings and tails adding to their reach.

The mother seemed to glare at Ilalora. She was all black, with emerald-green eyes and one horn broken from some ancient fight. Her bat-like wings were tattered and damaged, and she was huge compared to her cubs, but Kassandra had seen other adult dragons at the temple, and Nera-siak was an average-sized female.

The four cubs hid behind their mother, but one curiously looked at Kassandra who smiled and slowly stepped forward towards him. He must be a young male with the beginning of tendrils on his chin and back, and he was the biggest of the lot.

His strong neck straightened as the snake-like body slowly came out from behind his mother's wings. The top was covered in obsidian scales, the bottom in curved scales of a dark gray.

On all fours, he came forward. Each limb had five digits, each of which ended in claws seemingly made of onyx. His angular wings were folded and the elegant tail ended in a sharp tip.

He stopped in front of Kassandra and she held out her hand, so he could sniff her.

"Hello," she whispered, delighted.

She felt the two short, warped nostrils of his thin nose brush her skin, then the snake-like neck snapped back as the yellow eyes stared at her with curiosity.

She giggled, wiggling her fingers to invite him closer again. He lowered his head and went under her arm to sniff her body, which allowed her to caress the head and the horn and small angular ear of his right side.

He shook his head, closing his eyes, as if he'd been tickled, and seemed to smile.

What's your name?

The voice in her head startled her.

"I'm Kassandra," she whispered, looking the young dragon in the eye. "Do you have a name?"

Of course. I'm Sharsa-rak!

So definitely a male. Kassandra smiled.

"Beautiful name," she said.

The dragon whipped his head around to look at his mother. Their conversation was formed of strange noises that made no sense to Kassandra's ears, so she glanced, puzzled, at her mother.

"He's asking permission to leave the nest," Ilalora translated. "He's ready to find his own lair, and I'm sure we can find the perfect place for him on a southern mountain range, so he can come to you whenever you need him."

"So I'll have a horn? Like the Teeth?" Kassandra asked, excited.

Ilalora chuckled. "Yes, you'll have a horn to call your dragon."

"Thank you, Mother!"

"Don't thank me, you lured him."

"We were mutually attracted, I guess." Kassandra looked at the young black dragon who was now staring at her again. "Are you coming with us?"

Sharsa-rak eagerly nodded. They walked out of the cave and Ilalora stopped Sharsa-rak with a gesture. The dragon was startled to find himself wearing a saddle like a backpack on his front limbs, and at first fought it.

"No, no, you need it to carry me!" Kassandra told him, trying to calm him.

The big yellow eyes stared at her for a moment and he settled, crouching so she could climb onto his back.

"You'll have to get used to the saddle as much as I'll have to get used to riding you, my beautiful black friend," Kassandra said, patting his neck. "And I'd better wear breeches next time," she added, settling her gown around her.

She saw Nera-siak had come out of the cave with a saddle too, and her mother was climbing onto the bigger dragon's back. Kassandra grabbed the pommel and soon both dragons were airborne.

The horizon was so wide around them, she felt really small. Looking down made her dizzy, so she kept her eyes on her mother's back.

Sharsa-rak flew effortlessly behind his mother for hours. Eventually they landed at the edge of a forest so both dragons and riders could find food and rest.

"Yes, the Temple of the Rainbow is quite far from Perin," Ilalora said as she cooked a hare on a magic fire. "Nera-siak is making sure her son finds the perfect lair, then she'll go back to her other offspring. I'm sure tomorrow we'll find a place, and as soon as he has his lair, I'll transfer both of us back to the temple and make a magic horn so you can call him."

They had to spend the night in the open, but Ilalora's shield kept them safe from wild beasts or monsters roaming the night. Even the shower that came at dawn didn't touch them.

They were back in the saddle without breakfast, but they'd soon be back home and the kitchens would provide them with food. After a few hours of flight, Sharsa-rak and Nera-siak zeroed in on a cave that looked perfect for a dragon.

Finding it unoccupied by other dragons, the mother flew off and the juvenile started fussing around. Kassandra patted him good-bye after he took off the saddle
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