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A Note on Dragon Names

Careful readers will observe that a mature male dragon's name changes after he makes hisfirst flight. By tradition, the pronunciation
of adragon's name changes as he achieves maturity, with emphasis shifting from the first syllable to the second. When Auron's
father, AuRel, was a hatchling, he would have been called Aurel, as one would say the word aural. When he became afledged
dragon, the pronunciation changed so that it would rhyme with nod. The ancient practice of calling the sur-viving male hatchling by
the father's name until he breathed hisfirst fire had died out by the time Auron's egg was laid.

Chapter 1

The hatchling tasted hisfirgt air. Cool and dry compared with the dampnessinside the egg, its strangeness
st him aquiver.

He had only just discovered anew world in the dow awakening, one so different from the muted patterns
and colors, muffled echoes and stal e tastes of the old. He had been snug in his dark little space, drowsing
and dreaming, when sharp, cracking noises had woken him. Held suddenly hated the enclosure in which
he'd floated for so long. Ingtinctively, hetried to uncurl hislong neck. He had jerked his chin upward,
fedling the growth on his nose strike the inner surface of the hard cocoon. Three more taps, and the shell
had cracked.

Theair relayed so many new impressionsthat his sensesrebelled, and he gave atiny snort.

Hewiggled his nose and widened the hole. When he could get his snout well out and open his mouth, he
took ared breath. Hislong lungs, running amost the length of hisback, filled entirely with air. Its zest, the
new sensation of hislungsinflating and deflating, invigorated him as much astherich dose of oxygen to
his bloodstream. He pulled his head back, and the sawtooth on his sill-wet nose opened the egg further.
Now he could get hishead out.

Thelight, dim though it was, hurt his eyes. Scrabbling sounds and a deep, rhythmic whooshing above
roused his curiosity. Determined, he turned his head.

A presence, huge and green, lay curled around him—strange yet

familia—and beyond that, he sensed an even larger enclosure of

rock and shadow. Another casing, many-many timeslarger than the

first? Echoes played off the hard stone, chasing each other through

the great space.

Hewriggled hishead free. Now he could use his neck to look around. A nasty drop hung before him.
Many neck-lengths below, two shapes writhed; both had necks like his, with equally long tails projecting
out of their hindquarters. Identical in every aspect save color, they pushed and clawed at each other using
four stubby legs. Their mouths yawned agape, displaying sharp white teeth, and atop their snouts stood
sawtooths just like the one he'd used to poke hisway out of his shell. Both the combatants had short
crests covering their necks. One of the hatchlings was arich ruby color, and it sank itsteeth into the
coppery opponent, rending flesh and muscle and liciting aplaintive cry.

Something about those crests sweeping back from the armored ridge of their eyes and forehead put him
into aseething rage.

Helonged to join this contest. He uncoiled his body; his fractured egg was no match for his new strength.
It separated, and he twisted over so he could crawl.

The crack of the egg opening interrupted the red hatchling in its triumph. It released its opponent'storn
foreleg and looked up. In the flick of an eye, it scuttled to the rock face and began to climb toward him.
Hedid not wait to meet it amongst the other eggs. He moved to the edge of the shelf to get it on the way
up, indtinctively wanting the advantage of the high ground.

A wet dipperiness dowed him, and helooked down to see a sagging mass dragging from hisbelly. One
of hislegswas caught in it. Frenzied, hetore at it with hisrear limbs. He arched hisback and parted from
the drogue. If hefdt pain, the desireto get at the other crested hatchling smothered it. He gained the



edge just asthe red's head gppeared. Its shining dit-pupil eyeswidened asit saw him cometo push it
back down.

But the red was strong, stronger. It got its thick shoulders tucked under his narrower ones and muscled
over the edge of the precipice. They faced each other, mouths open and declaring battle with little
squawks of fury.

Heforgot the cave, forgot the giant green presence behind him,

forgot the faint tapping emanating from the last two eggs. He went for the red crest, to shoveit off the
ledge and put anend to it.

His bites scored at the red's armored skin and crest to no effect. Before he knew it, he was on his back,
the red's gapine jawsfinding histhroat. More frustrated than afraid, he clawed at the red'sleathery
underbdly. A mig velled hisvison.

The pressure on histhroat vanished. As hisvision cleared, he saw Red fighting with the other crested
hatchling. His copper brother had somehow climbed the cavern wall to the egg shdlf, intent on revenge
for itscrippled limb. It rode Red's back, grasping at the back of Red's neck just under the armored crest.
He turned on his side, momentarily too week to stand, and watched. Red writhed and rolled, trying to get
the maimed hatchline beneath it.

Heflicked out histongue and smelled blood, blood, everywhere. Pouring from him, from the wounded
copper, and from Red's belly. A tear dripped there, where Red's egg sac had been attached.

He moved his head. Some streneth still remained in his neck muscles, and he used them. He drove the
sawtooth on his snout into the red's belly, finding the umbilical hole. He dragged upward, gut-ting his nest
mate.

Blood flooded his nostrils and eyes as he righted himsdlf to force the prong in deeper. He heard one
agonized cry, cut off asthe copper hatchline grasped the red's throat. Alarmed peeps sounded behind
him.

The struggle ceased; Copper dropped the crushed neck.

He opened his mouth and advanced on hisremainine sibling. Copper shifted Sdeways, shieding its
injured limb. Too near the edge. He bull-rushed the copper crest and began to push, using the armored
ridge above his own eyes as a battering ram. Weakened by the maimed foreleg, the hatchling went over
with ascream.

Thefal was not fatal. Helooked over the edge and saw Copper lying quiescent. Rapid panting echoed
from below. At the sound of eggs breaking, he turned.

Two more siblings had their heads out of their eggs, squeaking weakly. Green. Uncrested. He relaxed
and moved toward Red's

corpse. He now knew hunger. Lapping the pooled blood did not seem enough; he began to chew at the
corpse. After sufficient worry-ing with his curved teeth, he pulled away amouthful of flesh and followed it
with another. The mea made him flush with strength, so much so that when his copper nest mate again
ascended to the ledge, he pushed it back over with no trouble at al.

The others, the females, took forever to get out of their shells. When thev findly joined him at the corpse,
gtill dragging the deflated balloons of the umbilica sacsthey were too week to get free of, he let them eat.
Hefelt the urge of thirst and moved off from the corpse to anarrow corner of the ledge, where he drank
from alittle trickle of water running down the cavern wall. It felt dmost asinvigorating as eating, but
nowhere near as good as pushing his brother off the shelf.

He looked around the cavern. Glowing blue-green splashes grew at the edges of puddles at the bottom
of the immense cave. They seemed to thrive best nearest the cliff wall where he smelled dragon waste,
drange and yet familiar. Tiny things, tinier than he, lived in the roof of the cavern. The sghts of hisnew
world so fascinated him that he failed to notice his brother gain the egg shelf once again.

The piping of his sisters alerted him to the mal€'s presence. He scrambled back to the corpse, but the
cripple clutched atorn-off hunk of tail initsjaws and scuttled off theledge, moving in aclumsy fashion
but amost asfast as he could with four good legs. He had to content himself with opening hisjaws and
screaming down at the coppery shape on the cavern floor. The maeignored him and gnawed on the
pieceof tal.



"Dear Auron. My pride. One day you'l be aworthy dragon "

Thus Auron learned his name. He turned a Quick circle, looking for the source of the voice seeming to
whisper inhisear.

"This sound isthe voice of your mother, Auron. I'm glad you can hear me; it means you're hedlthy"

He heard atrill from above him and saw M other's spade-shaped head |ooking down. His mother, big
enough to be aworld herself, reclined againgt the cave wall. He tasted the rich nepenthe of the air around
her; it smelled better even than the bloody tang of the air around his deceased sibling.

"I know thisis strange, and you can't speak yet, not until you're grown abit and learned. But you can
understand—even in the egg, you could understand. | showed you stories, remember?”

His mother's voice was familiar, but he could remember no stories, just vague dreams of floating in light,
pictures, sensations that rolled about in his head unmoored. Her speech, after itsfirst sartle, relaxed him.
Hefdt hiseydidscdosng.

"Timefor you to deep and grow, little Auron. Don't worry, you and your Ssters are safe, we are
deep-deep. No assassinswill get here, for Father ison guard ™

She began to sing, and he recognized the rhythm of her tune, not strange at al. He dozed off, lulled by the
comforting cadence of the song.

Listen my hatchling, for now you shdl hear

Of the only seven daversadragon must fear.

Firg beware Pride, lest belief in onegs might

Has you discount the foeman who is braving your sight.
Never Envy other dragonstheir wedlth, power, or home
For dark plots and planswill bring death to your own.

Y our Wrath shouldn't win, when spears strike your scale
Anger kills cunning, which you will need to prevail.

A dragon must rest, but Sioth you should dread
Elselong years of napping let nsto your bed.
'Greed isgood, or so foolish dragonswill say

Until pilesof treasure bring killing thieveswherethev lay.
Hungry isyour body, and at times you must feed

But Gluttony makesfat dragons, who can't fly at their need.
A hot Lust for glory, gems, gold, or mates

L eads reckless young drakes to the blackest of fates.

So take heed of thiswisdom, precious hatchling of mine.
And the long years of dragonhood are sure to be thine.

Chapter 2

Thereweren't any grays on my side of the family Father grumbled.

Larger even than Mother, Father rested on amassive stalagmite, wrapped about it like a congtricting
snake. Hisfiery eyes, under the armored ridges that led back to his crest inits six-horned glory, glowered
down on the brood. Father's bronze scales reflected the muted agua light of the cave moss.

Tolittle Auron, Father's had aharsh, intimidating odor, very different from Mother's comforting one. He
tucked hishead into hisgray flank, alittle afraid at Fatherstone, but resisted the ingtinct to close his eyes.
"Y ou know very well my father was agray, AuRel. When | sang my lineage a our mating, it didn't bother
you"

Father Dulled back, raised his mighty neck high, and snorted. For amoment it looked to Auron asif he
might bite Mother.

But he brought his head down and flicked his forked tongue, drawing it across her face. "1 was watching
your wings, my love. They hypnotized me. | had never seen such a span on amaiden before. | hardly
ligened "



His parents touched noses at the memories evoked, and Auron heard alow thrumming.

"We have every right to prumm to each other—three on the shelf. Not bad for our first clutch " Mother
said. She pulled Auron'stwo sisters closer to her with her tail. The hatchlings peeped and yawned at the
touch, but didn't wake.

"But fill, of dl theinfernal drafts™ Father continued. "A red, a....

copper, and agray. What happens? The red is killed, the copper is maimed, and the gray has the nest!"
"Thered fought well, my lord. Just too eager, impetuous. He left the copper without finishing it.”

"Just like his grandfather, darkness keep his bones. A besung dragon, he. | ill don't see how agray got
the better of him or the copper.”

"He used hisegg horn, my lord.”

"Hedid what}"

"Gutted him from the yolk sac up. | hardly believed my eyes™

Father looked down at Auron, anew interest in hiseyes. "Clever little blighter.”

"Eggsand legd Don't cdl the pride of our clutch ablighter, Au-Rd! Likeit or not, heisyour champion.
It'sfor you to seethat he livesto loose hisfirst fire.”

"l wonder .. .," Father mused. "A gray. Thin skinned: the first ef with abow that.—"

"Hell bequick. Silent,” his mother countered.

"All theless hunger to fill. Remember your youth, the chances you took."

Auron got amind-picture from hisfather. Stolen sheep, scream-ing warriors, the pounding of hunting
horses. Hefelt old scars, crusted over with misshapen scales. He shivered.

"Seel" Mother exclaimed. "He takes to your mind aready. Helearns from you. Teach him."

"In good time. Perhaps the copper will reclaim the shelf?"

"Not likely. Auron has weight on him dready, and isdert and quick.”

Father looked down at the copper, who had retreated to acrevice in the cave wall awvay from the egg
shdf. "It might be kinder to just—"

"No. He shdl have hischance. | hear him hunting dugs and rats. Appetite will soon drive him outside.

Y ou have fathered two males, my lord. Think of it! Four survivors of five eggs. The wordswill sound fine
inyour lifesong.”

Armored fans expanded from Father's crest at the thought, cov—ering sensitive earholes and the pulse
points behind the angle in hisjaw where the twin neck heartsworked, then returned to their shesths.
Auron felt hisown griff descend alittle, but they seemed thin and flimsy by comparison.

"Perhapsyou areright. A worthy linefor the battle roar,” Father said, as though he'd thought of theidea
himsdf. "Though you may have to hep mewith it. Wordplay isnot my strength.”

"I remember every word of your mating song, harsh though it wasto my ears. But | took to the sky with
you nonetheless.”

"If my song was lacking, what reason had you?"

Mother's skin darkened again, and Auron saw a mind-picture of Father shining in the glare of the Upper
World, only four horns on his head but still mighty, besting hiswings so asto bend the trees as he sang.
"Y our great horned head, my lord,” Mother said as her skin turned the richest green. " Ten thousand
scalesthat reflected the yelow sun, your bellowsthat shivered the very clouds. Y our pres-ence
captivated me. | lost my head . . . and my hearts. Thefirst came back to me. . . afterwards. But you shall
aways hold the second.”

Auron's nose itched abominably. He felt the urge to rub his egg horn against the cave wall, but fought the
ingtinct. After seeing his Ssterslose theirs by scraping them off against Mother's scales, he decided he did
not want to part with his. Hisegg horn gtill smelled faintly of his brother's blood, reminding him of the
sarviceit had done. There was till the copper to think of, and he worried that he might need its point
again in ancther fight.

Climbing Mother took hismind off the discomfort. He swarmed up her neck and stood atop her head,
bleating out his satis-faction with hisfeat to hisssters below.



Her tail was even more of achalenge, for she swung it up and down, back and forth, until hefelt giddy
with the motion as he hugged itswhirling end. On alow sweep of her tail, he gathered

himsdlf and legped. He salled over hissstersin asplay-legged fdl, and upon landing indinctively
absorbed the impact with histail.

"'Gain, Mamal" he squeaked, scding her haunch. His hooked claws made climbing her armored skin
€asy.

"Not just now," she countered. "Eat alittle.”

He remembered his gppetite and returned to the half-eaten horse, placed on the shelf this morning by
Father. 1t was much bet-ter than the egg-size dugs Father had gathered the two previous days. Mother
seemed content to eat dugs, though, even with horse-flesh available.

"Wish we could 'ave 'orse every day, Mama," he said. His sisters had not left him much for seconds.
They were usdless baggage. All they did was eat and deep and chatter at each other. If hetried to get
them to do something interesting, like wrestle, they would skedaddle for Mother's belly, squeding. He
amost wished the copper would try to take some horse.

"Father hasto hunt the Upper World if we are to have horse, Au-ron. He can't afford to be gone too
long."

"Why?"

"It'sarisk, dear. Y ou and your sisters are precious beyond my words ability to tell. He doesn't dare
leave us.”

"Why?"

"'Someone might try to come and take you."

"Who would come?'

"Y our father will tell you, whenthetimeisright.”

Auron—uwith abely full of horse entering his bloodstream— britled. "I'll fight ‘'em, Mama!" He shot to
the edge of the shelf and looked down, in search of foemen come to harm Mother and his hapless ssters.
His griff descended dong ether side of his head and rattled againgt his crest at the thought.

Somewhere below, he heard his brother, worrying rats from among the offd at the base of the cavewall.
He reversed himsdlf like awhip cracking, and dashed back to the carcass.

"Wind and sand, how quick you are! But rest now, Auron. When you're grown, you'll have a clutch of
your own to fight for."

"Not deepy!" heindsted, glaring at his ssters and spailing for action. They retreated to the shelter of
Mother'sleft hind, meeping.

Auron belched, and thefetid smell pacified him. But the horse till needed guarding. Mother'swarm belly
beckoned, yet he curled himsalf around what was | eft of the head and forequarters. If Mother wasright,
the next horse might be some days off, and he could not bear the thought of the copper making off with
such aprize.

Days passed. Once the remains of the horse joined the pile at the shelf base, and not a bite of dug was
|eft to be had, Auron felt bold enough to explore the cave. Should his brother gain the egg shdlf, hefelt
confident enough to teach him area lesson, though hisdesireto kill him had ebbed.

While the cave looked like avast expanse from the egg shelf, it was anything but. There were grest pillars
of stone that met others hanging above like the teeth in his mouth, only less precisaly arranged. There
were cracks and fissurestoo small for his parents but a satisfactory sizefor an inquisitive hatchling, and
places where the ceiling came low enough for him to torment the bats who clung here and there.

Away from the smells of the egg shelf, he snuffled amongst the pools and refuse of the cave floor. Music
in the form of trickling wa-ter sounded al around; each fal had its own syncopation, from deep plops of
heavy drops to the more rapid cadence of little streams splashing from ceiling to cave floor.

Stdlagmites were dmost as easy to climb as Mother. Hetried onein the higher part of the cave,



wrapping himsdf around it in imita-tion of hisfather. Finding acomfortable rest, he froze. Ralling only an
eyebal, helooked down at his body, dmost indistinguishable from the cool stone he clung to. Faint
darker bands could just be dis-tinguished amid the gray. Was he developing a different color? Mother
said dragons came in many colors, though dragonelles were usually green. His sisters asked endless
questions about colors and played with sparkling stones and bits of meta Father gave them. They
arranged them in intricate patterns, rhyming as they counted the colors:

Red, Gold, Bronze, and Blue, To my lord | shall betrue. Copper, Silver, Black and White, Who will win
my mating flight?

Auron wondered why graysweren't part of the song. Was some-ithing wrong with him? The question
worried a him. But only until he caught the scent of afresh dug trail on histongue.

Chapter 3

A season had passed. The bats became torpid, their endless out- put of guano dowed, and the fungus
that lived off their droppings shrank back from a carpet of light to spotty patches, little green pointslike
gars on the cavernfloor.

Auron, hisbely holding nothing but hunger, hunted.

The dug trail wasold, but not old enough to fade into the cavern murk with the growing hatchling's
sengitive nose held to the rock floor. The dugs had aso dowed with the change in the bats, until they
hardly moved from hiding placeto hiding place.

Even hissgters, who shared none of hisinterests or sports, joined himin hunting. Usdessin dl other
respects, he grudgingly gave them credit for dug trapping. Though they were not o active in searching
out food as he, they did show some skill at guessing where the mindless soft-skinned prey would beinits
wanderings, and more often than not, chose the right perch to while away the day waiting for the faint
durping sound of amoving dug.

Auron'slegswere longer now, the clawsthicker at the end of hisfour digits, divided threelong and one
short. The hind limbs, more muscular than the front pair, alowed him to legp clean to the egg shelf from
thefloor of the cavern. The black stripes descending from his backbone were more pronounced now,
and hisgray had degp—ened everywhere except hisunderside, ill pale as dugmest. Hisleathery skin
gave him the ability to wriggle into cracks even his un-dersize brother could not reach. He and his brother
crossed each other'strailsin their endless explorations, and sometimeslie (aught aflash of copper asthe
crippledived into the lake d Ilir base <>| the waterfall.

The dug trail disappeared into acrack in the floor. The aperture was festooned with dried fungus, full of
dormant spores awaiting the trickle€'s return. Auron circled the exit and saw that if he shifted aboulder, he
could pursue the dug.

Hewiggled under one end of the boulder and pressed his back-bone hard against the rock. He strained
to no effect. He gathered himsdlf for area shove—and heaved until hisvision went red. Therock did not
move. Histail whipsawed in his petulance as he came out from under the shelf.

"Pogt!" he swore, using a Dwarvish curse his mother taught him by accident in one of her mind-gtories.
He brought up his neck in an intimidating arc. He felt something gurgle behind his breastbone, his neck
muscles stiffened, and he vomited athin stream of yellowish liquid at the rock.

Amazing.

Hetasted the air around the expectorate. The odor singed his smdll buds on his tongue and nasal
membrane. He snorted in disgust and turned to find Mother. She would be able to move the rock. He
scrambled to the egg shelf.

"Mother, the rock, Mother. A dug went down ahole and arock isin the way!"

Mother opened an eye. She had grown perceptibly thinner, eat-ing only the leavings from her hungry
brood. She closed it again.

"Mother! | need arock moved. | can get adug if you moveit!" heindsted.



"Quiet, Auron. Youll drop the bats from the ceiling, you're making so much noise" His sgters, waking
from their nap, glared a him in agreement.

"It will only take you moments, Mother! Please, I'm so hungry!”

"A rock over adry trickle, Auron?"

"Yes"

"Y our father put that there for a purpose. He will moveit for you, maybe. Pleaselet me deep.”
"Thedug will gd avay!"

"Sugsand bugs, le it, Y our father will be back soon.”

"But- "

Mother'stail lashed out, the thin end catching him across the snott.

He smarted to his eye sockets. "Owww! Y ou didn't have to crack me!™

His sgterstouched snoutsin triumph and thrummed out their satisfaction to each other. Auron ignored the
prrum.

"l wasn't biting anyone," he said in amuch quieter tone.

"Don't whine. Y ou are flapping me to distraction. Check the floor for dead batsif you're that hungry. I've
been hearing them fdl dl day. Will thiswinter never end?'

She turned her head back and forth, asign Auron knew meant she was listening for Father.

"Wemust have patience, Auron.”

Patience comes hard to afour-month-old hatchling, so Auron passed histime trying to shift the rock. He
tried pushing it, hetried pulling it, hetried rotating it. He tried different angles, but the rock re-mained
immovable. Findly, hefdl adeep ontop of it.

Father made anoisy entrance, waking him. At other times, Fa-ther moved stedl thily enough for Auron to
pick up hissmdll before his sound—as stedlthily as something of hisbulk could move, thet is. But Auron
heard him enter the great passage at the top of the cave thistime; something was wrong with hiswalk.
Woas Father hurt?

Auron climbed a stalagmite for a better view and saw Father moving to the egg shelf. He held something
in hisjaws, aswell asaforearm. Food!

Father was arguing with Mother when he joined the family at theledge. "Y ou'll eet awhole horse, and
that'sthe end of it," Father rasped. "l went to alot of trouble for these."

The bronze dragon's mandibles moved, and Auron watched him work the insde of his mouth with his
tongue. Anivory tooth fell out, broken and bloody.

Auron noticed shaftslike quillsin Father's neck, and alonger length of carved wood in hisflank. " Father,
theré'sa spear inyour sde!” Auron said.

"What'sthat?' He craned his neck and sniffed at hisflank. "Too big to be aspear, Gray. That'salance.
It's aweapon men riding horses use; they can driveit right through you. If they can get their horseto
charge adragon, that is."

"Two st to theright, and it would have gone right up your tail-vent,” Mother chuckled.

Auron clamped hisjaws shut to keep from laughing.

"So that'swhat kept you," Mother continued, sniffing a one of the dead horses. ™Y ou flew with two
horsesin your clavs?"

"Two horizons & least. My jaw isgoing to be sore for aweek. What redly dowed me down wasthis."
Father opened his hand, and amass of fabric, rope, and broken pieces of wood fel to the floor.

"What isthat? Moreto eat?' hissster Jizara asked.

The mass moved, and Auron saw aforeleg emerge. It wasthin-ner than his, proportioned strangely, and
with four-and-one asits claw arrangement—though perhaps claw was the wrong word, asthe creature
had no talons.

"That'swhat's |eft of atent. | came on them in the night, and their horses bolted. Few managed to mount.



Brave men—they fought instead of running.”

Something shot from beneeth the fabric, running onitshind legs. It sumbled in the dark; itsfearful panting
echoed from cold stone,

"That'saman, Auron. After it, let's see you hunt,” Father said.

Anion jumped in pursuit, driven as much by itsflight as by Fa-their 'swords. It smelled of blood and
horses, but there was another dirtieri scent to it, alittle like a dead wolf Father had once brought to the
cave.

THE biped heard Auron coming. It tried to crawl into acrevice.

A grabbed it by theleg and pulled. He scrabbled with al four

claws. The man was larger, but he was stronger. He pulled it out into

the open.

It lashed out with afOOt and caught him in the eye. It kicked him again across. the snout, hurting far
worse than one of Mother's smacks. Helet go, lasting and smelling his own blood on his tongue now. But
he was close enough to hunt by eye and ear.

The man crawled away, seeking refuge in the crevice. It had cu-rious coloration. Auron noticed the
varied hues, even as he gathered himsdlf and jumped, of the second loose skin over itsfirdt.

Helanded on the man. He aimed a bite at the neck, but got only aforearm in hisjaws. The man shifted
hisweight, pivoting very dif-ferently from the way hissstersdid in their hafhearted wrestling bouts. The
man had much more strength in his forearms than Au-ron was used to.

Hefdt asharp paininthepit of hisforeleg.

Father's head loomed above. In aflash, Father had the man's skull in hisjaws and off its neck. Blood
geysered into the air.

The body twitched as it exsanguinated, and Auron kept attack-ing the headless corpse, ripping at it with
histeeth.

"Auron, stop,” Father growled.

Auron froze, teeth clamped on the man's shoul der.

"Look initshand, Auron. It had aknife."

Auron drew himsdlf off the blade and sniffed at the wound in hisarmpit. A steady flow of blood joined
the man'son thefloor. "Will | die, Father?"

"No, you were lucky. Lick thewound clean."

Auron nursed himself, and Father continued.

"When you legp likethat, et your back legs do thekilling. Y ou're dtill fighting too much with your mouth.
It'sdl right for taking the neck of something that's haf-dead. But when you've got ahold of the prey,
remember, he'sgot ahold of you, too. Pin and dig with your saa. They put up less of afight when they're
gutted.”

"Yes, Father. 'E hurt by nose, too."

"Many adrake has gotten worse from hisfirg kill of ahominid. Y ou did well, my champion; | was
months above ground before | took one, and it was just a half-starved blighter | ran to death. Sheep are
esse.”

"Bay | et im?’

"Hesyour kill," Father said, swadlowing the head. "Well, mostly."

Auron soothed his aching hunger, messily, gppetite winning out

over manners. Mother had taught him not to bolt hisfood lest it come back up, but Father seemed to
understand hunger better.

"It was your mother'sidea. Her father taught his drakesto kill thisway. | may have saved you from a
nasty surprise later. Remem-ber, with hominids, what they lack in strength they make up for in tools, and
plans, and magic. Cowardly way to doit, letting a piece of metd do your killing, but there you are.”
They shared the corpse, Father crunching down the bones after Auron took most of the meet. The



bleeding stopped in his nose and side. Father's battle wounds aready showed brownish scabs among his
riven scales.

"Fether?'

v

"What is under the big rock? | followed adug, but couldn't moveit. Mother said you put it there.”

"I'm not surprised you couldn't. Someone your size shouldn't be ableto.”

"Will you show me?*

Father'slipsrippled across histeeth in thought. "Y ou've made your first kill, Champion of our Clutch, so
asfar as|'m concerned, you're no longer a hatchling. Come aong, then.”

Father led the way to the rock. He brought hislong neck down and sniffed at Auron's bilious spit.

"You are growing. That's yourfoua Perhaps four more seasons, and your fire bladder will be ableto turn
that into real dragon flame—aslong asyou eat properly. Fatty flesh brimsthe bladder, the old red used
totdl me"

Auron knew about the fire; his mother said breathing hisfirst would mark his passage into drakehood.
His body would put aspe-cid kind of liquid fat in hisfire bladder, ignited when he spat by the substance
he was aready producing. Mother knew everything.

Father pushed the boulder aside.

"I low do you climb down that, Father? It'stoo smdl."

"My neck jits. That's dl that hasto go there, redlly. It isonly ashort distante. Climb down and look,"

"Isit dangerous?’

"Y es, but not in the way you think."

Auron sniffed the air wafting up the sink, but smelled only the congedled blood in his nogtrils. He shifted
back and forth at the rim of the shaft in uncertainty.

"Would alittle light help?' Father asked. He coughed, and agob of flame struck the dead moss hanging
there.

Theblazing light reveded a narrowing shaft, so even if Auron fell, hewould not fal far.

"l don't see anything, Father."

"Get under the overhang. It's not far—my neck isn't that long.”

Auron tested hiswounded leg and decided it would not hold his body weight. He went down the shaft
tailfird.

Something gleamed under the overhang, reflecting the light from the burning moss. Auron entered the
alcove and stopped breathing, amazed.

A cascade of slver covered thefloor, flowing out of rotting con-tainers like the tent he had seen earlier.
Shining golden-colored disksfilled little fashioned chambers. Here and there, colored stoneslike the ones
hisssters played with lay amid the metdl.

Father peeked in. "Overwheming, isn't it? It isn't much, as hoards go. I'd rather egt the gold than keep it
tolook at. Y ou may have amouthful or two, if you wish. If you haven't sneaked some a-ready, thet is."
Father chuckled at unvoiced memories.

Auron took amouthful of the coins. They had no taste, and he spat them out again.

"Why—" Father exclamed. "Oh, of course—scaeess. That would explain your docility. When my father
first showed me hishoard, | actudly attacked him when he came neer it."

"Why won't | grow scales?’

"Graysare different, my son. It means you must be careful: your skin will be pierced more easily. But on
the other si, having no hunger for gemsand gold will alow you to livein the Upper World and far from
men if you wish. Other dragons must seek heavy met-dsout in the Lower World, where there are
dwarves and blightersto deal with—or sted it from men or elves above.”

"Where did you get it?'



"Towns, caravans ... Some came from your Mother. She once did afavor for some dwarves, and
cleared out acavern of blighters. They gave her the Slver you seein return. Pretty, isn't it? Reminds me
of moonshine"

"The dwarvesdidnt kill her?

"She was careful. She met them only in pairs, well above ground. Her gift with languages, you see.”
"Why do dragons hdp hominidswho will try to kill us?'

" "The enemy of my enemy ismy friend, until my enemy isdead,” Father quoted. ""But while helping clear
out the blighters, she found this cavern. She decided it would make a good nesting cham-ber. She
knocked off two riders with onetailswipe, you might say."

"| shall remember that, Father."

"That'smy drake." Father chuckled. "Clever little blighter. Y ou think don't you? Like your mother. They'll
have atime of it, hunting you, once you put on somesze."

"Hunting me? Does something want to egt us?"

Father extended his neck, and Auron shrank back, afraid of the great crested-and-horned head. Father
alwayslooked angry, but per=hapsit was just the ridges of his brow.

But Father just gave him agentle lick of histongue. "No, Cham-pion, nothing egts a dragon, except
through luck."

"Thenwhy?'

Father lowered his head, offering Auron an easy path out of the hoard-cave. Auron climbed over the
horned crest and ran up hisfa-ther 's neck.

"Thai isyour favorite word, according to your mother. Well, that'sa story. I'll tell it asbest as| can. My
father told it to me long agO, just as my grandsiretold him. | think | was older than you when | lust heard
it, but you are dready word-wise, 0 I'll tell you, if you like.

'Yes, please.”

Fathi i i loted Inseye for aL.ong moment, and then opened them. And so he began....

"Long, ago, so long ago that the"  Upper World was shapel ess, and

the Lower chaos, the Sun had four Great Spirits work together to give form to the two worlds: one of
light, the other of darkness. They formed mountains and valleys, oceans and deserts, caves and clouds.
When the worlds, Upper and Lower, were done, two of them were ordered by the shining Sun to fill the
Upper World with life to worship Her. These Spiritswere Air and Water. Water made many green
plants and growing thingsthat love the Sun. Air made birdsto fly with the wind and beasts to roam
everywhere, and al worshiped the Sun. Flowers opened their petalsto her; birds sang to welcome her
risng.

"The Moon grew jealous of all thisattention, for he's ugly and pockmarked, o gruesome that wolves of
the forest warn everyone of his coming. He persuaded two other Spirits, Fire and Earth, to cre-ate from
their depths a being to murder the Sun worshipers. They made the blighters. Y ou haven't seen ablighter
yet, have you? They're sort of stooped-over things, with big hairy arms and long-fingered hands that
could wring ahatchling's neck.

"It was abad time for the world. The blighters killed and ate many of the things Air and Water made, and
the more they ate, the more they bred, spoiling everything like flies. The Sun grew angry and told the
Moon to apologize, but the Moon refused and evermore hid from the sun. The Sun ordered the four
Spiritsto work together and do something about the blighters.

"Now Earth, Air, Fire, and Water can kill, but they mostly do it by accident when trying to accomplish
something ese. They are very busy keeping the world clean and renewed, and they did not havetimeto
fight the blighters. But they could create life, and they de-cided to work together to make something that
the blighters could not egt, like the animals and birds, or cut like plants and trees. They worked and
thought, and after many attempts, some of which still wander the world today, they brought the dragons
tolife

"Each of the Great Spirits gave agift to dragons asthey crested them. Earth gave them hisarmor like



forged metd. The blighten could not bite or claw through it. Air gave them her ability to fly, so they could
go wherethey willed in theworld a need. Water g.ive

them her supple strength. Fire gave them akingly gift: hisahility to bring flame.

"The dragons had agrest hunger and flew over the world, eating the blighters and taming them. The
blighters hate us, yet in away, they worship us, too. So we drove and ate and ordered the blighters as
we saw fit. The Upper and Lower Worlds were again in balance with the blighters checked, and the Sun
looked down and was satisfied.

" 'Finework, Great Spirits. Whom do | have to thank for setting thingsto rights? | wish to reward the
oneresponsible’

"Each Spirit claimed the credit, saying that the gift he or she had given dragons was the one that made us
supreme. There were end-less disputes and arguments.

" 'Since you have fallen back to squabbling, and none can prove his case, | shdl withhold thereward,’ the
Sun said, showing her disgust.

"Each Great Spirit retreated to his place in the Upper and Lower Worlds, and thought black thoughts.
Being of smilar greedy mind, each had the sameidea: 'If | can prove | am the greatest, | will get the
reward. But how to prove | am the master of the others ? 1 know: 1 shal create something that can kill
even dragons!'

"Earth, deep in the ground, made the delving dwarves. He gave them the ability to fashion arms and
armor that could pierce dragon-scale, and the fearless solidity of mountains,

"Water, in her dow wisdom, made the eves that live amongst the green growing things she nourishes.
They age like trees and move like windblown leaves. They are patient hunters, keen eyed and eared.
"Air, far above, made men. Man the wanderer, man the hunter, man the flexible. Man does not stand like
amountain in the face of difficulty, or wait like trees for the season to change, but figuresaway over,
under, or around it.

"Firewas lazy and capricious, Fire did no work. Instead he took aside afew of die others and turned
them to his own purposes, and taught them magic. These mageswould kill or control al the drag-on.,
then kill Or control al the other racesin time, and one day put

Firein the sky to replace even the Sun. Even worse, Fire taught these

mages some of the secrets of Making, so he would have someone else to do his bidding.

"But like the Spiritsthat created them, these people fdl to squab-bling. The Spirits peoples spent their
timein feuds. Men fought men when there were no elvesto day. Sadly, each race did manageto kill its
share of dragons, for we were too arrogant in those early ages, be-fore we learned to fear.

"Without the dragons ordering things, the blighters also came back and made trouble for the other races.
Since then, theworld's history has been little more than alitany of wars among the Spirits creations.

"So now we dragons must hide, or assassnswill cometo day our families. The dragonswho knew better
times are amost gone. The dwarves find our caves, the elvestrap us by wood and water, and a-ways
more and more men come with their flocks, their forts, their roads, and their cities.

"I know more of fighting than | do of wisdom, little gray. But | will offer you this: Learn something of the
ways of al theraces, but especidly learn of men. Y our grandsire, my father, destroyed an army of them,
but anew army camefilled with survivors of the old. When he came to smash and burn their war
machines, they sur-rounded him, and that was the end of avery mighty red. They adapted —aword |
learned from your mother—to him and his man—ner of fighting. If we dragons areto last, we must adapt
to thisnew age, or thework of the Four Great Spiritsin creating uswill come to naught. Dragon kind will
continue to dwindle, until one day there are no more eggs.”

Father stared off in the direction of the egg shelf, hisnodirilstaking in greet drafts of cavern air, asthough
searching its gp—proachesfor the sight or smell of enemies.

"What's dwindle, father?" Auron asked.

"Nothing for you to worry about today.”



They finished the remains of the man. Auron smelled his blood on the man's knife again, and made to
kick it down the hoard-shaft but Father made him carry the weapon back to the shelf to share hislesson
with hissgers
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Chapter 4

C

hange came with new air. The season above had findly turned, and faint traces of spring lifefiltered
down to the cavern.

It could not come too soon for Auron. Even dead bats were be-coming scarce.

With the renewed air came water, first dripping, then trickling, then cascading in torrents from the melt
above to some unknown reservoir below. Auron did not mind the wet; it rolled off hishide aseasily asit
ran down stone. He drank from the accumulated pools, smelling and tasting the world above through the
liquid conductor.

At the touch of the water, the dead lichen gave way, leaving little patches of growth. The bats Sarted
their nightly ventures, returning to the cave to leave a shower of fresh, anmonia-smelling fertilizer lor the
MOSS.

The lifereturning to the cave affected even Mother. She still had | listless, pinched ook to her, but sniffed
the air coming down from above with some of her old energy.

"Soon well bein the Upper World, little gems. Meat and heat, no more dead bats for you."

"Father will have an eadsier time hunting?' Wigda, hissmaler sgter, asked.

"Y es, but we won't see much of him. Hewill be flying far and wide, to make sure other dragons do not
encroach upon us. Besides, the appetites of afamily of dragons soon exhaust an area. Overhunt aforest
oneyear, and you will sarvethe next.”

"What isthe Upper World like? Dangerous?' Auron asked.

"Big and beautiful, Theréslift ever ywhere, dl snging different

songsto the four Great Spirits. Y ou could fly your whole life and see only apart of it. Now you just have
the music of the mdlt on itsway through our cave. In the Upper World you will hear rain fal from the sky,
wind in the trees and on the grasdands, the crash of the ocean probing the land for weakness. Lightning
will light up a place she wants her lover Thunder to visit. And far above, the Sun and Moon travel in
dlence, ligening to the music.

"Thereisdanger there, yes, but remember, you, too, are danger-ous. In al the world there is nothing
more dangerous than awary dragon. What is adragon’'s most deadly weapon?”

"Hisfire!" Auron gaculated.

"Strength?" Jzaraasked.

"The senses" Widda sad after amoment's thought.

"All right, inaway, but not right enough,” Mother said. "It isthe dragon's cunning, which guides dl the
other weapons. To know when to fight and when to run, to fool the strong into thinking you are stronger
than they, to fool the wesk into thinking you are wesker and encourage them to rashness. Let your prey
think you are harm-less, give those hunting you the impression you are going one place, and then be
where they do not expect you."

All very wdl, Auron thought. / will be running dl thetime, to save my scalelessskin. My ssterswill have
lessto fear in the Upper World than |.

"Y ou think your skin isaweakness, Auron?' Mother asked.

Auron looked up at Mother. She sniffed at him, her head cocked affectionately. He could not lie; she
read hismind as easily as his expression.

"Yes, Mother."

"Jizara, climb that salagmite, would you?"

Jzara, obedient as dways, moved to the wide base of alarge stone prominence.

"Now ligen, Auron.”



Jzarabegan to climb, and Auron heard her scalesrasp againgt the stone.
"Climb thewall, Auron. Keep your claws sheathed, use the strength in your si."

Thewall was a harder proposition than the stalagmite, but using his neck aswell as histail, he managed
to reach the cavern roof. He hung upside down, hugging the stone.

Mother raised her head to stare levelly into hiseyes. "Auron, you did not make a sound doing that, apart
from your breathing. Was that aweakness or a strength?”

"What good isit?"

"Therewill betimeswhen you will not want to be heard. If | were an df venturing into this cave, dl sharp
eyesand ears, | would not hear you climb up there to hide, nor would | see you in the shad-ows. You
reflect no light—your coloring lets you blend perfectly. By the time the ef got close enough to seeyou, it
would betoo late."

Auron felt flush with achievement. Even Father could not lurk in thismanner. "I understand, Mother."
"But will any dragondleswant amating flight with Auron, Mother?' Wistdaasked. "He hardly looksa
dragon. Morelikealizard."

"Keep acivil tongue, Tala," Mother scolded. "My mother was adragonelle who had her choice, yet she
chose my gray father. Thereis more to adragon than the shine of hisscales.”

"My mate will be amighty red, Mother. Red like aruby!"

"I want abronze, who shineslike Father," Jzarasad, till atop the stalagmite. "Though lesshornsand
scars”

Mother chuckled. "Hishorns seem ugly to you now, girls, but someday you will have abdly full of
waiting eggs. Youll think differently!”

"Who caresfor dragonelles?" Auron said, scooting sidewaysto find acrevice to better camouflage his
shape. "I'll never matel”

Mother rubbed the top of her head dong hisback. "My little clutchwinner, life still has much to teach
you."

"Y ou'll leach me more, though, won't you, Mother?"

"Of course. But in another year or two, it will be time for more And then Father will bar you from this
cave"

"Wewon'i see each other?”

"Other thingswill occupy yoin mind. But I'll dways be with you, I'm part of your song

Auron stalked the floor of the cavern. He explored his brother's stale scent near the fishing pool. He
smelled Copper's marks dl around a deep crack inthe wal of the cave, where atrickle had found anew
outlet. Where his brother came once, he would come again, so Auron found a perch and froze againgt it
to await hisreturn.

It wastimefor the cave to be Auron's. He would drive his brother out, or kill him. The scent of another
young male o closeto hisssterswas intolerable. Auron rubbed his egg horn in anticipa-tion. This
vestige of his hatching was firmly fixed to the end of his nose now: a sharpened spur he could drive
through even hisbrother's scaesif it cameto killing.

Stillness never suited Auron. His ssters were better at Sitting and waiting; he wanted to be up and
following atrail. With nothing to occupy his mind but looking and listening, he dozed.

Splash (tap) . . . Splash (tap) . . . Splash-splash(tap-tap).

Auron woke, nerves racing with danger, though he did not know the source of hisaarm. He opened an
eyeand rolled it to and fro across the pool. The splash-tap rhythm repeated itself over and over. Auron's
earslocated the source: the wall of the pool and the trickling fissure.

Whatever was making the noise was behind thewall, in some hidden cavern curtained off by a sheet of
rock and flowing melt.

Auron dipped down from his stalagmite and crept to the pool. The stranger behind the wall wastiming its
work with the sound of water faling from above. He could not be certain, but the fissure seemed wider
than when he had smelled his brother's footprints at the crack. He wanted a better ook, but there was no



cover closeto the crack—

—savethe pool! Auron dipped into the icy water; his heartsjumped. There was ashdlf under the
waterfal, and he laid his head atop it, keeping his body submerged. The water showered oil Ins skull
before entering the pool below. Through the veil ol droplets, lie could see the crack, and his eyes picked
up flecks <>I stone Hying out with each tap.

He wished he could find Father and tell him, but Father was

away hunting. He had just |eft the day before, and would be gone for days on his search.

A section of cavern wall fell away into the hidden chamber. Au-ron could tell it was pulled and supported
by some unknown strength: it did not fal naturdly.

A pointed, shining dome appeared at the new hole, and it mined left and right. Auron saw eyes behind
thin ditsin the shell. A figure stepped out into the cavern, pressed its back against the wal, and froze.

It was thick-limbed, standing on two legs, not astall asthe man Father had brought, but far more broad.
A great hdm sat onits head, .and Auron heard breath moving through the faceplate. It probably weighed
threetimeswhat Auron did with al itsmetal trappings added. Something sharp on along pole emerged
next, passed from the shadows to the intruder. Ornately wrought barbs decorated the pointed head.

A spear!

Hee heard voices exchanging words in low tones, very different from Drakine. "Az-fyatta Mu-bieblun,”
the one on the outside frowled to another.

Auron shivered at the foreign sounds, which made the danger al the more red. They must be dwarves,
and dwarves hunted dragons. He flinched, but stopped himsalf from legping away outright. In-stead he
sank back into the poal, shielded by the waterfdl, and swam away underwater. He poked just his eyes
and crest above the water against the cave wall at the far end, careful to keep the cascade be-tween
himself and the dwarves.

He scrambled out of the water and into cover as quick as four

legs could carry him. He wove between stalagmites, making for the egg shelf. He had to warn Mother
before more dwarves—

Something crashed atop his back.

"gOT you! desth has comefor you, softling.” The copper hissed.

Auron clawed at his brother with hisfreeleg; hefelt hissaarake againgt layers of scae.

By the eggs that scheltered us, there's something you don't

know," Auronsaid "There ae others in this cave, Dw-auuggg!”

Blinding pain as the copper's teeth tore the soft tissue of his earhole behind his crest, near his beating
pulse point. Auron thrust up with hisrear legs, but his brother's entire weight bore down on the weaker
front legs.

Copper'stail immobilized aleg, and the good forearm pinned his mouth shut to stop Auron's squawking.
"Others? | know about them. Good friends, strong friends, who'll give me more of achancein thisworld
than my own kind. | saved your life, but would you share the egg shelf with me? Allow meafull belly?
Even one sniff of Mother?I'velived in hunger and hiding since the day | came out of the shell, thanksto
you."

Auron could not respond. He could hardly breathe through his nose, let alone speak of the ingtincts that
hed driven him.

"So you'l die now, as you should have died out of the egg. Two brothers, both stronger, and you ended
up with the nest. It'stimeto right agreat wrong. Nearly time, that is. First you get to watch Mother and
the chatterers skinned. Stop writhing, you lizard— you're worse than asnake! Too bad you shan't see
me gorge mysdlf on Fether'sgold.”

The copper used hisgood forearm to twist Auron's head on histhin neck. Auron could just see the egg
shelf and Mother'sridgel ess back, pale green in the mosdight. He wasn't asnake; he was adrake, even if



he lacked Father's scaly bulk. A snake was al spine—

Auron whipped histail up like a cave scorpion striking. He amed for his brother's eyes, but the copper
must have seen the blow coming. Instead Auron caught him on the side of the head. Auron twisted his
limber body, and his smaler sibling gave way. The pres-sure on his neck vanished, and the two rolled
across the cavern floor. Their jaws snapped at each other's heads, and Auron took the worse of the
exchange. Neither could catch the other's neck.

They glared a each other, mouths agape. Auron sidestepped, bul his brother turned, keeping the
crippled arm behind his body.

Why wouldn' his brother close?

Heredized he had not time for afight to the finish. The eoj>>< i was playing him, keeping him away
from the egg shell while the dwarves gathered.

"You livethisday if you trouble me no further,” Auron said. "Though when | tdll Father of this, he may
fed differently. Hell pull the mountains down to find such as you, who'd lead assassinsto the egg shelf.”
Auron did not wait for the snarled reply, he jumped away from his brother and ran. There was no chase;
the cripple could not hope to run him down.

"Mother! Mother! Mother!" Auron trumpeted as he gpproached the egg shelf. "Others! Assassins,
dwarves, hereinthe cave." Auron legped for the egg shelf, gaining it in abound his scaled ssters could
never match.

His mother was on her feet, neck and tail curled protectively around her femae hatchlings. "We are
discovered?' she said, nogtrilsflaring as she sniffed the air.

"They're here. With spears, Mother," Auron said, inginctively turning and putting his smal body between
the approaching dwarves and hisfamily.

"No! I'm faint with hunger, and the winter's been so—," she be-gan. She froze, looking out into the
cavern. Auron had aready spied them with sharp dragon eyes.

Figures appeared out of the shadows. They clambered over stone

ridges, appeared and disappeared behind stalagmites, leaped over fis-

suresin the cavern floor by bowlegged jumps. Many. Many-many.

Some- ran with spears, some with axes, some with climbing poles.

Others came with heavy shidds held before them, shdtering

dwarves carrying machinery of some sort behind.

Mother reared up on her hind legs. Not to fight; she turned her

back to the ns, and gripped abroken-off stalagmite near the

cavern n celling. Asit cameloose, Auron smelled fresh air from above.

"l hopeyou aren't too big for this, nvy hatchlings. Auron, take your sisters and go to the surface. At
once! Climb, my love, climb." SHe nosed Wisidaup thewall.

A n planted hislegs wide and opened hismouth at the

approaching dwarves. Oh, how he wished! He wished he had wings to spread, to frighten them from
/neir approach. Hefelt hisbody be-ginto size up, to spray hit bileif nothing ese—

His mother plucked him by his back and amost threw him into the hole. Something flew out of the dark
and glanced off Mother's neck. Below, he saw Jzarawide-eyed with fear, tail, limbs, and neck wrapped
around Mother'shind leg.

"Jzaral By your egg, Jzara, let go! My hatchling, | can't fight with you there."

Nothing frightened Auron so much asthe sight of Mother gent-ly trying to pry hissster loose from her
leg. Hismind cleared. He couldn't fight, but he could give Mother one lessworry.

"Jzara, up here! Don't you want to see the Upper World?'

Something flashed up at Mother, sticking in her neck. Arrows. Spearpoints appeared above the rim of



the egg shelf, followed by helmed heads, armor clanking and chain grating in the movement.

Mother looked up at him, and he read her. Mother's mind was afog of fear, two hatchlingsto go into the
Upper World unguided, one clinging to her as wounds stung her body.

"Climb! Auron, climb!" Mother implored, looking at him onelast time before turning to face the spears.
Wigtalawould not move until Auron head-butted her. Then shefled, throwing loose rocksin amad
scramble up twists and shelvesin the narrow chute. The sound of their panting echoed in the confined
gpace, drowning out the battle cries of dwarf and dragon behind. No moss grew hereto light their way;
Auron grew more frightened rather than less as they climbed.

Then from behind came a cry—such acry of anguish, adragon's shriek to rend the mountain's heart.
Perhaps the sound of adragon in her death throes, perhaps the wail of a mother who has seen her
off~spring die under her eyes. Auron would never know.

Chapter 5

he glare from the snow hurt their eyes, the wind chilled them, and the light and horizons of the Upper
World made them fed even more helpless and alone. Not even birdsflew thishigh. A few stringy,
wind-tortured pines clung to their tiny accumulations of soil in long the rock severd dragon-lengths below
among splashes of liehen.

They might never have madeit out of the caveif it hadn't been for Auron. After alightless, bone-tiring
climb, they cameto adirty widening filled with dried odds and ends of dead things. The tunnel narrowed
wed again before being blocked by ice and snow. Wistala began to cry and beg him to return to the egg
cave, she had to know if Mother her and Jzarawere il there. Auron could smell the air through fissures
intheice and hear the wind moving just beyond. He lashed at theice overhang with histail, hisfear and
anger and loneliness driving each blow until bloody tailprints covered the frozen bar. Au-ron turned and
tried to biteit, but succeeded only in tearing alayer of skin off hisgumline. The bile building ingde him
came out in an acrid shower; it ate at the ice and made the tunnel smdll like bat

urine. At last he coiled and threw hisbody againgt theice, burgting

into the outer world—

And over a precipice. Auron clawed at the rocks wet with

snowmelt and began to fal, when Wistda clamped her teeth on his

tall "She braceddl four of her legsuntil hefound hisgrip. He

pressed againgt hn, squinting out the glare and resting on ashelf a

fraction of the Size of their familid roost below.

When his hearts dowed again, Anion looked at hisSster with

new interest. She had never struck him as quick enough to act in acrigs, at least physicaly.
"Doesyour tal hurt?' Wigtaa said, sniffing at the blood leaking from deep tooth punctures.

"Not as much astherest of mewould have, had | fallen."

"It'stoo big."

"What'stoo big?' Auron said, bringing histail before his eyes. Had she bitten it clean through so the tip
would fal off?

"This," she sniffed. "The Upper World. | fed like were nowhere."

Distances s0 vast that there were no words for them marched off to the murky line where horizon met
sky on theflat ground to the west. A mind-picture was one thing—»but the dragon wings of clouds high,
high above and the little splashes of green and brown below with the sun marking al with either her
revealing light or bluish shadow made him fed like a pebble within the cavern. The sun would cast her
shadow, the treeswould fight to reach her, and the clouds would move above whether he and Widtala
drew bregath or died under adwarf ax. How could such little things as a pair of hatchlings matter, when
measured againg infinity?



He pressed againg his sister. She was the most important thing in hisworld now. The rest of the Upper
World was too much to take in right now, but he could build a new world around her. Mother wanted it
that way.

Auron looked at his sigter, her scales shining green in the sun. She kept her head low, eyesrolling this
way and that in the sunlight, the black ditsin their rippled golden irises clamped dmost shut against the
gae

It reminded him of amemory of Father's. "Do you have mind-pictures?' He had never used the word
before to her; he had hardly used it with his mother.

But she nodded. "Impressions of Mother's. Or perhaps Father's. Or other dragons from the old song? |
don't know. | fed asthough I've been up here before, looking far down."

"Me, too."

"But that doesn't mean | like it any better. Should we wait for awhile and go back to the cave?’

Auron fdt like biting her, but he resisted and changed the impulse to an embrace. He hooked his neck
around hers. "We could do that. Suppose the dwarves are waiting for us? Or worse, climbing the
chimney even now ? Father said never to fight adwarf without room to maneuver. They are strong, the
strongest of the ns. | don't know

if | can climb more. I'm dready hungry. Hungriest I've ever been.”

"Then we should climb down the mountain while we have strength. Mother shared stories about hunting
with Jzaraand me. I'm and feather, she said it's never too early to Sart. Tired hunters |catch less or
nothing—then garve.”

They craned their necks down over the precipice, sniffing and looking.

"I chink | seeaway,” Wigtdasaid. "Y ou found the way up the chimney—I'll pick the path for awhile.
Follow my grips”

Auron used his crest to push her aside. "No, if one of usfals, let it be me. I'm lighter—I'll land softer.
Besdes, | havethelonger neck and tail, so | can try more grips.”

He marked agentle dope leading to ameadowed valley and

Imadefor it. They did not reach the valey by the time the sun disap-agpearedl behind the mountains, but
they did find alarger shelf torest

on. with ajumble of flattened rocks that cut the wind. They were near the tree line. Auron hated trees at
firgt sight. They reminded him of spears. So different from the comforting glow and the moist smell soft
cave moss.

The runoff isfreezing again. We should stop,” Widtdasad,

panting

I'd like to see those squatty dwarves climb down that," Auron

sad, milking amenia picture of the overhang below the precipice

he had almost gone over. Wistalanodded. The thought of afew

dwarves plummeling down | he rocks warmed them.

Aouron spread his aching limbs on the shelf. His body trembled with exhaustion Wigtalalay down beside
him, hugging her scaldessbdly to him

Hefinally gave voiceto hisgreat hurt. "IsMother—7?"

"Don't speak of her, or I'll cry and cry, and I'm fedling bad enough asit is. Why did the assassins have to
cometo our cave?'

"The world grows harder for dragons every day," Auron said, quoting something he overread Father
thinking to Mother.

"l don't think we're strong enough yet, Auron,” Wistdlasaid in her smallest voice. "Not to be out here
dore”

"We're not alone. We have each other. We have Father."

"Father ? Scale and tail, what does he know about watching over hatchlings 7"



Auron's eyelids narrowed. Father was great beyond his sister's singsong little imagination.

Auron stifled the impul se to lower the battle fans from his crest. Y ou shouldn't—Oh, | don't want to
quarre.”

"We must tell him about the dwarves,” Widdasaid. "Hell get angry and roast 'em. But whereishe?”

"l can't say. | think the gap he used was to the west; he would a-ways go out early, so the sun would be
shining on theland outside the cave but not iniit.”

"Then weve climbed down in the wrong direction. Weve come alittle north, haven't we ?

Auron's sense of direction was sharper than hissister's. "No, we've gone dmost straight east. The stars
will show us. WEll seethem all inthiscold air. Werefindly going to see stars, Widaa"

"I'd rather never see stars and deep tonight between Jizaraand M—"

"l know." Auron said, gently clasping her snout shut with lip-covered teeth.

The stars were cold and remote, and the moon hung in the sky like the shining edge on a dwarf-ax.
Auron had no heart for them, after using them as Father had taught him to find north. All he had to do
was follow the nose of the Bowing Dragon. He paid homage to Susiron, the center star, the onething in
al of the Creation that never changed.

Onceyou vefixed on your star, you'll know where you are for the

rest of your life, he remembered Father saying in one of his oracular moods. But had he been talking of
Susiron? Therewas still so much Father hadn't taught him. Like what to say to a scared hatchling to
comfort her, when his own gut was acold shell of fear.

Or how to find and kill dwarves!

Something hot started in his chest, just where hislong muscles could squeezeit.

They woke with sinews knotted: limbs, necks, and tails equaly wound up. A light dusting of snow had
come just before dawn.

"Brother!”

Auron gartled. "What?'

Wigtdatouched thetip of her noseto hisinrdief. "Youre al white. | thought you had bled to degth. I've
never seen you anything hut gray, or green when you sit on Mother.”

"l didn't know | wasdoing it."

Wistalalooked back up at the shelf they had descended from yesterday. "Did Mother put adream in
your head?' Wistala asked.

"No."

"Then she's dead.”

"We don't know that. Maybe she needs us nearby to tell usdreams." Auron still felt tired, doubly so with
this cold ache dowing his movements. Without Mother feeding him stories as he dept, he passed the
night lightly, waking at creaks from the crooked pines.

"Look, Auron,” Wistalawhispered. "In the rocks. Hungry?'

Nimble animals moved aong the edges of the heights above the tree line, pawing away snow and pulling
up fodder from tiny reser-voirs of soil between the rocks. They had horns and odd, tufted lit-tle tail s that
flicked thisway and that in alively fashion. Auron sniffed the air: the animas were upwind. The scent
mede his mouth water.

"Hoonf feet. | think those are goats. After them, Wigtdal"

"Auron!"

Auron dithered between the rocks, moving to the food as fast as he could. A long horned goat blatted an
alarm, and their white fur dashedl as they bounced from stone to stone, heading for the trees.

Auron reached the ground where they had been feeding, but not even echoes of their flight reached him.
Wigdajoined him at thetreeline, her scales bristling. " Scents and vents! Y ou're hopeless.™

The goat smell dl around only made Auron al the hungrier. He lashed histail petulantly. "What should |
have done? We need food."

"Y oung drakes! Twice the muscle and half the sense of drakka We were downwind. They would have



fed their way right to us, per-haps. Y ou're not fit to hunt anything but dugs.”

"Amtoo."

"Then wherésyour kill?'

"I didn't know they could run so fast," Auron said after amo-ment's thought.

"Thank the Spiritsfor rats and bats that die and fal to the cavern floor, then.”

"If I could fly, I'd find usfood. Dead beests, beached whales, carcasses bears have buried till they're
tender. 1'd drive wolves away from their kills. Or best of dl, a battlefield feast. That'swhat Fether ate
before he flew off with Mother.”

"I can hardly stop my mouth watering,” Wistdlasaid, clamping her nostrils shut. "If cold and covered with
fliesisyour tagte, s0 beit. I'm going to find us something fresh and warm. Rest somewhere out of the
wind, and wait here."

She moved off down the dope, and Auron curled up among the roots of a pine, where he watched his
scales change color as the sun climbed up the sky and moved the shadows on his back.
Wigdareturned, dismayed. "I amost got some big-footed eary hopper. Only a couple mouthfulsif | had,
but anything sounds good now."

"Almogt" won't fill our bellies, Auron was about to say, but thought better of it. His Sister looked to be
closetotearsasit was. "A mountain hare?' he asked.

"Perhaps. It jumped at the last moment and ran like an arrow. An arrow that zigzags. It turned quick as
thinking. We need to eat What are we going to do?"

"Don't worry about it. You'll get one another time. Let'stry to

find the western entrance. WEell be able to smell where he goes, if nothing else.”

"Therewasaherd of deer inagully, but they have earslike drag—ons. | think they even smelled me
downwind. Every time | crept up, they began to move away. I'm sure they can outrun me. | found a
perch, but they never fed near enough to it, and now it's getting dark.”

"Show methisgully,” Auron said.

They moved into thicker stands of timber, interspersed with marsh meadow. Snow still hid in shaded
areas under timber, but yel=low and blue wildflowers sprouted bright in the sunny spots.

The gully coursed down the mountainsde, degpening as it de—~scended. Half-exposed mossy rocks stood
out from its sdes, like the bumpsin Father's pebbled underbelly.

"Softly now, Auron," Wistdasaid with her mind. He followed .as she crept from rock to rock on the side
of thegully.

"There." It took Auron amoment to know what she was talking about. A wide-antlered deer stood atop
the gully, staring straight at them. Auron twitched, but Wistalaput her tail across his neck.

"They can run longer and faster than us. One legp—that's adl you get with deer,” Wistdlaechoed
Mother'swordsto him. Her Blind felt so like Mother's; it made his hearts hurt.

She continued. "If | come any closer, he walks away, dwaysWatching me. | don't dare walk directly at
him, but even at an angle he movesall of them downhill. We can't see the herd now, because they're
around the bend he's standing on."

"Wigtda, can you find your way lower down the gully? Back out and go around. In abig loop?’

"l suppose.”

"You're good at finding a perch. Get to one over the gully, and I'll bring them to you."

"Youmeanlike. .. like" shethought, forming amenta picture of a shepherd moving hisflock when the
word escaped her.

Like I'm herding them. Exactly."

Shelooked around. " Give me until when the sun rests on that dead tree branch. Drive them then. Can
you hold down your hunger Until then”?"

"Il do my best."
She brushed him with her nose. "It'll have to do. Remember, don't go right to him or helll run. Angles,



angles”

"Get going—I'm trembling aready."

He stayed in her mind until she was out of range, getting the fedling for how she moved among the trees,
taking advantage of every deadfall and sump. Why hadn't Mother taught him to move like that?
Hewalited, watching the sun. The stag had plans of his own, and vanished below the ridgeline. Auron
tried to get the sun'sangle right and crept down the gully, turning color at every pause. He crept un—der a
boulder's shadow, turning haf-white to match the snow be-neath, and caught sight of the stag. It had
crossed over to the other rim of the gully, in the direction Wistalahad gone. He glimpsed the herd now
and again. The deer seemed to vanish againg the trees when not moving.

He hoped they wouldn't wander down the gully of their own ac—cord before Wistalawas ready. But the
herd | eft the shelter and came to ameadow where rich new grass already stood thick on the ground.
Auron peeped an eye up over the edge of the gully and watched. The canny stag, after along look at the
meadow, moved to put himsalf downwind of hisfemaesand offspring again.

Auron got aflash of amentd picture. Faint, it faded in an in—stant, but he had the impresson of Wistda
being abovethe gully.

He ventured out into the meadow, not moving toward the herd but creeping dong the tree line, feet
plunging into thefrigid water of amountain marsh. Deer heads came up, earstwitching, and as onethe
herd returned to the gully. Auron angled back for the place he had last seen the stag. He heard the deer
moving down the gully. If he could just keegp—

The stag exploded from amost beneeth hisfeet, bounding down the dope asif he were made of lighting.
The other deer legped away, fawns dready able to keep up with their mothersevenin flight, white tails
flashing in a.confusing mix of directions. Auron had no choice but to run in pursuit.

He scuttled forward in adragon dash. In open ground, he might

have had the stag, but the trees made his sprint aclumsy one. He ran dong as best he could after thefirst
burst, but the sounds of the deer faded into the woods. Wistdlawould be heartbroken, they would go
hungry for another day—and it was hisfault.

"Auuuuu-ron!™ he heard ahigh, trilling call of hisyoung sigter. "Blood and mud, I'vekilled!™

New vigor in hislimbs at the thought of blood-warm food, Au-ron located on the sound. Wistalawas
aready dragging the carcass up agrandfather of pines, the still-twitching body of ayearling buck fully her
own sizein her jaws. Auron looked at the kicked-up ground where she had pounced from the
hundred-limbed tree.

"What are you carrying it up there for?"

"Y ou want to fight wolves for your dinner?

Auron'sstood up tall on hislegs, hislips pulling back to reved the full length of his hatchling teeth. "I'd
liketo seethem try, hun—-gry as| am.”

"Then get up hereand join me."

He coiled and sprang up to her place on the bloody trunk in asin—gle leap. She hung thekill in the crotch
of atree. Together, they ate.
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Chapter 6

| fedl like we're going back up the mountain,” Wistdlasaid the next day.

The mountains marched north to the horizon, but to the south the ground was lower, agap inthe
mountains teethlike wall. They had been traveling Since dawn, watching out for each other by tak-ing
turns. While Wigtdlarested, Auron would move through the pine woods until he was about to lose sight
of her. Then hewould jump up atree and keep watch while she caught up and then went ahead until she
could hardly make him out.

"We need to cross over to thewest. Thisisthe easest way."

Wistala snorted. "Easiest? I'd hate to try the hardest. | don't want to leave the trees, Auron. Well ill



need to hunt.”

Auron digned her head with his, pointing to abare ridge with their noses. "When we get to that spot,
welll be able to seewest.”

"Y ou know this how?"

"Mind-pictures from Father."

"Father hardly gave usany. Oh, | wish we had our wings."

"Wishing won't get usup thehill."

"I never said any such thing—Wait, Auron, theré's something ahead.”

Auron heard it, too. They hugged tree trunks, pressing their bodiesflat to the scabby-barked boles.
Auron put himsdf toward the sound of pine needles being crunched underfoot, with Wistala on the other
sde of the trunk. He turned a deep brown and kept one eye open. His sister touched histail with thetip
of hers.

A flat-faced mountain of muscle and fur appeared, moving on

all fours. It picked up ahint of their scent and stopped, turning its colossal head to and fro with its short
soutintheair.

"Bear. Alone," Auron thought to her.

"Dragons can't eat bears.”

"Not dragons our size. Y ou should see thisthing. If we climbed atreeto get away, it would just push it
down."

"It doesn't know werelittle, though. Do we sméll likelittle dragons or big dragons?”

"How should | know?'

"We're going to find out, brother." Auron heard afaint sound from the other side of thetree, like aspill of
ran.

The bear's head turned at the sound, wizened eyes|ooking di-rectly at their tree.

"That's done it—he knows wherewe are," Auron thought. "What atimeto panic.”

"l didn't panic.”

Auron's sharp eyes saw the bear's nostrils twitch. It sood up on its hind legs and sniffed. It cameto the
ground, turned, and ran. Au~ron watched it head for thick timber inits odd, lolloping run.

Wistala craned her long neck around the tree and watched it go. "We sméll like big dragons,” she said.
Auron rubbed his shout againgt hissigter's. Do you think I'll have my own song to sing?”

Wigtda dtill searched the tree line for sgns of the bear. "How'sthat?"

"Will | ever be as great adragon as Father?'

She blinked as she thought. " ou're smart and careful "

"But will adragondlewant me? My skin doesn't shine, I'm thin—"

"Remember what Mother said. It'sagift inaway—"

"Don'l remind me of Mother. And Mother's not adragonelle.

Who would maewith me?Y ou're lucky."

Lucky?' she cocked her head, startling ared-winged bird into

FLIGHT from the branch above. "Y ou're norma."

[

"Drakkadon't haveit any easier. Harder, in some ways. Mother told usthere are only afew males|eft.
They dieinwars, inthe nest, or in challenges over territory. Stupid fights.”

Auron didn't remember Mother saying any such thing, but she had spent more time with hissisters. "So
evenagray—?"'

Hissigter leaned againgt him, and he felt the pleasant prickle of her scales. "Many dragonelles go mateless
their whole lives. Don't be foolish about your fights, you know—"

"Y our wrath shouldn't win," Auron supplied.

"Exactly. And you're quick. Y ou swing your neck and your tail so fast sometimes. It's quite impressive.
Even to asster who knows dl your faults. Y ou'll have amate and a clutch to be proud of one day, I'm



sure, and raiseasi of clutch championslike yoursef.”

Auron felt hisskin go warm at the praise.

"Oh, quitprruming,” Wigtdlasaid. "First we've got to live until our wings emerge. That's years off, and we
dill havetofind Father.”

A mountainistheleast pleasant place to be in athunderstorm. They had just reached the ridge as twilight
began. From its heights, they saw storm clouds sweeping up from the horizon in aralling line, like ranks
of an advancing army from one of Father's mind-pictures.

Auron didn't know much about weather, but the air had an omi—nous tang to it, and there was arumbling
inthe distance, asif moun-tains werefaling apart far away. Something about the air and the sound made
him want to get underground. But he had hislook at the landscape. Details to the west were hazy, but far
to the south, Auron could see awhite-watered river, and more mountains, blue lumps on the far sde of
theriver.

"I think we should get off thisridge," he said. Another wooded valley stood below them.

Wistala agreed, but they did not make it back into the trees be-fore a battle between Air and Water
broke out above their heads. Air pushed up from the west, moaning and shrieking out her anger, and
Water tried to stop her by hurling sheets of rain. They pitted | ighl ing and Thunder against each other,
lighting the valley with flashes,

The two hatchlings couldn't get under anything, but they did

wedge themselves between apair of bouldersto keep out of the worst of the wind. They pulled down
their water-lids over their eyes, which blurred their vision.

"It soundslike the end of theworld," Wistda said, shivering againgt him.

"The Upper World needstherain. It keeps everything re-freshed,” he said, tucking her head againgt his
flank.

"I hate the Upper World! It'sal noise and danger. Everything can see me from far away, and there's
nowhere dark to hide."

Auron stuck out histongue. He curved it so the forks made a channd for the rainfal to run down. "But
taste thiswater, Wistala."

Sheglared at him, her eyes clouded by the water-lids. "I'm not thirsty.”

"Tadteit anyway."

Thetip of her tongueflicked out. "There. Happy now? What's—?" She paused, and stuck out her tongue
asecond time, then athird. "Threat and wet, thisisrather good.”

"Better than cave water."

They dtartled at every flash of lightning, and their necks bobbed down at each chorus of thunder, but they
stood firm with tongues outl, defying the storm, enjoying the trickle of rainwater.

Theworg of Air and Water'sfight passed on over their heads, though the storm till blew asif dl the
wind in the world were try-ing |o rush through the river gap. Redl night fell, but less cold than those they
had passed the previous two. Rather than making them wet and uncomfortable, the rain improved
Wigtda's mood, for it flushed the accumulated dirt away from under her scales. Sherolled and arched in
the softer, after-storm rain,prruming. Auron, with no twigs <>r pebbles rubbing under his scalesto
trouble him, merely felt clean and refreshed.

They awoke the next morning with just enough of an appetite to make ahunt fed like a pleasant
necessity. After finding another

group of goasin the heights, they reversed their method with the

deer Thistime Wistdladrove the goats toward Auron, who hugged the side of arock with an eye cocked
to the game and his body tinted a per fect match for the date i colored stone. A goat caught his scent

P>

too late; Auron's dragon dash brought it down, though Auron took akick in hisvoicebox for the trouble,
It turned out to be astringy old billy, but the satisfaction that their hunting system worked so well flavored



the tough meat with the zest of accomplishment.

It would have been an easier dinner yet, had they pounced on the horses corralled under the trees.
Thirty-seven horses sharing asmall space—Auron counted them using hisfingers singly and toesto keep
score of groups of eight fingers—made an easy scent trail to follow. What had Father told and shown
him about horses? Men armored them and rode them into battle. Elves used them to move from one
place to another quickly, but fought on their feet. Dwarves harnessed them to pull wagons or carry
packs, blighters ate them, and dragons frightened them. It took an exceptionally good rider to stay
saddled when fac-ing adragon.

After counting the horses, he backed away as dow as awinter cave dug. He turned to find Wistdla.
"What isit?' she asked, senang danger in his caution.

"Horses. Not wild—someone has caught them between downed trees.”

"And just |eft them? Well have an easy med, then.”

"l don't carefor thelook of it. All those horses and no one around.”

She sniffed the air. "Areyou sure of that, Auron?1 smell acold fire."

" did, too, but | saw no hominids."

"That doesn't mean they weren't there. Sneak and peek, elves hide so well, they look like tree limbs, until
they put an arrow in your eye.”

"Want to take alook yourself?' Auron asked.

"No, I'll keep my eyes, thank you. Let'scircle round.”

"Wigtda, this morning when the sun rose, we were in the shadow of the mountain we came out of. The
west tunnel must be here somewhere.”

"High, do you think? So that only adragon could fly in or oul ?*

"I wonder. Remember the bats? It would have to be near where they could go out and hunt at night. The
bats used the west tunndl, I'm sure of that."

"Mother said the blighters used to live in the cave. Maybe they had alower entrance the bats used.”

"It won't hurt to go up the mountain alittle. To some of the higher meadows. | don't want to bein these
treesif thereare dveshunting.”

His sister nodded, and they raised their nosesin the air until they were sure of the direction of thewind. It
was blowing out of the northwest. They couldn't travel right into it to et the air carry awarning; the best
they could do was cut acrossit. They crept dong low, keeping their belliesto the ground, dithering
through under-brush when they could.

They gained a high meadow. The warm western sun and spring air had reduced the snow to clumps of
ice benesth the beds of pine needles or in the shade of rocks. Wistala's green scalesand his
chameleon-like coloring made Auron confident of crossing the mead-oWS safely. He hoped to get to a
prominence, asplinter of the moun-tain that had fallen away and pointed like aclaw at the setting sun
"Auron! Auron. . . look'

Hefollowed her gaze up. A dra—Father! Father was flying in from the southwest. He came down in two
great loops, prey carried in each Si.

Auron dashed acrossthefied for the stone projection. Hed turn himself yellow asthe sun if he could, if it
would just get Father to look down.

The dragon's eyes were el sewhere. He disappeared behind the ihoulder of the mountain. Auron got up to
the outcropping, just

enough to read Father's mind: he was exhausted from long flight, burdened with food. Auron tried to
broadcast danger with every thought in hisbrain, but by the time he reached the perch, al he Could see
was Father'stail disgppearing into a cave shaped like the haf moon.

A cascade of broken rock stood below the cave mouth, asif the mountain had vomited itsinnards from
that aperture. Remnants of



what Auron guessed to be battlements stood al around. The ruins stood like teeth around the edges of
the mouth, broken teeth shat-tered by some blow years ago. Leveled walls, falen towers, and
debris-illed ditches were overgrown with grass and lichen; moun—tain cregpers hung their tressesto
curtain the cave.

Auron waited at the prominence. He couldn't fed Father's mind anymore. Wistdla climbed up on thedab
with him, so shejust poked her head over the edge.

"Father didn't seeme," hetold her.

Wistda gulped anxioudy.

A terrible roar came from the cave. Even louder was the thought projection from Father ...

Betrayed! The Whed of Fire!l Auron got aflash of mind-pictures, dwarves and somekind of cliff-hugging
buildings at the edge of amountain lake.

Sounds of battle echoed from the cave. Auron caught the faint flash of light from within. Dragon fire!
Auron felt his heart beat with excitement at the thought of dwarves roasting in dragon fire.

"Kul Ku! KuuuuuV echoed dwarf voices.

Father regppeared at the cave mouth, his face ablack mass of soot, flames il licking from the sides of
his mouth. He held his near foreleg tight to his body, where blood poured from hisforgjoint. Spears stuck
from hisneck in agory collar. Father spread hiswings. Auron saw adwarf somehow clinging to his
back, kneeslocked on Father's armored spinal ridge, hacking at the base of the dragon’'s neck with a
crimson-painted ax. Father reared up on his hind legs, smashing the dwarf into asmear on the cavern
roof.

Wigtda couldn't watch. Shethrew hersdlf off the prominence and into the meadow, crying.

A horn sounded.

Father'smind was airon wal of pain. Before he could flap hiswings, bundles of grassflipped up; Auron
saw spears and bowsin the hands of pale-skinned elves with camouflaged shields. Arrows and spears
sang asthey tore through the air, some burning as they flew. Others above the cave popped up to empty
baskets on Father, round glass globulesthat glittered in the setting sun asthey fell,

"Above you!" Auron trumpeted, putting every ounce of wind from hislong lungsinto the shout. Hisvoice
cracked in hisfirst dragon roar.

As Father twisted to look up, many of the wegpons from below struck his scales. The globules hit him
and shattered, and smoke came from where they struck. Auron felt the pain so clearly that herolled into
abdl.

But Father flew. He flapped to the sky under arain of spears and turned north.

The eveswho didn't watch the fleeing dragon turned to ook at Auron.

Chapter 7
the evessang to each other, clear-voiced notes echoing between

wood and ruin. Mother had imprinted him with some tongues,
but he did not know elven song-cdls. Auron made adecision ashe
caught alast glint of Father's scales before he disappeared into the
clouds.
"Widda, lieflat. The elves are coming; I'm going to make my-sdf seen to them. They'll chase mefor a
while, maybe along while. Y ou're going to have to go north one.”
"What?"
Auron could hear hoofbeats from the woods below them. "No time!™ he thought. "Go north. | think
Father isgoing to the city of the Whed of Fire dwarves. It'sbuilt into the Sde of amountain, next to a
lake." Auron did his best to send the mind-picture he got from Father. "It's not far, an hour or two's flight
for him, two days jour-ney for you. Don't go anywhere near the cave—it's crawling with elves. Can
you?”
"Bladesand raids, let'sfly. | want usto be with each other, no matter what."
"One of ushasto makeit, Wistala. Y ou hunt better than 1. Y ou have achance of making it lonein the



wilderness."

"I don't know the way!" she thought, despair clouding her mind and making her words hard to read.
"Follow the mountains north. Y ou can't missthislake—it's on this side of the mountainsand very big."
Auron craned his neck over the outcropping onelast time, ook ing at the vesin theruins. A few were
running toward his over look, carrying spears and bundles. More hoofbeats came from the

forest, and he saw bareback elves leaping their horses up the dope to-ward their meadow. He touched
his nose to Wistala's, shoving hissster into a crevice with hisbody.

"Go to Father. Follow the Bowing Dragon. Follow Susiron. Fa-ther istherel™

"Auron, | cant—"

"Yes, you can. Don't waste time." He trotted out into the meadow, arcing down for the pine woods.
Lithe evesran among the horses. A moon-haired rider in along cape hanging dmost to the hooves of his
horse blew aglver horn. Other horns answered from the pine woods.

"You'e brave, brave, brave-and-good-and-1-can't—," Wistalamind-called faintly.

"Good-bye, sster,” Auron thought. If there were elvesin the pine woods, held best go up, among the
rocks. Horses couldn't climb rocks aswell as he. Neither could elves, probably.

Running was hard. Auron only had two speeds. a sprint and a dog-trot. Neither would serve him now:
the sprint would exhaust him, and the riding el veswould catch himif he trotted. He did the best he could,
lengthening the stride of histrot and running like acat, using both hissi and saain pairs.

The meadow gave way to atangle of boulders. Auron put the biggest ones he could find between himself
and hispursuers.

The eves jumped from their horses at the edge of the boulders, spinning aslight and landing as soft as
windblown leaves.

A hawk, and then another, swooped in from overhead. They dived at him, and he went flat as
metal-sheathed talons cut the air above him. The hawks flapped skyward again and circled above him.
He clung; to the sde of arock, panting. The hawks weren't fooled, and they tightened their circle,
screaming abusein bird speech:

Hley yayahatchling! Y our hidewill be madeinto achair for my ke eper sst upon!™

Aiyeek Where are your wings? Whereisyour fire? Areyou a

dragon or an overgrown skink. ?'

THE eveswere trilling closer now. Anion dashed, climbing

farther. He saw arunning €f, itshair thick with leaves, out of the corner of hiseye. The df let out ashriek
like an angry falcon and pointed with its spear.

"Hey-yaryahatchling, you'rein for it now! Theridersarein the rocks with you."

Auron hoped one of the hawks would swoop low enough for him to bite. He kept climbing, watching
elvesto ether side hop from rock-top to rock-top, nimble as the mountain goats he had hunted with—
Wigtalal He had to prolong the chase, whatever the cost. She was probably going up the mountain, and
he was putting the elves too near her. Thelonger he could flee, the better her chances. The sun was
nearly down and in the dark, both of them could see better than the elves. He took a moment to catch his
breath and sniffed the air to locate the horses.

Another song-cry, and something flew through the air. It shat—tered among the rocks like ice cracking,
and Auron caught awhiff of burning in his nostrils—but no flame camewithiit.

Hedidn't wait to find out what it was. He dithered back down the hill toward the scent of horses. Hefelt
light, detached, muddie-minded. Elven magic clouded hiswill. He suddenly longed for deep.

An df stepped out of the shadows, hurling a spear a him with asavageyip. It was avicious, two-pointed
wespon with glittering barbs at its points. Auron whipsawed his spineto avoid it and rushed between the
ef's stance, knocking the pale hominid down in his pas—~sage. He scrambled up atall boulder.

The gathered horses he and Wistala had first happened upon stood below, ssamping in nervousness a his
odor.



He legped down from the rocks onto the back of ahorse, claws extended. The horseholders dropped
reinsto draw their knives. Au-ron bit and clawed to either sde, afighting daemon in the haf-dark. The
horses screamed their pain and panic.

The one he clung atop bucked him off, kicking another, and the ranks of horses turned as one and
gdloped away from the rocks. Au-ron twisted in the air and landed on hisfest, running after themin his
best dragon dash—squawking.

So began a strange three-part chase across the mountain meadow. One horseholder managed to leap
atop hismount, trying to cut off the stampede, but the horses would not be dowed on anight of darm,
blood, and dragon scent. Then camelittle Auron, not even haf the weight of the smallest pack pony,
trying to make up in noise what he lacked in sze. Elvesran behind him, answering musical in—structions
whistled by the onein the great cape.

Auron's sprint gave out as he neared the trees. He saw a deep shadow beneath a pile of boulders.
Perhaps a cave entrance? Under—ground he would have the advantage against the elves, especidly if the
caveweretight.

Hislungsfdt like they werefilled with dragon fire. He shot un—der the overhanging rock, but found only
cold stone where the dab met the mountainside. It could till be called acave, but only atiny one added
as an afterthought in the forming of the world.

It was cramped, but he was just able to turn himself in the space between the overhang and the rock
below. He caught his breath and watched the advance of torchlight; the elves had started firesto aid their
hunt for him and their horses. The confusing fog from the elf magic cleared. Auron shrank back into the
crevice, pressing himsdf asflat as possible, his scaldess skin cod black. Hed sdll hislife dear. Most
important, Wistdlawould get away. Mother's clutch would not dl die. Wistalawould win through; she
had more skill and sense than he ever credited her with on the egg shelf. He could do nothing for his
mother and Jzaraagaing the dwarves, but held help Wistalamake it out of reach of these hunting elves
yet.

Hemight aswdll haveleft alighted trail for the elves; they gath-ered around the overhang, whispering to
each other. One, greatly darling, got on his hands and kneesto look benegth the stone, torch held in front
of him. Auron rushed forward, and the ef dropped the torch, sending it spinning as he passed it, biting at
the probing face.

The eves made a clucking noise together. Auron pressed him-

sf tothe back of the cave, trembling. No spearpoints probed for

him, as he expected. Instead they threw more crystalsinto the

Crevice cave, crystalsthat shattered and released the nose-searing

gas. Auron knew thistimeto clamp his nogtrils and mouth shut, and

he shot out from the overhang. Hed bresk through the ring of elves or diefighting.

He came out of the cave, not noticing the tree roots that magi—cally appeared at the end of the overhang.
He became tangled up in them. The more hetried to get through, the less he could thrash. Hislimbs were
encumbered by vine growths; then he was stuck. Netted!

A two-pointed spear stabbed at his neck, striking at either sde. He thrashed his head back and forth,
and another pinioned him just behind his crest. The elves chirped at each other in their quick tongue, and
the magic mist poured out from the cave, clinging to the ground like dow-flowing water. It washed over
him, and he held hisbreath for aslong as he could, wiggling his hindquarters. Hefinaly took the searing
draft into hislungs. As consciousness faded, he begged of his mother's guiding spirit forgiveness for not
looking af-ter Wistala better.

He, the Champion of the Clutch, died without killing asingle enemy in battle! What would Father say?
Hewoketo pain. He grew aware of specifics as he opened and tried to see through gummy eyes. nausea
and adirty fedling around his hindquarters. Hislimbs burned cold.

It was amisty dawn. Not quite fog, not quite drizzle, the weether washed out the color from the



landscape, and everything hovered gray and indistinct between earth and sky. How wasit that he il
lived ?

Helooked down his nose. Three leather bands, reinforced by rivets and rods of meta, clamped his
mouth shut. The one nearest his nogtrils had a brass emblem on it. He shifted his eyes|eft and right. Stout
wooden objects like the dwarves ladders were dl around him: one underneath and two joined just above
his spina crest. He searched hismind for theword. . . . like cave. . . cage. He was caged.

The dves must have fdt the cage was not enough, because hislimbs were pressed tight againgt hisside
and his claws were wrapped in linked chain and lesther. He moved his head as much as he could, and
caught sight of another leather band across his back. Hewas In

some kind of harness. It bardly allowed him to bresthe; redl move-ment wasimpossble,

Outside the cage he saw half-circles of wood to either side. It took him amoment to realize he was under
awagon. Though he couldn't see much, he could smell perfectly, and he learned al he needed to know
that way. Horses al around, dwarves and elvesin-termixed, and amusky smell of wet fur, perhaps
wolves or dogs. He smelled fire and something el se, ascent that set him al atremble: meat cooking. He
knew for certain what that was; Father had brought home charred dinners many times. His appetite was
the only thing free, and it plagued him.

His hearing also worked.

"About time for the swag to be divided, heh?" aguttura, and therefore Dwarvish, voice said from behind
avell of linked rings. Do dwarves never show their faces? The hominids spoke Pari, asimple language of
trade and diplomacy that even Father understood.

"Therell befood tonight,” an elf said, making Auron's heart skip a beat. Was he being saved for
something e s2? " Join us, dly. The menace of the lwens pass has been driven away. Our flocks and
forestsare safe again. Y our brothers to the south will rejoice when they hear the news.”

"Who gives aflock what you celebrate? And as for those toll-takers on the fdls, they can count their coin
and rot. The Burning Whed have bigger dugsto fry. Though | wish weld seen abetter haul here. Dragon
hoard, indeed!"

"Thisisnot thefault of my people,” adifferent df said, higher pitched than thefirst. A femae? Her face
lay shadowed within the cowl ol agrest cloak. "With live young dragons commanding the price they do,
had we come away with more than one—"

"It'sbeen bad luck al around. Even this one—it's more of an Overgrown lizard than adragon. Areyou
sureof it?'

"It'sayoung dragon, lessthan ayear out of the egg,” the df said.

"What's wrong with him? Do they dl turn the color of dead twigs when rest rained?”

"I've heard of Salelessdragon, but I've seen few enough, praise

Helo, to know for sure. No doubt he still has some growing to do,” the female df said.

"Saveit for haggling on the quay, Hazdleye. Y ou and Oakroot's bunch are welcome to him. He's not
worth moréen four hundred to the Burning Whed."

"Four hundred gold piecesfor alive—?"

"Four hundred slver, df."

"Isthisajoke?' the male df brokein.

"Doyou seeme amiling?'

"l don't see anything but a beery beard with alot of soup rotting iniit.

"Enough, enough, good people,” interjected the female Auron had heard called Hazeleye. "L et'sleave this
to the professiona bar-gainers. Well just trust each to get the best deal to be shared among us poor
oldiers”

"The dwarveskilled ahatchling by her mother,” yet another ef argued, and Auron had to shut hiseyes.
Thelast sght held had of Jzara, clinging to Mother'sleg, till lived and moved in hisbrain. He shed tears
that joined the mist wetting the meadow grass. "1 saw the body as we hauled up the hoard. By rightsthey



should pay usfor that."

The dwarf sprang to hisfeet with aclatter of metd plates. "In—-sults From the experts at killing dragons
who et the bronze get away, no less.”

"The bargainers, the bargainers, let them work it out. They meet anon,” Hazeleye's ddlicate voice said,
quieting the grumblings of df and dwarf dike.

Auron did not know what the overland wagon journey waslike for the eves, but for a hatchling caged
and bound, it was torment. After parting with the dwarves, with more hard words from each side about
being robbed by the other, the eves put him in the back of the wagon he had been under. They faced him
to the rear. He could see just another wagon, pulled by some kind of wide-set cattle that smelled
ddicious, plodding dong in the wake of his conveyance. Hisonly relief from the torture of cut-off
circulation wasto turn on his side or back and alow the blood to travel at adifferent angle.

Auron had plenty of time to examine the emblem on the band around his jaw. His egg horn raised the
band of leather enough that the little bronze circle faced him like an opponent across his pebbled length of
shout.

It was alittle figure of aman, arms and legs outstretched so they touched a perfect circle around the
figure. The emblem showed little workmanship; there were no marks of tooling, so Auron assumed it
must have been poured or sslamped from amold. Thelittle faceless figure stood dwaysin hisvison as
though waving madly, taunting him. Even deep brought no escape. He danced through Auron's un—happy
dreams, freed from the golden circle to samp and gesticul ate and throw sparkling orbs at fleeing
hetchlings

Asif the traveling was not harsh enough, each morning and night they fed him by shoving alength of
dtiffened leather into one of his nodtrils. It had been sewn and hardened into a tube thanks to some
manner of glazing. The agonizing process was concluded by the elves pouring amixture of fresh blood
and water down the hose, and he had no choice but to hold his breath and gulp. He sometimes choked.
Once helost consciousness, and woke to two strong elves holding him up by histail and bouncing him up
and down astheliquid drained from between his clamped teeth.

"Doyou haveto doit al at once, Jayflight?' the one called Hazeleye said one evening. She kndlt beside
the cage and watched Auron wheeze and thrash. " Give him a chance to breathe, would you?' She
looked a him with atear in her one clear eye; a paich stood at the midpoint of agreat scar running down
her face on the other side of her broken nose.

"You're not of our clan, Haz. Y ou speak hardly a dozen words of our tongue. How do you know how
we've suffered from the dragonsin the Red Mountains dales? Try keeping your flocks and herdswith a
grown one of these around. Then tel me about giving them achance.”

Shereached out and touched his neck. Her skin was greasy com-pared with hisdry hide. | [e It dirty
where she placed her hand. "' A suffocated hatchling won't hi ing Ul muchiill trade. We can't even get a
pourse of slver for thisones hide Thereé'sno market lor aphrodisacs

from such ayoung one. Some magiker might want his bones, but that won't replace your stolen sheep
after welve had our cut.”

She spokeinto his ear, her tone soft, but he couldn't understand the words. One sounded likeit might be
seq, but he couldn't be sure. She looked up again and returned to her conversation. "'l can't bear seeing
any creature tortured. Even dragons.”

The othersjust shook their heads and laughed.

The sea. Auron had heard of it, had seen his parents visions of soar-ing above its jagged coastline on
their mating flight. Hisfirst real sght of it was as achoppy bay seen through the angled bars of acage.

It was mostly obscured by something made of wood, the size of afull-grown dragon floating upside
down with its claws pointing in the air. Two trees grew out of the center of the construct, but they were
striped bare of branch, twig, and leaf. It must be a ship: the wooden wings that hominids used to cross
water. Shirtless men in loose pants stood around, waiting to pull on lines, or helped dwarves carry more
constructs on board. All around was man-laid stone, man-cut wood, man-flattened earth. Only the birds



retained their natural shape, though Auron wondered if men colored them white to make them more
pleasing to the eye againgt the bright sky.

He smelled the ocean, and he didn't likeit. It smelled like rotted fish and stagnant marsh, overlaid with
it

Four dwarves picked up his cage, one at each corner, and walked up aramp to the ship. Auron'slimbs
had more mobility; he had lost weight during the wagon ride, and his circulation flowed more fredy. It
was the closest he had been to comfortable since capture. As he passed along the deck, Auron got his
first look at the limitless horizon of the sea, apreciseline dividing the world in two. They set Auron down
on deck, and hefdt the surface movein the harbor. It was a pleasant fedling, bringing memories of his
dreamsof flight.

"Takethe dragon below," he heard the now-familiar voice of Hazeleye order.

"What, to the hold? He's riding on deck with the horses—we have enough cleaning to do asis.”

"Hell dieof thirst in thissun. Below, or by Helo, I'll takeit to

the captain or find another ship." She climbed up onto the high deck at the back of the ship and looked
out a the quay with her hand shielding the sun from her eyes.

"Ugly df-witch," one of the sailors muttered to the other asthey picked Auron up. They attached alineto
his cage and lowered him into the dark of the hold. Musty-smelling netting lay everywhere: bound around
cargo, piled on thefloor, hanging limp from the cail-ing. They ensnared Auron in another layer of it,
securing his cageto the ship'sside, asif the leather bands and cage weren't enough to keep him captive.
Auron smelled rat urine.

Hewaited aday, anight, and another day in the stuffy hold. Rats nibbled at the sore spots the lesther had
made on his hide. Hazeleye fed him, and cleaned him by spraying seawater into his cage. The water
disappeared into some kind of gutter at the wall of the ship.

"I'd give you some chicken if | dared take your bands off,” she said, pouring alittle blood-mixture into the
nasal tube. He till hated the tube. He fdt as though he were starving anyway, so he might aswel starve
without having a piece of |leather threaded through his snout twice daily. No matter how much he
struggled and glared, she persisted in her feedings.

Two other hatchlings arrived, caged as he was. One was hardly OULt of the shell, ayoung slver dragon
with abarely healed wound where its egg tooth had been. It was wan and looked at him miser-ably. The
other was green, adragonelle.

Auron made mind contact with the young male, and got such awave of confused anguish that he had to
break off the conversation before it even started. Heread dl its history in aflash. The dragon had been
hatched in captivity, had never known the smell of its mother or the proud eye of itsfather. Just some
brute of ablighter who had cared for it, and poorly at that. It was harder to know the Blind ol thefemale;
she must have been amore distant relation. If (hey could only spesk!

Hetried again, smplifying histhoughtsto her, trying to remove emotions, mind-pictures, idess, anything
but bare words.

"YOUr . name?'

"Not...aS...such

Not as such? What did that mean?

"I Auron. | gray. Father AuRdl. Father bronze. Y our name?"

"Not. .. as...such."

Auron thumped histail againg the deck. Wasn't she paying at—tention?"What?'

"Not assuch.”

Auron brokeit off and rotated his neck so his eyesfaced thewall. But for some reason, he felt better.
Just the smdll of other drag-ons, thefed of their minds, comforted him. In some ways, wretched as he
was, he had it better than they. The dragonelle didn't have the knack of mind-speech, and asfor the poor
young male, fresh from the egg, he was utterly lost. At least Auron had known his mother and father, his



sisters. He had seen dragons and knew what he was.

Hazeleye and another ef came into the hold, two ship men trail-ing behind. The male bore abox. He set
it carefully on deck and opened it. Sawdust spilled out onto the floor, Auron sniffed the dis-tinctive dry
odor. Theivory tip of adragon egg could be seen within.

The elves spoke for amoment; Hazel eye squatted and put her ear to the egg, before shutting and locking
it again. They talked asthe sailors secured the chest among sacks half-filled with more saw-dust. The
male spoke sharply to one of the menin Pari.

"Weatch it there, that's not a cask of pork. Humans! Y ou never take the time to do aught properly, do
you?'

The sea-men ignored the comment. Perhaps they were inured to that kind of speech from eves. Another
sailor descended with apair of lanterns, and put them next to the chest. Auron smelled the almost
dragonlike scent of burning ail. The elves spoke some more, and Hazeleye pointed to netting in the
corner of the hold.

Later that day, the ship's motion altered. Auron felt it change direc-tions, and rock harder sdeto side.
Wasit beginning itsflight above the water?

Auron submitted to afeeding from Hazeleye and watched her do the same to the femae and the
hatchling. It was almost as bad to watch it asit was to go through it. Hetried to keep out the other
dragons pain as best he could.

With the orded over, the df filled the ail in the dways-burning lanterns and climbed into some smaller
netting strung between two square-carved tree trunks holding up the celling above like salag-mitesin a
cave. Auron watched her rock and think with the eye fac-ing her, and she looked back at him. With one
eye.

A manin clothing so bright, it reminded Auron of adragon's hide stepped down into the hold the next
morning. "So, how is our float-ing garbleup?’ the man said, using an unknown word.

"Wdl enough, Captain. It'snot my first passage.”

"Totheldeof Ice? Truly?'

"A long voyage, | know."

"Then you should aso know better than to claim you could hire another ship.”

"It got your mate to do what | wanted."

"Thisismy third trip in three years. Each time with dragons." Helooked &t the cages. "Thisonewon't live
much longer,” he said, eyeing thelittle one. "The fema e seems afine strong one—you'll get your price for
her. But what isthis 7" he said, coming to Auron's enclosure.

"Amde"

"Of no color? His Sagacity'11 no more take him than held buy abasilisk. Hell be cut up for fish bait by
sunset the day weland.”

"Well see”

"1 know the pointy-head will laugh in your faceif you try to séll him abirth defect.”

"Then he doesn't know as much as he claims about dragons. Rumor is he has an ideato breed them. A
gray can have any color offspring.”

The captain shook hishead. "I think not.”

"(Iaptain, these cages aren't doing them any good. Can your ar-morer fix it so they're chained to the
wdl?'

"If youre willing to pay for the damagesto my ship.”

Anion saw the ef clamp her jaw shut astightly ashis. "Yes" shefindly said, Funny thai hominids could
show emotion now and again. It made them almost dragonlike.

"Then I'll arrangeit, kind heart. | might have a goosedown pil-low in one of my seachedts, if you'd like
that for their precious heads, aswell." He waked back up the entry hatchway, chuckling. The df said
something to hersdlf in her own tongue to the gaily col-ored back.



She walked over to Auron's netting. "Were you listening? Were you?' she asked, absently patting him as
shelooked up the hatchway the other had used. Auron didn't understand her language, but at her touch,
he knew her fedings. They were warm and caring, Smilar to Mother's, and lifted some of hismisery. She
paused in her stroking, drawing her hand away asif he were burning. Her eyebrows came together like
head-butting hatchlings. Y ou werelistening," she said, switching to the Pari she employed with the
captain. "1 saw your eye. Y ou looked at me; you looked at the captain. Are you one of the dragonswho
know our tongues? Nod if you understand.”

Auron wondered if he could turn her sympathy to his advantage. He had watched hominids enough to
know that for some reason they shook their heads side-to-side to indicate negation, up-and-down for
agreement. Dragons sensibly closed or opened their nos-itrils. He shook his head up-and-down.

Her eye widened, and then she laughed. It was a pleasant sound; he liked it despite himsdlf. "1 wonder if
you'd speak,” she mused. "'l don't think I'd better give you the chance. I'm childish-foolish, but I'm no
foal.

"I know something of dragons, little one. | used to be asfresh and little as you, when | had flowersin my
spring hair. Our .. . what would the word bein Pari . . . elders, our frost-haired e ders thought me bright,
S0 | was apprenticed to agredt. .. student-nature, no, student of nature. Her name was |lsebreadth. She
knew everything there was to know about wild creatures. She could tell what kind of winter weld have
by where the squirrelswould hide their acorns, or tell if apine tree was hedlthy by smelling the sap. She
gpoke to bears and owls about their hunts.”

At the mention of hunting, Auron perked up alittle. Then he re-membered his huntswith Wistdla, and his
hearts ached at the loss.

"Thefrog filled her hair as| grew up, but there was till one

great mystery: dragons. She became obsessed with rinding an ancient dragon before she had to put down
rootsfor thelast age. She sought one of the first sonslingering from the days of your kind's domi-nance.
Yes, | know, dragons were here before the paran, the blighters, or their descendants, the naran—the
speaking-people.”

Auron wished he'd been born into atime before the naran. Why did the Great Sprits have to cursethe
earth with them? Squabbling fools.

"Dragons make art, dragonstell stories, dl without the written word. Y our kind's history goes far before
and beyond that, into the mists of time. What secrets you must know!"

Auron followed her story with no smdl amount of difficulty; she had to pauseto form words, asif she
was used to thinking of her tale but not speaking it. Especidly not in Pari. There were no mind-pictures,
ether, but that could not be expected from an €lf. Even— and Auron admitted this only with his hatchling
teeth rubbing againgt each other in displeasure—akindly €lf.

The f tucked her long lower limbs under hersdf to sit beside him. Again Auron found the gesture most
dragonlike.

" She decided to hunt NooM oahk, the black. Not hunt to kill, but hunt to mest. It was along hunt, and
we picked up enough dragon lore for ashelf of books. After much travel, we came upon a caravan
trader who had sold awarrior black dragon scalesfor ashield and armor. After agood deal of
bargaining, he agreed to take usto the dragon’s hold. We had to cross a desert, the hardest journey of
my life. llsebreadth sickened and died on thetrip, but | pressed on after; | didn't want her dream to die
with her.

"I found him, but was betrayed by the trader. He wanted to use me, then hand me over to the
dragon—for more scales, | suppose. | got away only after an ugly fight with hismen, which left mewith
this memento,” she said, turning the corner of her mouth up on the scarred side of her face and reveding
hair the fiery colors of afall forest. The leaves growing in her locks had adry smdll, like bark peding,
fromabirch.

"I found NooM oahk, easy as berry picking. Would you believe | came face-to-face with the greatest of
al blacks? A dender twig of a



youth before adark hurricane? He would have eaten me, I'm sure, but I'd picked up astrange tidbit
while writing llsebreadth'swords for her records. | knew you dragonslove music. | had apoor voice for
andf, but | sang him aseasong:

Agone, away, abreast the endless sea To circlein my journeys, And then come home to thee.

"That was one of the verses. A slly song that rose and fell like the waves. But he liked it. He cocked his
head, like adog hearing awhistle—"

How Father would snort if he heard that, Auron thought.

"—and said aword to me. In my own tongue, the seatongue, even: more. And | gave him more. Hewas
old, isolated, londy. | think he liked having someoneto tak to, eveniif it wasn't another dragon. In his
turn, he told me some fine stories. Kings forgotten even by their worn-down coin, empiresturned to dust,
terrible bat-tles that would live forever, if only someone could remember who fought or why."

Auron flexed his clawsingde the leather mittens. Did eves a-waystak this much? Hazeleye was worse
than hissgters.

"Perhaps he was too old, for | read to him some of our inscrip-tions of dragon lore. He corrected the
work of IIsebreadth, filled in gaps. He had a dream of understanding between dragons and peo-ple. He
said it had been so, once. But he let dip the great weakness of dragons without even knowing it.”
Hmmpfh, Auron thought. Dragons have many weaknesses, but no great one. Wouldn't Mother have
mentioned it so he could be on his guard?

Wait, another part of him said. The patient part, that had been memorizing her story, in case he could
glean some advantage from the rows of words. Father had said that the dragons were dwindling in
number. Had some flaw been discovered in the masterwork of the Great Spirits? A fatal flaw?
Sheleaned closer. "Would you like to know the great weakness,

little one? The chink inthearmor?1 put it in the book, but it was burned by those barbarian fools years
The cargo hatch came open, and the ship's armorer descended with chain wrapped across his shoulders
and tools. Hazeleye stood, as if ashamed to be caught next to him.

"Y ou want the beasts chained?' the armorer said. Auron felt himself demoted from being someoneto be
talked to, to just a beast.

"Well chained," Hazeleye said. "They'll be hedthier if they can movealittle. | want my investment to pay
off."

Being chained was better than being bound and caged. The bands were taken from his snout, the little
brass emblem no longer waved at him from the other side of his nose. The collars around his neck and
under hisarmsweighed on him. But he could move.

At firg it was excruciating. When hefirst moved hisforeleg after the armorer unhooked it, hissi and saa
in chain-and-leather bags fixed by abracelet, the agony of it brought asqueal from his still-closed mouth.
Herolled on his back and over again at the pain. It blinded, it ran dong his skeleton like abalt of lighting.
Asit faded, hefdt himsdf at the end of the chain he had thrashed to itslimit, just aleg-length from the
wall.

"Secure enough,” the armorer said. "Watch his claws—I don't think he can get through the malil in there,
but theré's no telling what adragon can do intime. Y ou'd be better off killing him and feeding him to the
others, though. A gray'sworthless.”

Hazeleye said nothing.

Auron watched him fix the other two hatchlings. The littlest one baldly put up afight; it just lay limpinits
bonds after one wiggle. The green must not have been aslong confined. She struggled to her feet before
crashing to the deck.

The armorer returned to Auron, and jerked the eyebolts attach-'ing the twin collars to thewall. He
nodded in satisfaction and picked Up histools.

Alone again with Hazeleye, Auron stared at her, moving hislimbsin their sockets. | le siretched and it felt



good. He used his other eyetolook at i lie eyebolts, remembering bow the armorer had

used atool like ablunt knife to drive the claw-thick screws into the wood. Man and hisingenious tools!
He'd driven meta clawsinto wood with no more effort than a mother dragon would useto roll aneggin
the nest.

Thefixture was worth a closer look.

Little enough light cameinto the hold, but Auron could tell it was night. Hazeleye dumbered in the reek of
the ail lamps warming the egg chest. Her hair had transformed to a dried mass of seaweeds. A few bulbs
hung amid the tresses.

Auron's nose hurt, but thistime it wasn't from afeeding. After two fase sarts, helearned how to use his
egg horn to turn the screws holding the eyeboltsin the wood. He unscrewed onetoo far, and it clattered
to thefloor. The ef moved in her deep, but she did not open her eyes.

He had the rest almost out of the wood. One good pull, and he would be free!

The hatchling femae watched him. She strained againgt her bonds once, rattling the chains. He glared at
her, trying hisbest to think "Keep quiet!" to her incommunicative mind.

"You areclever, little one," the df said from her hanging bed.

Auron spun, ready to throw himself againgt her. He wouldn't be caged again; hed impae himsdf on
whatever wegpon she drew be-fore they could do that to him. She made no moveto rise. Shelay there,
spinning a golden coin between thumb and forefinger. On it Auron saw theinsignia of the faceless man
oread-eagled in hiscircle.

Shetossed the coin into abucket holding some plates and re-mains of dinner. "Go on. | won't stop you.
One thing, though, when you jump off the ship, be sure to head east. We're out of sight of shore. Do you
know how to find eest?'

Auron sniffed the air about her, searching for afear-smel but finding only €f and bilge, then nodded his
head hominid fashion, up-and-down.

"Remember, little gray dragon, that | let you go, and told you whereto swim. If there's any honor in you,
someday you'l repay thefavor.”

Ever so dowly, she got up.

"Trugt," she said, using Drakine. Badly, but he understood the world.

"Trugt," she repeated, moving toward him. She went down on her hands and knees, and put her head
below his.

"Trugt," she said, reaching out ever o gently to tickle him under the chin. He stifled an involuntary prrum.
She turned something be-negth his snout, and drew out along metd pin. Hismuzzlefell away, and he
opened his aching mouth.

"Will you remember thisn