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I ntroduction

Augtar 1V |Sthe fourth planet of a seven-planet rim system in the Erato Galaxy. Once apena colony,
marked KK 29 on the convict map system, it is a semi-and, metal -poor world with two moons.

Audtar is covered by vast deserts, some of which are cut through by small and irregularly surfacing hot
springs, severd small sections of fenlands, and zones of dmost impenetrable mountains. There are only
five mgjor rivers. the Narrakka, the Rokk, the Brokk-bend, the Kkar, and the Left Forkk.

Few plants grow in the deserts-some fruit cacti and sparse longtrunk palm trees known as spikka. The
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most populous plants on Austar are two wild-flowering bushes called bumwort and blisterweed. (See
color section.) The mountain vegetation is only now being cataloged but promises to be much more
extengve than originaly thought.

Thereisavariety of insect and pseudolizard life, the latter ranging from small rock-runnersto
elephant-size dragons. (See Holo section, Val. 6.) Unlike Earth reptilia, the Austarian dragon lizards are
warmblooded, with pneumaticized bones for reduction of weight and akeded ssemum where the flight
muscles are attached. They have membranous wingswith jointed ribsthat fold back dong the animals
bodies when the dragons are earthbound. Stretched to the fullest, an adult dragon’ swings aretwiceits
body sze. The“feathers’” areredly light scalesthat adjust to wind pressure. From claw to shoulder,
some specimens of Austarian dragons have been measured at thirteen feet. Thereisincreasing evidence
of level 4+ intelligence and a colorcoded tel epathic mode of communication in the Austarian dragons.
These great beasts were amost extinct when the planet wasfirst settled by convicts (KKS being the
common nickname) and guards from Earth in 2303. But severa generations|ater the Austarians
domedticated the few remaining dragons, salectively breeding them for meat and lesther and the gaming
arenas-or, as they were known from earliest times, the Fits.

The dragon Pits of Augtar IV were more than just the main entertainment for early KKS. Over the years
the Pits became central to the Austarian economy. Betting syndicates devel oped and Federation starship
crewson long rimworld voyages began to frequent the planet on gambling forays.

Because such gambling violated cur-rent Galaxian law, illegd offworld gamesterswere expelled in 2485,
from Austar 1V and imprisoned on pend planet KK47, amining colony where most of the surfaceis
ice-covered. Under pressure from the Federation, the Austarians then drafted a Protectorate consgtitution
spelling out the Federation’ s adminigrative role in the economy of the planet, including regulation of the
gambling of offworlders and the payment of taxes (which Austarians cdll tithing) on gambling moneysin
exchange for starship landing bases. A fluid caste system of masters and bond daves-the remnants of the
convict-guard hierarchy-was established by law, with abond price set as an entrance fee into the master
class. Established at the same time was a senate, the members of which came exclusively from the master
class. The Senate performs both the executive and the legidative functions of the Austarian government
and, for the most part, represents the interests of the Federation. Asin al Protectorate planets,
offworlders are subject to local laws and are ligble to the same punishments for breaking them.

The Rokk, which was afortressinhabited by the origina ruling guards and their familieswhen Augtar IV
wasapend planet, is now the capitd city and the starship landfall.

The entire Erato Gaaxy isgtill only inthefirst stages of Protectorate status. However, because of the
fighting Pit dragons, Austar 1V has become one of the better-known R & R planetsin the explored
universe.

Excerpt from The Encyclopedia Galaxia, Thirtieth edition, val. I: AaabomiaBASE

chapter 1

NIGHT WAS APPROACHING. The umber moon led its pale, shadowy brother across the
multicolored sky. In front of the moonsflew five dragons.

Thefirst wasthe largest, its great wings dipping and rising in an dien semaphore. Directly behind it were
three smaller fliers, whedling and circling, tagging one another’ stails. In the rear, dong alower trgectory,



sailed amiddle-sized and plumper version of the front dragon. More like abroom than arudder, itstall
seemed to sweep across the faces of the moons.

Jakkin watched them, hisright hand shading his eyes. Squatting on his haunchesin front of amountain
cave, he was nearly naked except for apair of white pants cut off at mid-thigh, a concession to modesty
rather than ahelp againgt the oncoming cold night. He was burned brown everywhere but for three small
pits on his back, which remained white despite their long exposure to the sun. Slowly Jakkin stood,
running grimy fingersthrough his shoulder-length hair, and shouted up & the haichlings.

“ Fineflying, my friends!” The sound of hisvoice caromed off the mountains, but the dragons gave no
sign they heard him. So he sent the same message with his mind in the rainbow-col ored patterns with
which he and the dragons communicated. Fine flying. The picture he sent was of gray-green wingswith
air rushing through the leathery feathers, tickling each link. Fine flying. He was sure his sending could
reach them, but none of the dragons responded.

Jakkin stood for amoment longer watching the flight. He took pleasurein the hatchlings airborne
majesty. Even though they were gill avkward on the ground, a sure sign of their youth, against the sky
they were dready an awesome sight.

Jakkin took pleasure aswell in the colors surrounding the dragons. Though he' d lived months now in the
Augtarian wilds, he hadn’t tired of the evening's purples and reds, roses and blues, the ever changing
display that signaed the approaching night. Before he’ d been changed, ashe called it, he' d hardly seen
the colors. Evenings had been atime of darkening and the threst of Dark-After, the bonechilling, killing
cold. Every Austarian knew better than to be caught outsidein it. But now both Dark-After and dawn
were his, thanksto the change.

“Ourdl” The message invaded hismind in aribbon of laughter. “ Dark-After and dawn are ours now.”
The sending came aminute before its sender gppeared around a bend in the mountain path.

Jakkin waited patiently. He knew Akki would be close behind, for the sending had been strong and Akki
couldn’t broadcast over along range.

She came around the bend with cheeksrasy from running. Her dark braid wastied back with a
fresh-platted vine. Jakkin preferred it when shelet her hair loose, like ablack curtain around her face, but
he' d never been ableto tell her so. She carried areed basket full of food for their dinner. Speaking aloud
in atumble of words, she ran toward him. “ Jakkin, I’ ve found awhole new meadow and...”

He went up the path to meet her and dipped his hand into the basket. Before she could pull it away, he'd
snagged asingle pink chikkberry. Then she grabbed the basket, putting it safely behind her.

“All right, worm waste, what have you been doing while | found our dinner?’ Her voice was stern, but
she couldn’t hide the undercurrent of thought, which was sunny, golden, laughing.

“I’ve been working, t0o,” he said, careful to speak out loud. Akki still preferred speech to sendings when
they were face-to-face. She said speech had a precision to it that the sendings lacked, that it was clearer
for everything but emotions. She was quite fierce about it. It was an argument Jakkin didn’t want to
ventureinto again. I’ ve some interesting things-"

Before he could finish, five small streamlike sendings teased into his head, a confusion of colored images,
haf-visudized.

“Jakkin... the sky... seethemoons... wind and wings, ah... see, see...”



Jakkin spun away from Akki and cried out to the dragons, awild, high yodding that bounced off the
mountains. With it he sent another kind of cdl, aweb of fine traceries with the names of the hatchlings
woven within: Sssargon, Sssasha, and the triplets Tri-sss, Trissskkette, and Tri-sssha

“Fewmets” Akki complained. “ That’ stoo loud. Here | am, standing right next to you, and you' ve fried
me.” She st the basket down on an outjut of rock and rubbed her templesvigoroudly.

Jakkin knew she meant the mind sending had been too loud and had Ieft her with ahead full of brilliant
hot lights. He' d had weeks of smilar headaches when Akki first began sending, until they’ d both learned
to adjust. “Sorry,” he whispered, taking aturn at rubbing her head over the ears, where the hot ache
lingered. “ Sometimes | forget. It takes so much more to make a dragon complain and their brains never
get fried.”

“Brains? What brains? Everyone knows dragons haven't any brains. Just muscle and boneand...”
and claws and teeth,” Jakkin finished for her, then broke into the chorus of the pit song she' d referred to:
Muscle and bone And claws and teeth, Fire above and Fewmets benesth.

AKkki laughed, just as he' d hoped, for laughter usudly bled away the pain of a close sending. She came
over and hugged him, and just as her arms went around, the true Austarian darkness closed in.

“Y ou’ ve got some power,” Jakkin said. “One hug-and the lights go out!”
“Wait until you seewhat | do a dawn,” shereplied, givingamock shiver.

To other humans the Austarian night was black and pitiless and the false dawn, Dark-After, mortally
cold. Even an hour outside during that time of bone chill meant certain death. But Jakkin and Akki were
different now, different from dl their friends at the dragon nursery, different from the trainers and bond
boys at the pits, different from the men who daughtered dragonsin the sews or the girlswho filled their
bond bags with money made in the baggeries. They were different from anyonein the history of Austar
IV because they had been changed. Jakkin's thoughts turned as dark as the oncoming night,
remembering just how they’ d been changed. Chased into the mountains by wardens for the bombing of
Rokk Mgor, which they had not really committed, they’ d watched helplesdy as Jakkin's greet red
dragon, Heart’ s Blood, had taken shots meant for them, dying as she tried to protect them. And then, left
by the wardens to the oncoming cold, they had sheltered in Heart’ s Blood' s body, in the very chamber
where she' d recently carried eggs, and had emerged, somehow able to stand the cold and share their
thoughts. He shut the memory down. Even months later it wastoo painful. Pulling himsdf away from the
past, heredized hewas dtill in the circle of Akki’sarms. Her face showed deep concern, and he realized
she’ d been listening in on histhoughts. But when she spoke it was on a different subject dtogether, and
for that he was profoundly grateful.

“Come seewhat | found today,” she said quietly, pulling him over to the basket. “Not just berries, but a
new kind of mushroom. They were near atiny cave on the south face of the Crag.” Akki insisted on
naming things because-she said-that made them more real. Mountains, meadows, vegetations, eaves-they
all bore her imprint. “We can test them out, first uncooked and later in with some boil soup. | nibbled a
bit about an hour ago and haven't had any bad effects, so they' re safe. You'll like these, Jakkin. They
may look like cave apples, but | found them under asmdll tree. | call them meadow apples.”

Jakkin made aface. He wasn't fond of mushrooms, and cave apples were the worst.

“They’ re sweeter than you think.”



Anything, Jakkin thought, would be sweeter than the round, reddish cave gpples with their musty, dusty
taste, but he worried about Akki nibbling on unknown mushrooms. What if they were poisonous and she
was dl aone on the mountaingde?

Both thoughts communicated immediatdly to Akki and she swatted him playfully on the chest. “ Cave
apples are good for you, Jakkin. High in protein. | learned that from Dr. Henkky when | studied with her
inthe Rokk. Besides, if | didn't test these out, we might miss something good. Don’t be such awaorrier. |
checked with Sssashafirst and she said dragonslove them.”

“Dragons|ove bumwort, too,” muttered Jakkin. “But I’ d sure hate to try and et it, evenif it could help
me bregthefire.”

“Ligten, Jakkin Stewart, it’ s either mushrooms-or back to eating dragon stew. We have to have protein
tolive”” Her eyes narrowed.

Jakkin shrugged asif to say hedidn’t care, but histhoughts broadcast histrue fedingsto her. They both
knew they’ d never eat meat again. Now that they could talk mind-to-mind with Heart’ sBlood's
hatchlings and even pass shadowy thoughts with some of the lesser creatureslike lizards and
rock-runners, eating meat was unthinkable.

“If meadow apples are better than cave apples,” Jakkin said aoud, “I'm sureI’ll love them. Besides, I'm
darving!”

“You and thedragons,” Akki said. “That'sal they ever think about, too. Food, food, food. But the
guestion is-do you deserve my hard-found food?’

“I’ve been working, too,” Jakkin said. “I’ m trying to make some better bowlsto put your hard-found
food in. | discovered anew clay bank down the cliff and across Lower Meadows. Y ou know - - .”

Akki did know, because he never went near Upper Meadows, where Heart’ s Blood' s bones il lay,
picked clean by the mountain scavengers. He went down toward the Lower M eadows and she scouted
farther up. He could read her thoughts as clearly as she could read his.

He continued out loud, there’sakind of swamp there, the start of asmall river, pooling down from the
mountain streams. The mountain is covered with them. But I’ d never seen this particular one before
becauseit’ shard to get to. Thisclay isthe best I’ ve found so far and | managed awhole ding of it.
Maybe in anight or two we can build afire and try to bake the pots I’ ve made.”

They both knew bake fires could be set only at night, later than any humans would be out. Just in case.
Only at night did they fed totdly safe from the people who had chased them into the mountains. the
murderous wardens who had followed them from the bombed-out pit to the dragon nursery and from
there up into the mountains, and the even more murderous rebel swho, in the name of “freedom,” had
fooled them into destroying the great Rokk Mg or Dragon Pit. All those people thought them dead, from
hunger or cold or from being crushed when Heart’ s Blood fdll. It was best they continueto believeit. So
thefirg rule of mountain life, Jakkin and Akki had agreed, was Take no chances.

“Never mind that, Jakkin,” Akki said. “Don’t think about it. The past isthe past. Let it go. Let’ senjoy
what we have now. Show me your new pots, and then we can eat.”

They waked into the cave, one of three they’ d claimed astheir own. Though Jakkin still thought of them
as numbers-one, two, and three-Akki had named them. The cave in the Lower Meadows was Golden's
Cave, named after their friend who had fled with them and had most certainly died at the wardens
hands. Golden’ s Cave had caches of berriesfor flavoring and for drinks. Akki had strung dried flowers



on vinesthat made arustly curtain between the main cave and the smdler deeping quarters, which they
kept private from the dragons. Higher on the mountain, but not as high as the Upper Mead ows, was
Likkarn's Lookout. It was as rough and uncompromising a place as the man it was named after, Jakkin's
old trainer and enemy Likkam. But Likkam had proved a surprising dly in the end, and so had the
lookout cave, serving them severd timesin the early days of their exile when they’ d spotted bands of
searchers down in the valey. But the middle cave, which Akki called the New Nursery, was the one they
redlly consdered their home.

What had first drawn them to it had been its size. It had a great hollow vaulted room with a succession of
gmaller caves behind. There were wonderful ledges at different levels long the walls on which Jakkin's
unfired clay bowls and canisters sat. Ungainly and thick the clay pots certainly were, but Jakkin’s skills
were improving with each try, and the bowls, if not pretty, were functiond, holding stashes of
chikkberries, dried mushrooms like the cave apples Jakkin so didiked, and edible grasses. So far his
own favorite bit of work was alargebellied jar containing boail. It was the one piece he had successfully
fired and it was hard and did not lesk.

Thefloor of the cave was covered with dried grassesthat lent a sharp sweet odor to the air. Therewasa
mattress of the same grass, which they changed every few days. The bed lay in one of the smal inner
chambers where, beneath anatural chimney, they could look up at night and see the stars.

“There!” Jakkin said, pointing to the shelf that held hislatest, still damp work. “Thisclay wasalot easier
towork.”

There were five new pots, one large bowl, and two dightly lopsided drinking cups.
“What do you think?’
“Oh, Jakkin, they' re the best yet. When they’ re dry we mugt try them in the fire. What do you think?’

“I think...” And then he laughed, shaping a picture of an enormous cave applein hismind. The
mushroom had an enormous bitesized chunk out of it.

AKkki laughed. “If you are hungry enough to think about eating that,” she said, “we' d better start the
dinner right away!”

“ We come. Have hunger, too.” The sendings from the three smalest dragons broke into Jakkin's head.
Their sgnature colors were shades of pink and rose.

“Wewait. Weride your shoulder. Our eyesareyours.” That came from the largest two of Heart's
Blood' s hatchlings. They were dready ableto travel mileswith neither hunger nor fatigue, and their
sendings had matured to a deeper red. Sssargon and Sssasha, the names they had given themselveswith
the characteristic dragon hiss at the beginning, spent most of the daylight hours catching currents of air
that carried them over the jagged mountain peaks. They were, asthey caled themsaves, Jakkin'sand
Akki’seyes, amobile warning signal. But they were not needed for scouting at night becauise there was
nothing Jakkin and Akki feared once the true dark set in.

“Come home. Come home.” Jakkin' s sending was a green vine of thought.

“Yes, come home.” Akki’s sending, much weaker than Jakkin's, was atwining of blue strands around his
brighter green. Blue and green, the braiding of the cooler human colors.

“Comehome, ” called the blue once again. “Come home. | have much food And | have anew song for
you.” The sending was soothing and inviting at the sametime. The young dragons loved songs, loved the



thrumming, humming sounds, especidly if the songs concerned greet flying worms. Baby dragons, Akki’'s
thought passed dong to Jakkin, thought mostly about two things-themsel ves and what they wanted to
edt.

chapter 2

“THEY’LL BE HERE SOON,” Akki said in the sensible tone she often used when talking about the
hatchlings. “ So we' d better eat. Y ou know how much attention they demand once they’ re down-rubbing
and coaxing and ear scratching.”

“Nursery dragons areworse,” reminded Jakkin. “They can’t do anything for themselves. Except eat. At
least these are finding grazing on their own. And they groom themselves. And...”

“They're il babies, though.”

“Some babies!” Jakkin laughed and held his hand above Akki’ s head. Sssargon’s broad back aready
camethat high, and with hislong ridged neck and enormous head, he was twice Jakkin's height and il

growing.
“Big babiesl” Akki amended.

They laughed a oud together and then walked to the pathway, where they sat down on the flat rocks that
flanked the cave mouth. Akki shared out the bits of mushroom and then the berries. She had found three
kinds: tart chikkberries, black and juicy warden’ s heart, and the dry, pebbly wormseye. They washed the
meal down with a cup of boail, the thin soup made from cooking the greasy brown skkagg grass of the
high meadow. Boil was only drinkable cold-and then just barely. Jakkin made aface.

“I fill missacup of hot takk with my dinner,” he said. He wiped away a purple smear from hismouth, a
trace of warden’s heart, and dowly looked up at the sky. A dark smudge in the west resolved itsdlf into a
dragon form. Asit came closer, Jakkin stood.

“Sssargon come.” Sssargon away's announced himsalf, kegping up arunning commentary on his actions.
“Sssargon lands.”

Hiswings stiffed the dust &t the cave mouth, and for amoment obscured hislanding, but Jakkin knew it
was a perfect touchdown. For such alarge and clumsy-looking beast, Sssargon was often quite dainty.

“Sssargon foldswings.” The great pinions swept back againgt his sides, the scaly feathersfluttering for
just amoment before quieting. Sssargon squatted, then let his large ribbed tongue flick in and out
between hisjaws. “ Sssargon hungers.”

Jakkin went back into the cave and came out with ahandful of wild bumwort, just enough to take the
edge off Sssargon’s hunger and to quiet his pronouncements. Though Heart’ s Blood' s hatchlings had
begun to graze on their own in the various high meadows full of wort and weed, they hated giving up their
ritua of sharing. Jakkin had to admit that he also hated to think about giving it up. He smiled tenderly at
the dragon.

“Big babies,” Akki whispered.
Jakkin ignored her and focused on Sssargon. “Here, big fellow,” he said aloud, adding aquick



green-tinged visudization of thewort.

Sssargon’ s rough tongue snagged the plant from Jakkin’ s hand, and his answer was the crisp snip-snap
of wort being crunched between his teeth.

Sssashalanded just as Sssargon began to egt, with neither fanfare nor commentary. She stepped over his
outstretched tail but folded her wings a second too soon, which made her cant to one side. She had to
flip her outside wing open again in order to right hersalf Thered flicker of amusement that Sssargon sent
through al their minds made Jakkin sputter. Akki broke into a cascade of giggles, but Sssashawastoo
even-tempered to mind. She was as sunny as the splash of gold across her nose, adash of color
that-along with her even disposition and placid ways-would have made her unfit ether to fight in the pits
as had her mother, Heart’ s Blood, or to be considered for spaying and dwarfing as a beauty, a house
pet. Jakkin realized, with akind of dawning horror, that Sssashawould have been one of the early cullsin
the nurseries, where hatchlings were bred for only one of three destinies. The bonders said, pit, pet, or
stew. Jakkin swallowed hagtily at the thought of Sssashain one of the stews, a green-suited steward
standing over her, placing astinger to her ear, aknife at her throat. He bit hislip, dl laughter gone.

“What pain?’ Sssasha s question poked into hismind.
“Nopan,” Jakkin said doud, but his mind transferred a different thought.
“Yes, pain,” ingsted Sssasha.

“Old pain. Gone. Jakkin made his mind acareful blank. It was hard work, and he could fed himsdlf
garting to perspire.

“Good, ” said Sssasha.

“Y esssssss, good, 7 Sssargon interrupted suddenly, exploding red bomb burstsin Jakkin's head.
“Sssargon have greet hunger.”

Akki, who had been following this slent exchange thoughtfully, soothed them dl with a picture of a cool
bluerain, holding it in mind long enough for Jakkin to go back into the cave for two more large handfuls
of won.

Onceinthe cave, Jakkin was ableto let his guard down for aminute, though he reminded himself that
even in the cool darkness of the cave, behind walls of stone, he could not be private. His mind was an
open invitation to Akki or any dragon who wanted to enter it. Only with the most careful and arduous
concentration could he guard its entrance. He had to visudize awall built up plank by plank or aheavy
drapery drawn acrossit inch by inch. And usudly by the time he had carefully constructed these images,
the traitor thoughts had already dipped out. He wondered how dragons kept secrets or even if they had
secrets to keep. Everything he thought or felt was now open and public.

“Open to me, anyway,” Akki said as Jakkin emerged from the cave.

He redlized with sudden chagrin that she had been listening to his sdf-pitying thoughts. The more
powerful the emotion, the farther it seemed to broadcast. Akki, listening quietly, had sent nothing in
return. FHushing with embarrassment, Jakkin looked down at the ground, trying to think of away to
phrase what he had to say out loud. He knew he could control words, because he didn’t actualy haveto
say anything until he was ready. At last he spoke. “Sometimes,” he began rductantly, “sometimesaman
needsto be aone.” He held out the wort to Sssargon and concentrated totally on that.

“’ Sometimes,” Akki said to his back, ” sometimes awoman needs to be alone, too.”



Heturned his head to gpologize. Words, it seemed, could be dippery, too. But Akki wasn't looking at
him. She had her hands up to her eyes, asif shading them from the too-colorful dark.

“Jakkin, thisis astrange gift we ve been given, being able to sneak into one another’ sminds. But...”

“But a least we' re together,” Jakkin said, suddenly afraid of what else Akki might say, suddenly afraid
that the words, more than any thoughts, might hurt terribly.

We may be together more than we ever meant to be,” Akki said. But even as she said it she touched his
hand.

He concentrated on that touch and let therest of it go, making hismind ablank date like the evening sky.
At last little spear points of violet blue pushed across that blank and Jakkin redlized Akki wasworried.

“Where arethe triplets?” she asked. “ They should have been here by now. And that’saworry | don't
mind sharing.”

“Sssargon not worry. Y ou not worry.” Munching contentedly on the last few straws of wort, the dragon
gave off waves of mindless serenity. His mood changed only when he noticed that he had finished what
wasin hismouth, at which point he stretched his neck out to its greatest length and stole afew bites from
hissger.

“That’ svery reassuring, Sssargon, ” Akki sent.
Jakkin could only guess a the sarcasm behind her thought. There was no color trandation for it.

Sssasha let Sssargon take the last of her wort and rose clumsily. She clambered toward Jakkin to seeif
she could nose out some more food. Bumping againgt his shoulder, she nearly knocked him to the
ground.

“Fewmets!” he cried out. “1 may be able to see and hear like adragon now, but | still can't fly, Sssasha.
If you knock me off the mountain, I'll land splat!” Hetried to send the sound of it with hismind.

“Splat!” Jakkin said, then shouted, “ SPLAT!”
Akki cupped her hand and dapped it against the dragon’ s haunch. 1t made a strange sound.

Sssasha blinked, then sent a barrage of red bubblesinto Jakkin's mind. Each one burst with anoise that
sounded remarkably like splat!

“Exactly,” Jakkin said doud. “And if you think that sounds funny, you should see how funny I’ d look
splattered dl over the landscape.” Hislaugh was a short barking sound.

But the joke was untrandatable to the dragon and al she received was an unfocused color picture of
Jakkin’smood: anet of wistfulness, adash of anger, and awisp of lingering sdf-pity. She turned her
head away and gazed out across the mountains that edged into the valey beow. If shewas amused or
worried or upset, no one could tell from her rosy sending and her casud stance.

“Dragons!” Jakkin muttered to himsalf. Even with his dragon sight he could not pierce the darknessto
seewhat drew her gaze, 0 he settled down next to her on his haunches, ran his hands through his hair,
and waited.

It was five minutes before the triplets began sounding in hismind.



chapter 3

THE HIGH-PITCHED twittering chatter of the three hatchlings began to reach them. The soundsthetrio
made were unlike any of the fullthroated roars Jakkin had ever heard from dragonsin the fighting pits. It
was asif the three had invented alanguage al their own, which they occasionally dowed down so that
listeners could make some sense of it. Their sendings, too, sputtered with color, which sometimesformed
into readable pictures but as often remained unclear.

Moments later they sailed into view, wingtips apart. They flew in formation, their favoritetrick.
Inseparable, they might aswell have emerged from the same egg, though in fact the eggs had beenin
totaly different parts of the clutch. Still, they looked aike, arough brown color undistinguished by any
markings, and their sending signatures were remarkably aike, too. In honor of their being such close
triplets, Akki had named them Tri-sss, Tri-sssha, and Tri-ssskkette. They had accepted those names
without amurmur of dissent. But dl together they were addressed as Tri, and all three answered to the
one name. If they had any othersthey preferred, it was a secret they shared with no one.

Landing together on the upper edge of the ledge, they waddled in step singlefile down thetrail.
“Men coming, men coming, men coming, ” they sent, oneright after another.

“It'sdark and will soon be Dark-After,” said Jakkin.

Rubbing Tri-sssha behind the ears, Akki added, “And you know men can't livein the cold.”

“Y ou men. You men. You here.

Tri-sssha, earflaps vibrating from the specid attention, managed a different phrase.

“Yes, but we'redifferent,” Akki explained patiently.

“Men coming. Men coming. Men coming, ” indsted thelittle dragons, ignoring both Akki’ s explanation
and the food that Jakkin held out to them.

The minute they turned their heads aside to look up at the darkened sky, Sssargon stretched hislong
neck, moving his head within inches of Jakkin's. Histongue snaked out and deftly removed the wort from
Jakkin's hand. Jakkin dapped at the dragon’ s nose an instant too |ate.

And then Jakkin heard a strange mechanica chuffing, the sound of a copter in the distance. It wasanoise
rarely heard outside the Rokk, the main city, where such devices belonged only to Federation officids or
starship crews. No one on Austar was allowed them. :* Akki!” Jakkin cried out loud.

“I hear it,” she said, fear touching her eyes before her mind sent its notice,

“Men coming, men coming, men coming, ” thetrio of hatchlings sent out again in arrow points, and the
larger two dragons, from their perch on the mountain, picked up the chorus. They’' d been linked to their
dragon mother, Heart’ s Blood, when she had died under the guns of men, and they harbored agreat
distrust of humans, except for Jakkin and Akki.

Sssargon lifted his head and swiveled it about like aperiscope. A bright light in hisblack eyesflickered
for amoment. Then he addressed Jakkin formaly, mind-to-mind. “ Sssargon flies”



“No, Sssargon!” Akki cried, stretching her hand out to him.

“No!” commanded Jakkin, deliberately using the tone of voice he nomindly reserved for thetraining
sessonsin which he taught the dragons the fighting moves of the grest pits.

But thistime Sssargon, usually the most eager at training, ignored Jakkin's demand and stretched his
wings. Pumping them twice, he legped off the cliffsde, immediately catching an updraft, and sailed away.
“He' sonly ababy,” whispered Akki. “A baby.”

Jakkin strained to watch the dragon as he disappeared in the night sky. “ Are we so much older?’

“I fed about ahundred yearsolder,” said Akki in aquiet, tired voice. She herded the hatchlingsinto the
cave before her and |ooked over her shoulder at Jakkin. “ A hundred hundred years.”

Hefollowed themin.

The cave waslarge, but the four growing hatchlings crowded things considerably and Sssasha, asusud,
managed to bump into ashelf, knocking off two of the new bowls.

 Splat? , Even Jakkin had to laugh at that. He sat down with his back to the cave wall and hoped the
cool rock would keep him from sweeting too much. Four dragons, even small ones, were like furnacesin
the closed-in cave. He could fed the temperature beginning to rise.

Akki sat across from him with Tri-sssha' s head in her |ap. Her fingers caressed the dragon’ s earflaps,
scratching al around. Humming an old pit ballad about a hen fighter who was matched against one of her
own hatchlings, Akki wastotaly caught up in the sad, haunting melody. So was Tri-sssha. Jakkin could
fed the dragon begin to thrum, her initia fears of the men in copters subsumed by the deep sounding of
her own body. Tri-sss and Tri-ssskkette joined her, and soon the cave vibrated with it. When Sssasha
findly lent her own deeper thrumsto thelat, it was overpowering. Jakkin' s head buzzed with the hum
and the hesat, and hefelt it asagreat pressure on histemples and chest.

“Stop it!” he cried out angrily, standing up and bumping hisforehead on ajutting rock. The pain
communicated in away hisanger had not.

AKkki lifted her hands asif warding off ablow. The thrumming stopped.
“We haveto think,” Jakkin warned. “We have to think and watch and listen. Pay attention.”

As he spoke an image formed in hismind, asending from Sssargon. The helicopter was making a series
of quick spirding passes over the mountains. Sssargon drifted aong lazily, looking like any wild dragon
out for alate evening fly. He buzzed the helicopter once, then banked away asif satisfied that the metal
bird was not a threat. Jakkin saw the copter through Sssargon’ s eyes. aheavy, mindless object in the
middle of wind eddies, communicating greet heat and nothing else. It had no feathers and no smell and
seemed, in Sssargon’ sview, pilotless.

“Themeningde, ” Jakkin sent to the dragon, trying to make hisimages clear. Landscape, emation, things
of the senses passed so easily through a sending, but other things... “Look a the men insgde, Sssargon.
What do they wear? What do they look like?” If Sssargon could send a description, they would know
who the men were-Federation rocket pilots or wardens or rebels. “L ook at the men.”

But the questions didn’t seem to interest the dragon and neither did the men in the copter. He sent only a
vague impression of ahuman at the throttle, and then, having tired of thislatest game, banked to the right
and returned to theledge. They caught his sending announcing a perfect back-winged landing. “ Sssargon
lands.” A dight thumping outside the cave as his heavy hind legs touched down confirmed this.



“ Sssargon home, Sssargon home. Sssargon home.” The three jubilant sendings heraded him.
“ Sssargon home. Sssargon hungers. Scratch Sssargon.

“Hush!” Akki’svoice overrode the sending. “ And stay put. We' re aready too crowded in here” The
hushing was redlly for Jakkin's benefit, for Sssargon had made no outward sounds. Like his mother
before him, and like Sssasha, Sssargon was mute. Only those who could tune in on adragon’s sending
could hear him. But his sendings were dways louder than necessary, like ayoung boy clamoring for
attention. “Hush,” Akki repested, her tone till commanding. But her sending to the dragon was far

gentler.

Sssargon swept hiswings back and lay down at the cave entrance, looking for al the world like adozing
dragon guarding his cache.

The copter flew by once more and, apparently satisfied, the pilot found an updraft and the copter was
quickly gone.

449

THE WHIR OF the copter had faded long minutes past but till they sat in the cave, waiting. Sssargon
hulked in the entrance.

At last Akki sighed. “We can go out now,” she said, but she said it in awhisper. Then she laughed.
“What anidiot | am. What idiots we are. They couldn’t possibly hear uswith dl that noise anyway.”

Jakkin stood and started toward the cave entrance, wiping the sweat from his forehead as he went. The
othersfollowed after.

Sssargon refused to move.
“Sssargon stay's. Sssargon needs scratching. Sssargon hungers. Sssargon wants- ”

“Sssargon shuts up!” Jakkin hissed at him, and pushed at the dragon’ s nose while s multaneoudy sending
large blue daggersinto the worm’ s mind. The dragon rose reluctantly.

Akki caught up with Jakkin. “Who are they?’ she asked. “Who wasin the copter?’
“And why arethey here? Were they looking for usor just flying by?” Jakkin countered.

Questions, likelittle scurrying animals, rushed back and forth acrosstheir bridged minds. The dragons
broke through with their own questions about food. They cared little about the copter now that it was out
of dght.

Jakkin shrugged and went back to the cave, emerging with ahandful of wort. He shared it out, saving the
largest portion for Sssargon.

“Brave Sssargon. Sssargon eats.” After his announcements the hatchling finished hiswort in asingle bite,
then rose onto hishind legs and gave ahop that sent him some three feet straight up into the air. He
puniped hiswings a the sanie tune and took off, rocketing up.

Asif on cue, the triplets went after him, throwing themselves over the cliffsde to catch different parts of
theair current, tumbling and bumping in akind of midair brawl.

Finaly Sssasha stepped to the cliff edge. She moved her long neck up and down, head bobbing, asif she
weretrying to figure out the winds. Her sendings were rosy bubblesin adow-moving stream, cam and



indecipherable. Then, gpparently satisfied, she stepped off the cliff and, after along, dow fal, unfurled
her wingsto their fullest with a soft shushing and floated to the valley below asif she weighed no more
than afesther.

After aquiet minute, Jakkin said softly, “They’ velanded.”

“Yes” Akki replied. “ And they' re grazing. When they est, their minds go blank and al | get from themiis
akind of quiet chuckling.”

Shelaughed. “1 wonder if we do that, too?’

Jakkin walked away from the cliff edge and sat back down on his haunches. “Maybe dragons can afford
to be mindless, but we haveto think, Akki.”

“About what?’ Sheflipped her braid to the front.
“ About the copters and who may be searching for us and-"

“What makes you so sure they’re looking for us? They could be looking for anyone. They might be
looking for dragons. Or sightseeing.” She shrugged. “It's been months sincewe “died.” "Who esewould
they belooking for?*

“Rebds”

“Therebelsarein the cities, blowing things up. Why would they come out here? There' s nothing to
destroy.” Histone was hitter. “It hasto be us the copter was searching for. The Fedders wouldn’t waste
acopter on anyone small. Sightseeing, hal What can they see a night?

Asfor dragons, if they want to see dragons, they go to the pits.
“Areyou sure?’
“I'msaure!” Jakkin's mind added asolid exclamation point.

Leaning against the rock face, Akki mused, “If they’ relooking for us, it can’t be the Fedders. What
Federation rules did we break?’

“That bomb we weretricked into carrying must have killed alot of Federation starship crewmen &t the
pit,” Jakkin said.

“Jakkin, | know you didike palitics, but even you know that we are a Protectorate world, not amember
of the Fed Congress. Not yet, anyway. That means the Fedders have no rights here. They’ re bound by
our laws. It' s the wardens who enforce those laws. If the Federation doesn't like what' s going on here,
there sonly onething it can do.”

“Embargo!” Jakkin said.
“Exactly-embargo. No Fedder shipsin and no Austarians out.”

Jakkin added grimly, “And no outside bettors for the pits. No imported metals. No contact with the
Federation worldsfor fifty years. If that happens, we won't be popular.”

Akki laughed, but there was nothing happy in the sound. It was brief and hawking, more like acough
than alaugh.



“Wdll, it can't be the rebelslooking for us, canit?’ Jakkin said, as much to order his own thoughts asto
ask for an answer. “They don’t have copters, unless they’ ve stolen one.”

“They'dliketo do that, I'm sure,” Akki put in.
“But stolen copter or not,” Jakkin continued, “why would they belooking for us?’

“I could till identify them,” Akki said. “At least some of them. At least Number One, the leader of my
rebel cdl.”

A picture of the man who called himself Number One exploded with an orange-red ferocity that startled
Jakkin because Akki rardly sent anything that strong. One minute the rebel leader wastherein Jakkin's

mind, his mustache a parenthesis around a dash of mouth, the next he was gone into amillion blood red

piecesdl shaped liketears.

Jakkin stood and shook his head vigoroudly to clear it. “ Akki, that doesn’t make sense. We ve been out
here for months and too many thingswill have changed for the rebels. No one will remember you or
care.”

“It may seem long to us, but Number Oneisthe sort of man who'd pick at his own scab to keep a
wound fresh. And you and | are the only oneswho could identify him asthe real bomber.”

Jakkin looked over at her, hiseyeswide. “ There were other members of Number One' s cell besides
you, AKkki.”

Her answering smilewas grim. “ Do you honestly think they’ re il dive? That wasn't hisway. He thought
wewould diein the pit. If he found out we' d survived that, he' d check until he heard how we *died’ on
the mountainsde. He'd want to be sure.”

Jakkin thought a minute. “ Someone must have come back and found. .. they must have discovered
Heart’sBlood's... they must have seen her...”

Akki came over and put her hand on his shoulder. “ Say it, Jakkin. Say it and be done withit. If you
never say it, it snot real. Say Heart’s Blood' s bones. Someone must have found her bones and not
found ours. Say it.”

“I don’'t haveto say it to know it.”

:Say it S0 you can be done with grieving. And done with the guilt. | He moved away from her touch. “I'm
not grieving. I’ m not feding guilty.” But hismind betrayed him again, for the picturesweredl of red
dragonslying in horrible bloody parts and aboy with abloody knife standing beside her. Knowing the
sending had reached her, Jakkin turned away and spokein alow voice. “1 didn’t cry when my father
died under the claws of afera dragon, though | was just achild when it happened. And | didn’'t cry a
year later when my mother died of overwork and loneliness. | didn’t cry when my friend, your father,
Sarkkhan, was blown up in the Rokk Pit when it should have been me. And | won't cry now.” But his
sending turned gray and was shot through with blue tears, speaking a different truth.

Akki used the same quieting tone she used with the hatchlings. “It' sdl right. It' sdl right to cry, Jakkin.”

He shook hishead. “We don't have timefor tears. We have to think. Someone knowswe rediveandis
looking for us.

“They may know we re dive, but they don’t know everything,” Akki said. “They don’t know how we ve
changed. How we can see and hear with dragons eyes and ears. How we can talk to dragons and each



other with sendings. How we can survive the cold of Darkafter.”
Jakkin nodded dowly.
“And they don’t know that we reliving herel” Akki said triumphantly.

“Hereiswhere we shouldn’'t be. Fewmets, Akki, why didn’t we see that before? It' s been crazy to stay
0 close... snclose...” Hisvoice stuttered off again, though his mind sent a picture of the mountain
landscape broken into shards, the pieces |ooking remarkably like the bones of adragon.

You'reright,” Akki said. ”If they look in Golden’s Cave or the Lookout or here... why, there’'sno way
anyoneis going to believe dragons made those cups.” She gestured toward the cave.

“Or the braided vines,” Jakkin added. “ Or the mattresses.” He looked out over the mountain pass, now
hidden by the darkness. Once he’ d seen it as ajagged, threatening landscape. Over the last monthshe'd
cometo know its beauty. And how it reminded him of adragon’s necklinks, not only handsome but
essential for defense. He and Akki knew these mountains as no one ese did. They were part of theland
scape now. Bt if the rebels found them, their liveswould be forfeit. If the trackers were wardens or
Fedders, and they were caught-well, there were worse things than death. Austar had no physica
punishment excepting transportation. Bresk the laws alittle, and you were fined. Break the lawsalot,
and you were sent offworld, transported to another of the pena planets where life was even harsher than
on the tamed Augtar. I ce planets like Sedna or water planetslike Lir, where the voices of dragons and
the color patterns would be gone forever.

“Jakkin, please don’t do this.” Akki’s hands were pressed to her head. “Pleasetalk to me. All I'm
getting from you are sendings of windstorms and fire, snowstorms and storms at sea. That may be good
enough for the dragons, but | need words aswell.”

“Words? All right, then, how about these words-we ' re leaving. Now. WE |l take jars of berries and bail
but leave everything ese”

“Fine,” Akki said, her voice hushed. “We can find other caves. Better ones.” Her tone was cheery, but
the picture from her mind was of empty, cheerlessrooms.

Suddenly Jakkin wished she had disagreed and put up afight. He wished she’ d come up with an
argument to make them stay. Y et he knew the decision to leave was the right one. Then why did he fed
S0 bad?

“It'sdl right, Jakkin,” Akki said. She put her arams around him.

He broke away angrily. “Lizard waste, Akki. How can | be strong when every little doubt or fear
broadcastsitself to you. | hateit!”

Akki turned away, biting her lip and letting astray apology wind into hismind. He fought the sending for
along, bitter moment, but at last accepted it, twined it with ablue braid, and let the two colors dowly
fade as he walked back into the cave.

chapter 5

USING CARRY -SLINGS fashioned from woven weeds, they packed the jars, carefully separating



them with mattress grass. They corked two jars of boil with pieces of wood Jakkin shaved down to fit.
Then he helped Akki dip the smdler ding over her shoulders. Shein turn helped him take up the heavier
load.

Besdesthefood, they packed Jakkin's knife, the old book of dragon stories Golden had given them,
and a spear Jakkin had made by sharpening a dragon femur he’ d found in one of the lower caves. They
knew they’ d have to browse for other food, but they were both expert scavengers by now. Inthe
mountains berries, mushrooms, and skkagg for boil were common al year around. If they were lucky, in
the higher meadows they might find lizard eggs and even kkrystas, the trand ucent six-legged insects that
livedinlizard nests. A kkrystal dipped in beaten egg and crisped over afirewas ddicious. Insects had no
sendings, or at least none they could hear, and so Jakkin and Akki felt no remorse about eating them.

Akki walked around the cave onelast time, asif memorizing it. There was so little there, yet it had taken
them months to make it seem like home.

“We might never seeit again,” she whispered.

“If we don’t leave soon, we might never see anything again,” Jakkin answered. Quite ddliberately he
shaped a picture of acopter in hismind, ablood red copter winging toward them. There were three men
init, one wearing a Fedder flight cap, one awarden’ s hat, and the other had a mustache over adash of
mouth.

“If we don’t leave soon, | might change my mind,” Akki added.

Jakkin was glad she had said it, and he worked very hard to keep the same thought out of any of hisown
sendings.
Walking into the false dawn, they scarcely felt the bitter cold.

chapter 6

THEY WALKED UP the path for an hour in silence, both intent on masking their minds, the only sounds
the occasiond rettling of aloose pebble rolling down the mountainside or the pick-buzz of flikkawings.
Then the path widened and made a grest turn and they found themsalvesin the Upper Meadows, a
plateau some three kilometers across.

Even in the dark Jakkin knew the place. He did not need to see the gray-green furze cover broken by the
mounds of berry bushesto recognizeit. He knew there was a cliff face on one sde that sat like the crown
of ahat on the plateau’ s brim. The place was engraved forever in hismind. It was herethat Heart's
Blood had died for them. He drew in a deep bresth, and when helet it out again it sounded like asigh.

Akki reached over and touched his hand.

“I finally found a path, you know,” she said. “It’ sthrough one of the caves. Well, not exactly acave, but
morelikeatunnd.”

Hedidn't answer, but they both had the same awful thought legping in lightning strokes from mind to
mind: If they had found the tunndl those many months ago, Heart’ s Blood need not have died.

“Close your eyes, Jakkin, and I'll lead you past.”



He knew she meant past the remains, the bones, al that was|eft of his beautiful red dragon. Obediently
he closed his eyes and held out his hand. At her touch his ntind replayed the find scene when Heart’s
Blood, smoke streaming from her nose dits, had risen in ahindfoot stand. Front legsraking the air, she
had taken three shotsfired a them from the near dark. One had struck the rocks right above her uplifted
head. One had shattered the cliff beside Akki. And the third had raised a bloody flower on Heart's
Blood' sthroat. He recalled how shefdll, dowly, endlessly, forever.

AKkki pulled him by the hand, whispering encouragements while he concentrated on not crying. When she
stopped suddenly he dmost fell over her.

“Bend your head,” she said, “and walk forward.”

Shuffling dong, he felt the cool dampness of atunne surround him, like adash at the end of along
sentence. He opened hiseyes.

“Thebonesare outside,” Akki said quietly. “But that’ sdl they are-just bones. Not ghosts or demons
Or-”

“They’re Heart’ s Blood' sbones,” Jakkin said. “ And we both know it.”

She nodded. There was nothing more she could say.

chapter 7

THE TUNNEL WAS short and opened onto a steep pathway where strange half-shadows played on
the path under a sky lightening into gray dawn. For savera more hours they climbed, winding upward

without speaking.

Jakkin could fed Akki’slonging for the cavesthey’ d Ieft, caves that were now only minor pocksin the
landscape. That longing crossed his mind as an endless gray sending, but he didn’t let her know how
much she had let her feeling leak out, for it began to occur to him that one way to become private wasto
respect another’ s privacy. Instead he hummed monotonoudly to disguise hisreaction.

When they reached a sharp switchback they both rested for amoment, drawing in deep breaths that
dowly synchronized. Akki leaned against the rock wall and made no move to go on, but Jakkin stepped
around the turn, doggedly determined to continue.

Around the bend he saw that the way flattened and then widened into an unexpected barren arena, as
large asaminor dragon pit, the carved-out bowl of amountaintop.

“Akki, come seethid” hecdled.
She rounded the bend and was as surprised as he.
“I’ve never madeit thisfar before or seen anything likethis” she said.

Jakkin scouted the base of the eastern dope and Akki the western. Since they’ d come up over the
southern rim, they had to find some dternate descent or else just go back the way they had come. But
the best they found was a small handscrabble and rock-strewn trail running up the northwestern side.

“Maybeit widenslater on,” Jakkin said cautioudy.



AKkki shrugged, her mind acareful blank.

The path did widen after about a hundred steps up the dope but only dightly. What was worse was that
a every turning there seemed to have been arock dide. Great plugs of granite blocked the narrow,
twisting trail and at each one they had to scramble hand over hand over the rocks. Jakkin went first, after
giving his pack to Akki. Once on top, he leaned down and took both packs from her, hauling them to the
top, then diding them down the far side. Then he extended a hand down to Akki and helped her up. It
was dow, exhausting, sweaty work, and they didn’t make good time.

Sitting atop the third pile of rocks, Akki took a deep breath. “How many more of these do you think?’
Jakkin shook his head, too winded to talk.

A moment later Akki managed another sentence. “ Couldn’'t we cdl the hatchlingsin? After al, Sssargon
sayshe' sour eyes. Let them tell uswhat’s ahead.”

“Good ideg,” Jakkin said. “Why didn’'t wethink of that earlier?”

He shaped a careful sending of red and gold flags flapping in the wind, wound about with his signature
color of green. Hekept it quiet at first so as not to hurt Akki’s head and after awhile felt her blue braid
winding around the green. They broadcast the sending as loudly asthey dared until Akki’spart of it
began to waver and she put her hand to her head. Still there was no answer.

“They must be milesaway,” Akki whispered, rubbing her temples.

, “Or just not answering,” Jakkin added.

“Likebabies”

He nodded. “Big babies.”

They both laughed and the ache in their heads bled away.

“Wouldn't it make life smpler if we could ride adragon?’ Jakkin said at last.
“That'simpossble”

“I knew you' d say that. But wouldn't it be nice if we could.”

“Y ou know that any extraweight on adragon’s back presses againg the flight muscles and-"
“Anatomy lessons?’ he asked innocently, referring to her medicd studiesin the Rokk.

“Oh, you worm pile, you're just egging meon.” Shetried to look grim but started to giggle and, asif to
tease him back, formed very graphic sendings of the kinds of wounds dragon scalesinflict on theinner
thighs of any humans foolish enough to st on them. When she saw Jakkin flinch Akki grinned broadly.
“Now there' sared anatomy lesson,” she said. “ All the muscleslaid bare. | had to stitch up anumber of
drunken bonders who tried to Sit astride walking dragons.”

Quite deliberately, Jakkin stuck histongue out at her and was surprised-and embarrassed-at how much
better it made him fed.

“So, we' reeven now,” Akki said. “And | could use something to drink.” She did down the rocksto the
ding packs below and took out ajar of boil. Taking a deep draft, she passed the jar up to Jakkin. He
made aface, more for her amusement than for real, and drank his share. Even boil tasted good after



hours of dimbing.

“What would happen, do you suppose,” Akki mused, “if wetried to clear apath instead of climbing over
each and every rock?’

“It'd take forever,” Jakkin said, wiping his hand across his mouth. “ And time isimportant. It' [l be day
soon, and the copter will probably be back.”

Akki nodded. “We d probably start an avalanche anyway.”
“And aert every wild dragon around,” Jakkin added.

“Bury villages, too,” Akki said, smiling, her ironic tone clear in the words. At the same time her sending
was of anidyllic picture of apeaceful village.

Without meaning to, Jakkin sent back a scene of the same village with a series of smal blue-gray people,
shadows of shadowsin an endlessline, standing in front of the houses.

Akki touched hisarm. “ Areyou lonely?’ she asked.

Immediately afall of rocks buried the shadow people and their village. “I have you, Akki,” Jakkin said.
“And the hatchlings when they bother to answer. How can | belongly?’

Akki corked the jar and banged her fist on the cork. “ That’swhat | asked,” she said. “And you
answered me with another question.”

chapter 8

THEY WALKED ON until the path made a particularly bad turning, with only afoot’ swidth between
the cliffsde and astegp drop. Their dings overbaanced them precarioudly.

Akki, who wasin front, clung to the cliff and moved onefoot at atime, then disappeared around the
bend. Jakkin heard her cry out, “Look! Oh, Jakkin, look!”

He couldn’t move quickly, and his heart was pounding madly by the time he’ d come around the same
precarious bend. Then he saw what had so astonished her. After the turn the path was nothing but
jumbled rockfal for afew feet and then, below that, an unexpected meadow covered with deep purple
gorse and dotted with bright green trees.

Akki did down the rockfall, but Jakkin, conscious of the jars of bail in his pack, picked hisway carefully.
“One, two... three. Look, Jakkin, there are seven spikkas.”

Thetrees, with their crowns of spiked leaves, were unmistakable, though they were shorter and spindlier
than valey spikkas. They al leaned toward the eastern dope a acomical angle.

Jakkin counted quickly. “Y ou' re right-seven-and over there afew smaller ones sprouting.” He pointed to
the far edge of the meadow where the gorse ended suddenly in a sharp, spectacular drop. “How could
gpikkas grow so high up? And look how they lean.”

“They lean because of the prevailing winds,” Akki said. “And they’ re up here because dragonsfly.”



Jakkin snorted. “Of course dragonsfly.”

“When they fly the seeds of the trees often stick to their underbellies or go through them undigested and
out in the fewmets, and if they land here and-"

“No lessons,” Jakkin said. He smiled. 1t wasn't that kind of question.”
Smiling back, she nodded. “No lessons.”

“It' smorning and getting warm. We should rest here, under the trees. They may lean, but their crowns
arefull enough to hide us from copters overhead. We can look for food later on.” He wasn't afraid to
admit his exhaugtion, and besides-he reminded himself-Akki had probably aready read it in histhoughts.

Running over to the closest spikka, Akki dropped her ding pack and began to dance around the tree.
Then she stopped, looked up at the leaves asif counting them, and shook her head. “Not this one. We,
my friend, are going to deep under the prettiest one in the copse.”

“Some copse,” Jakkin said. “ Seven spindly trees widely spaced is not a copse.”
“Who says?’

13 w.”

“Whereisit written?’

“Here!l” He pointed to hishead and sent her avery vivid picture of abook with wordsilluminated in fiery
colors. 7 TREESNOT A COPSE.

Laughing, Akki picked up her pack and walked over to what was, without a doubt, the tallest and
handsomest tree of the seven. She dropped her pack and flopped down under it, signaling Jakkin with
her hand.

Hewalked toward her humming an old nursery melody.

Akki took up the melody and added words.

Night is coming, Seethe moons,

Softly thrumming Dragon tunes.

Sky aboveisFilled with laughter, Dragons care not For Dark-After.

Dawn... “We come, we come, we come.” The sending was clear.

And then, from farther away, amost an echo, came the sendings of the two largest hatchlings.
“ Sssargon feeds now. Sssargon comes soon.”

And then Sssasha slanguid message. “1 ridethewinds. | come after. | | Turning on her Side, Akki
mumbled something.

“M%et?" Hisvoice was awhisper.
Out loud, inimitation of Sssargon’ s sendings, Akki announced in adeep voice, “ Akki deeps.”
Jakkin laughed and curled up by her side. “We |l both deep now and et at dusk. Then we' Il find away



down from here when the moons begin to rise. It will be much safer that way.”

Akki’sonly answer was alight, bubbly snore. Jakkin was still trying to figure out whether it wasfake or
real when he dipped into deep himself.

chapter 9

IN THE MIDDLE of adream in which he and agreat red dragon were lazing by the Side of a stream,
Jakkin stiffed uneasily. A dark cloud entered the dream, raining drops of fire onto the sand. He woke to
an overpowering stench, alandscape in his head as barbed and as angry as any he had ever fdlt, and a
steady babble of dragon voices churning acrossthe picture.

“Sssargon kill. Sssargon save.
“Hep. Help. Help.”
“Do not move. Do not thrash, Help comes.

Jakkin leaped up and looked around, deep till [apping at the edges of hissight. Akki, sitting on the
ground, was as puzzled.

Theninfront of thefirgt of the risng moonsthey saw their hatchlingsflying, four of them, inatight circle.
They were backwinging, tailslinked, holding up thefifth, whose wing drooped strangdly. Around that
circlewas another circle of fliers, an attack force of silent winged shadows with long snaky necksand
blunted heeds.

“Drakk,” breathed Jakkin.
“Upthishigh?” Akki’svoice was strained. “I thought they ranged the lowlands.”

“They roost intrees. In spikkas...” He looked up the trunk of the tree warily but could see only the
jagged teeth of the leaves. His hand went quickly to the knife on the braided belt. Then he shook his
head. “Usdless,” he muttered. “Useless againgt one drakk, and look-there’ sawhole pod of them.”

“Hush. Ligen.”

Jakkin tuned in on thering of dragons. Beyond their babbling he could fed the heavy dark thoughts of the
drakk. Unlike smdler liz ards, whose minds were uniformly pale pink or gray, the drakk’ s sendings were
sharp: blue-black, barbed, eterndly hungry. They fed on the fear of awounded dragon long before they
stripped the meat from its flesh. The pipings of adragon hatchling roused them to afrenzy. And one of
thetriplets was piping itsfear.

Akki whispered, “1 thought drakk hunted alone.”
“Sodidl,” Jakkin said. “But these are mountain drakk.”
“That awful drakk smell,” Akki added.

The smell. Jakkin turned. That smell meant that somewhere nearby was awounded or dead drakk. He
looked below the ring of dragons and, by the edge of the meadow, saw a dark shape he had not noticed
before, broken upon the stones.



“There” he said, pointing. “ The dragons have dready gotten one.”
Akki nodded. “How can we help them? Aslong asthey’re up in the air, what can we do?’

“Lend meyour mind. Think as| think. They have abit of training. Maybe enough. Fewmets, | wish I'd
taken more time with them. But Sssashaiis pretty big and ligenswell. And Sssargon is nearly full grown.”
He reached out and Akki put her hand in his, for touching seemed to strengthen a sending.

Concentrating, Jakkin sent amessage to the dragons. “ At my signd, breathe outfire.” He knew that, large
asthey were, they were gill young, and he' d had no supply of bumwort to help stoke the flames. Of the
five only Sssashaand Sssargon could even trickle smoke yet. But he also knew that fear and anger
sometimestriggered afiery display. Perhaps aflame or two would be enough of a surprise to move the
ring of drakk back.

“Wishesfill no bags,” Akki reminded him. Then she squeezed his hand asif in gpology.

The bit of nursery wisdom focused him. He nodded. “At my signal, ” he reminded the dragons. “ Bregthe
fire and then at the next, drop down to me. All a once.”

He repeated the ingtructions twice. Hefelt sure that the drakk, with their wordless, dark minds, couldn’t
understand the plan.

Above them, dipping and rising againg the first pale moon, the two circles continued their deadly dance.
Thrugt, retreat, thrust, retreat. Below them, at the ridge, the second moon’ s aurawas just beginning to
show. Thedrakk ring tightened like anoose. Guided by the dragon smell and the congtant piping of the
wounded Tri, the nearsighted monsters closed in.

“When | count to three,” Jakkin said to Akki, “think about the hottest flames you can. It will help them
concentrate, and flame is something they know ingtinctively. The moment the drakk move back,
think-drop!” He handed Akki his knife and picked up the femur spear, which he' d left lying against the
spikka

Akki held the knife before her and bit her lip.
“One...” Jakkin whispered doud.

AKkki nodded.

“Two...” He could fed her tenson.

“Three. Firel” Jakkin roared doud and Akki screamed with him. They sent picture after picture of
blazing firebombs and roaring flames, shouting and waving their arms about as an added distraction.

In response, Sssargon trickled some smoke from his nose, enough to make the sky around them hazy.
But it was Sssasha, placid Sssasha, who suddenly flared out with atongue of flame aslong asamature
fighter's. It licked at the face of the nearest drakk, which banked out of the circle, hissing wildly, and
crashed onto the rocks below.

Sssargon tried again. His smoke forced the nearest drakk to blink its near-dead white eyes and back
away. Sssasha managed another fire flash. It raked the Sde of adrakk that had not been pushed back by
the smoke. The drakk turned and the circle was broken.

“Now drop!” Akki and Jakkin screamed, their minds linking as one.



Thering of dragons plummeted to the ground, frantically backwinging at the last moment so asnot to
crash and further injure the wounded Tri.

No sooner had they dropped than Jakkin instructed them, “Form aring on the ground Now-hindfoot
rise” He sent the kind of controlled messages he' d used when guiding afighting dragon in the pit. Only
thiswas not for gold, but for life, so there was an added edge of fright in his sending.

Sssargon understood at once and Sssashawas not far behind. Even little Tri-ssskkette, the wounded
one, tried to stand, front claws raised and waiting.

For amoment Jakkin closed his eyes, remembering Heart’ s Blood. He fdlt tears beginning in the corners
of hiseyes. Blinking them back, he forced himsdlf to look, but his grip on the spear tightened.

The lead drakk and the flame-racked second dived.

Jakkin flashed out with the sharpened spear, catching the front drakk in the head above the eye. He did
not pierceits hide, but he jarred it enough to disrupt its perfect dive and Sssasha ripped its neck open
with her claws. Then she grabbed the drakk in her mouth and flung it with such force, it tumbled to the
edge of the dliff.

The second drakk banked sharply and winged away.

Thefalen drakk lay onitsside, still except for the pulsing sensor organs on the underside of itswings. Its
malevolent, blind snake eyes shuttered and unshuttered rapidly. Viscous blood oozed from its neck.

Akki ran over to the dliff’ s edge and picked up an enormous rock. Holding it over her head, she walked
purposefully to the drakk, ready to drop the stone on the dying beast. She bent over it and Jakkin ran up
behind her and yanked her back.

At that moment the drakk’ s hind claws razored through the air just where Akki’ slegs had been seconds
before.

“It' snot dead!” shecried out in horror.

“It'sdead,” Jakkin said. “ Or near enough. But even dead it' [l make afina fatal pass, akind of reflex,
because of those sensors.”

He pointed to the fleshy sensors. They were il pulsing. “Didn’'t you study that in your anatomy
lessons?’ he asked.

“I never sudied drakk,” she said softly.

“Someone at the nursery told me he knew aman whose leg was nearly severed in two by avery dead
drakk.”

Akki shivered and let therock fall. Hot, foul-smelling drakk blood oozed onto the gorse.
“Last time,” mused Jakkin, “the smell of that blood made me sick.”

“Last timeyou weren't part dragon,” Akki said, but her voice was strange, and Jakkin suddenly redlized
it was because she was holding her nose.

Sssargon walked stiff-legged over to the dead drakk and, using only thetip of histail, poked and
prodded it gingerly, waiting for aresponse. When there was none he pushed the drakk dowly-from the
backside only-through the ground cover and over the edge of the cliff. When it landed, after along fdll,



Sssasha sent a chuckling thought into Jakkin's head.

“Splat!!!” Then sheturned her attention to helping Tri-ssskkette, dowly licking the torn wing. When the
wound was clean she swiveled her great head toward Akki. “Fix?’

Akki smiled weakly and went back to the spikka. Her ding pack lay under thetree. In one of the jars
were the remains of her medkit. She whispered to Jakkin, “T hope the needles | have are strong enough
for dragon skin.” Threading the needle, she went to work. Her small, careful stitches patchworked the
flesh and scale feathers that had been torn. “See,” she said to Jakkin, “luckily the bande dominus, the big
wing bone here, is untouched. Otherwise she would have beeninred trouble.

Jakkin nodded, muttering under his breath, “Bande dominus.
After afew minutes, except for the strange nobbiness of the thread, the wing looked as good as new.

“No more deeping under trees,” said Jakkin. “ There are fill anumber of drakk there. And since they
usudly fly in astraight trgectory” -he hesitated-“they probably nest right here in the meadow. In thetop
of one of these spikkas.”

Sssargon’ s anger suddenly forced itsway through to them in red hot splashes. “ Sssargon fight. Sssargon
flames” And to everyone s amazement he shot aspearhead of flame out half a meter.

“Sssargon haslousy timing,” said Akki, but she reached out and scratched him under the chin.

“Thou brave worm,” Jakkin said, unconscioudy faling into the devated formal language that pit trainers
used with their dragons.

Sssargon preened under their attention, oblivious of the ironic undertones. He even sent awilder thought
to them: “Sssargon kill. Kill aa Sssargon flames once more.”

“Worm,” warned Jakkin, “we can’t be running off to fight now.”

“Yes, brave Sssargon,” said Akki, holding up the medkit. “We havelittle thread left for sewing up thy
mighty wings”

“And only one small knife and one smdl spear and...”

Sssargon’ sfiery reply shot through them. He did not understand, nor did he want to understand, human
reasoning. He wanted blood and earth and air and fire. When Akki tried to send a soothing gray cloud to
cover hisburning landscape, he shook it off, pumped hiswings, and legped into the air. They could fed
the backwind as he flipped to the eft and flew out over the valey, his defiance screaming into their minds.

“Lizard waste,” shouted Jakkin after him. Turning to Akki, he said, “I’ ve never had adragon act like
this”

“You're used to nursery dragons, trained and pampered. These hatchlingsarewild.”
“Wdll, they weren't born wild,” Jakkin said.

“Histemper will bum off up therein the sky. He' sabit put out, | think, that Sssashawasthe great hero
of the fight when he thought he should be,” she said, putting the medkit back in her pack. “ Reminds me of
aboy | onceknew.” She smiled.

“Not funny,” said Jakkin, but he couldn’t keep from smiling back at her. “However, that’ sadragon long
overdue for some hard training.”



“Y ou're not exactly the picture of atrainer now.”

Helooked down at his shorts, the dirty remnants of hiswhite trainer’ s suit. They were patched and
repatched, the earlier, crisper dams done by Akki, the later ones, his own coarse handiwork. “Well,” he
admitted, “1 guess| don't look like one. But | till know training. And acertain amount of disciplineis
necessary, astoday proves. If we' redl to survive, we have to find ways of working together.”

Akki was slent and her thoughts blank.

“Fewmets, Akki, wasn't that the first lesson we teamed in the nursery? 1sn't that what our grandfathers
teamed when they were dumped on Austar?’

AKki’svoicewas very quiet. “I thought you said thefirst and best lesson wasIfill my bag mysdlf.” She
touched his chest where the leather bag used to hang, the bag that signded to dl the world that hewasa
bonder, the bag he! d filled with gold enough to buy hisfreedom.

“We aren’'t wearing bond bags anymore.”
“No, and we haven't for sometime, Jakkin.”

“Then why arewe arguing?’ Jakkin asked. “We don't have time for arguments. We ve got to get away
from this meadow. Now.”

“Now, now, now. All of asudden everything is now with you. And besides, we aren’t arguing, Jakkin.
WEe re discussing things, like sophisticated folk do.”

“Likecity folk?" asked Jakkin. “Isthat what you learned the year you lived in the Rokk with the rebel s?”

“I learned to talk about things that matter with Golden and with Dr. Henkky,” Akki said. 1 teamed to
talk out my fedlings before they got so big. .. oh, never mind, Jakkin. How can you understand?

Y ou' d rather send to dragons.”

“Akki, that' s not true.” But she had turned away. He picked up his ding and stood there, his mouth
empty of words but his mind swirling and confused, and Akki, he was sure, heard it all.

chapter 10

WITHOUT SPEAKING TO each other, they walked the rim of the gorse meadow looking for anew
path down the mountain. Their feet kicked up insectsthat chittered and flew away. Keeping pace with
them were the four hatchlings, who trampled the purple ground cover with their massive feet.

Sssasha kept checking the skies, though it wasn't clear whether she waslooking for more drakk or trying
to find the sulking Sssargon. Unlike humans, dragons sent only what they wanted to send unlessthey
wereinthemiddle of afight.

Tri-ssskkette' s sendings kept breaking into jagged little markers of pain and, with the other two echoing
her every mental whimper, it made concentration difficult for them al. Jakkin tried sending caming
thoughtsto the triplet, but nothing seemed to work until Akki began alight show of raucous, bumpy
colorsthat finally took the hatchlings mind off her wounds.



Jakkin turned to Akki and drew in adeep breath. “Thanks,” he whispered at last.

Akki shrugged. “ Some patients need alot of sympathy and some need alot of distracting.” She stopped
for amoment, seemed to calculate, then added, “Dr. Henkky taught me that.”

“She'sasmart lady,” Jakkin said. It seemed to make peace between them and Jakkin smiled with relief
They continued to walk the meadow edge, but it was like looking over the rim of abowl.

“| don't see any paths but the one we came up,” Akki said asthey circled a second time. She rubbed the
sde of her head. Thelight show was beginning to wear her down.

“Wall, we can't go back that way,” Jakkin said. “Not after al this.”
“Without apath, we can’'t go anywhere else.”

“What do you want usto do?’ Jakkin asked. “ Sit here and wait for the drakk to return? Or the copter?’
Hisvoice was over-loud.

“Jakkin, I'm not the enemy,” Akki said. “Don’'t ydl a me.”

He was about to apologize, feding stupid about losing his temper, when Sssasha sent a picture of acave
into his head. The cave had along, winding thread of light running end to end.

Jakkin shook his head to clear it, but Sssashd s calling came again, steady, insstent. “1n?” Jakkin asked.
“Y ou want usto find acave and go in? That’ s no redl solution. Fine for anight, maybe. Drakk don’t go
in caves. And copterswon'’t find usthere. But it won't last forever. We need away down this mountain.”

“Maybe she means acave likethetunnd,” Akki brokein.
“Maybe,” Jakkin said. “But | haven’t seen any caves, have you?’
Akki shook her head. The rock face had been solid.

Turning in addiberate, lumbering manner, Sssasha headed toward the rock face beyond them. On a
hunch, Jakkin ran after her, and then, with aburst of speed, reached thewall of rock first. The cliff was
veined with adark materia and rose straight up, without handholds. At the bottom, whereit met the
meadow, instead of the ever-present gorse there was athicket of prickly caught-ums. With his spear
Jakkin gingerly parted strand after strand of the tangle. It seemed a hopeless task.

Sssashamoved dightly to theright and stared at the rock.
“Here,” said Akki, catching up to them. “Try here, where she' slooking.”

Jakkin picked at the caught-ums with the spear and on thefifth try he spotted alow, dark hole. Akki
carefully held gpart the nearer vines, holding her fingers above and bel ow the caught-urnthorns while
Jakkin used the spear to pull apart the rest of the thicket.

“How could she know it was there?’ Akki asked.

“Maybe she saw it when she was flying? From above?’ His answers seemed more like questions. “Or
maybe dragons can, you know, sense caves?’

“Do you mean thisone?’ asked Akki, sending the thought s multaneoudy to Sssasha.

Sssasha s answer was another picture, thistime of a close, pulsing darkness that reminded both Jakkin



and Akki of the egg chamber where they had been sheltered and changed.

Jakkin looked again at the wall and the low opening, then turned to the dragon. But Sssasha, sensing
some kind of sgna that the humans could not read, was dready pumping her wingsin preparation for
flight. The three smdler hatchlings fanned the air inimitation. Even Tri-ssskkette, her wounded wing
suttering in the small eddies, managed to rise up and hover for amoment over the bushes. Thewind from
thefour pair of wings caused the caught-umsto sway, asif great waves were passing through. Then the
hatchlings rose higher, banked in formation, and, led by Sssasha, disappeared over the top of the cliff.

“Stop!” Akki shouted. “ Come back.”

But the dragons were too far off to hear, and they ignored her sendings, even when Jakkin joined her.
Soon they were out of sight.

Dropping to acrouch before the thicket, Akki said, “That' sthefirst time they’ ve al disobeyed.” Then
she added softly, “I sure hope those stitches hold.” Hand up over her eyes, she continued to Stare a the
spot in the sky where the dragons had disappeared.

Jakkin examined the cave entrance. “I guessthat’ sour only choice,” he said, pointing.
AKKi turned back and nodded.

They rounded up their packs, making sure nothing but the trampled gorse gave evidence of their Stay
there. Then, carefully, so as not to scratch their hands, they pulled gpart enough of the intertwining
branches of the caught-ums, hooking them on to periphera strands until they had aclear if narrow path
leading into the cave.

When they reached the rock Jakkin turned and, using his spear, unlocked the knot behind them. The
brambles sprang back, once again obscuring the cave.

“No one could possibly know we'rein here,” Jakkin said, hismind sending its own version of agate
dammed shut.

chapter 11

THEY WERE COLD the moment they entered the cave. It was asif the cave were fed by some great
belly of wind from below. And there was a strange hollow echo in it that gave them back bregth for
breath. Jakkin pulled his gray-white shirt out of the ding and put it on.

“I don't likeit,” Akki said, shivering. Parts of her voice, terribly distorted, came back to them from the
black walls: I... ikeit... ikeit... iket. “1t'snot-not welcoming, like our other caves. There's something
ugly here. | don't know what itis, but | fed it.”

Although Jakkin didn’t answer, hisown mistrust linked with hers.

They reached out and grabbed hands, asif touch aone could warm them, and together began to inch
forward into the cave. It was dark insgde, and though their gift of dragon sight usualy meant they could
see colorsin the dark, the cave was void of any light. It was a darkness that matched the cold.

Rounding abend, they found themsalvesin a secondary cave with a celling high enough so they could
gtand upright. Ahead was afaint gleaming that cast agrayish light on the shadowy walls. Ingtinctively they



went toward the light, their fingers twined together.
The glow seemed to come from a pile of sticks stacked up so high, the top reached the cave celling.

AKkki reached out with her free hand and touched one of the protruding sticks cautioudy. “It'scold,” she
said. “And porous.”

Jakkin put his hand on another stick. “That’sbone,” he said.

Akki looked more closely, horrified. “ Y ou'reright,” she said. She touched a different bone. “ Oh, my
God,” shesaid. “ Jakkin, look!

Femur, fibula, humerus, another femur, tibia, and these little ones. They’ re caudd vertebrae.” She went
up and down the stack, touching the bones and naming them, until she added unnecessarily, ” Dragon
bones.” The echo in the cave mocked her horror, whispering in return: ones... ones... ones.

Despite the cold, Jakkin felt afinefilm of sweat on his palms as Akki counted out the bones. It took a
moment more for him to get out the question that seemed to be echoing insde him. “What...” he began,
his voice cracking, “what can be big enough to eat this many dragons?’ He hesitated, then mused aoud,
“Not drakk.”

“What would be big enough to strip the bones-and then neat enough to stack them?” Akki added.
“Stack them in an intricate, interlocking pattern?”

“We'releaving,” Jakkin said. “Now.”
The echo added its own mocking note.

They backed out of the dark, high chamber and reentered the lower room. The cave mouth, even
shuttered with the caught-ums, suddenly seemed to blaze with light, and they started toward the opening.

A grange chuffing sound leaked through the thorny thicket and into the cave. Jakkin crouched by the
cave mouth and listened. Something whirred around the clearing and settled in.

“Copter!” he sent to Akki, not daring to speak aloud or stir up the cave' s echoes again, even though with
the noise the copter was making, he knew he' d never be heard. Carefully he checked that the
caught-ums were securely laced over the opening. Asfar as he could tell, they showed no evidence of
entry.

“We have disappeared,” Akki sent back, forming apicture of abarred door. Jakkin recognized it asthe
sending he had envisioned earlier when they had first come into the cave. But there was a strange darker
color in Akki’ s sending that might have been either grim satisfaction-or fear.

They edged backward till they came again to the bend. Fearfully they rounded it and huddled together
againg thewall in the chamber of bones. Akki’ s hand found Jakkin’ s and he was relieved that her hand
wasasmoist ashisown.

Two or three shouting voices reached them, any meaning lost through the filter of brush and stone. The
cave echoed their own heavy breathing until it ssemed asif the dark itsdf wasfilled with fearful
respirations.

“Did we leave anything out there, anything they might recognize as ours?’ Jakkin whispered into Akki’s
€.



Shewas along time answering. At last aquiet sending reached into hismind. It was of alandscape that,
except for afew sketchy trees, was barren.

Jakkin wondered suddenly if the dead drakk puzzled the searchers. They could hardly missit. The smdll
aonewould warn them. He was glad he' d stopped Akki from begting in the drakk’ s head with arock.
Surely the searchers-whether they were rebels, wardens, or Fedders-would redlize that the drakk had
been killed by dragons. And Sssasha' s heavy tread on the gorse should have wiped out any sign of their
gmdler fest.

One last shout came to them, then the whir of the copter.

A weak sending suddenly came through, apicture of a copter with the copse and mountain
foreshortened. The copter in the sending rose up from the gorse and headed in asoutherly direction.

“ Gone, " came Sssasha' s sending, ending with aquiet, bubbling “Good! ™ * * Yes, good,” Jakkin said
aloud, and sighed deeply. The sudden echo startled him: ood... ood... ood. It seemed to go on and on,
findly dying off with ahissng, echoed sgh. He crept forward to the cave mouth and turned his head to
see Akki inthe darkness. ”Come on,” he said. ”We can get out of here now.”

“Wait,” Akki said. “I hear something else. Not the copter. Not our own echoes. Something else.”

When thetickling echo of her words had died away, Jakkin histened, too, straining into the colorless
cold. Hedidn't know what to expect, perhaps the sound of lizards scrabbling on overhead ledges,
perhaps the breath of dragons, perhaps whatever large predator had eaten the dragons and stacked their
bones on the floor. What he heard instead was a sending, teasing and gray, asindstent asatrainer’s
commeand.

“Come. Come. COME. COME.”
There was something € se benesth the sending and around it, awilder note, like singing.

Without willing it, he crawled back into the cave of bones, then stood and reached for Akki’ s hand once
more. They walked around the pile of bones. Behind it wasatunnd.

“COME. COME. COME. COME.”
The singing was higher now, likethe piping of aflute.

Will-less, asif inagpell out of Golden’ sbook of dragon lore, they plunged hand in hand into the tunndl,
which closed around them, anarrow, stifling, winding tube.

chapter 12

AFTER THE HRST few turnsthey had to drop hands, needing both to fed aong the sides of the tunndl.
Though the sides were cold, damp, even dippery to the touch, it was the grayness that amazed Jakkin the
mogt. Outside, when the moons set and Dark-After was complete, there was dways enough light to
make colors. In the bone room the bones had lent astrange glow to the cave, and then the
phosphorescent fungi on the walls of the tunnel had alowed them some further shades. But this part of
the cave seemed just an endless gray shadow land that was more depressing and frightening than black
night before the change had ever been.



Jakkin could not help himself, and hisfedlings broadcast to Akki. But when her own fear pulsed back at
him, hefdt only rdlief, asif her fear excused his. Herelaxed into ayawn.

“I'mdeepy,” Akki said just ashe yawned. Her mind babbled at him, suddenly childlike, sending quiet
little pictures of gray water and gray waves. “I think I'm going to sit down.” It reminded Jakkin of one of
Sssargon’ s pronouncements.

That seemed right-gitting down. They’ d been walking hours, with little deep. Jakkin struggled againgt
another yawn, and when Akki sagged against him, he put his arms around her and let his own knees bend
dowly.

Just then the strange faraway sending began again, steedy and insistent, like an dien heartbeat.

“COME. COME.” Then apause and arepesat. “COME. COME. Entwining it, like adark vine around a
bright pillar of light, was another voice that sang to them awordless, soothing song.

“Forward,” Jakkin mumbled. “We ve got to go forward.” He yanked Akki up with him, wondering only
dightly why his voice sounded aregigter higher, childlike.

They plodded ahead, and when the tunndl’ sair got close Akki dropped her pack. Jakkin bent to retrieve
it, dragged it after him for afew steps, and then let it fall.

“COME. COME.”

Thetunnd flared open again and little flecks of light, likethe wild fire of afighting dragon’s eye, seemed
towink at them from thewalls.

“COME. COME.”

Akki shivered and Jakkin put hisarm around her. He could fedl the sweet through her shirt. She
stumbled, went down on one knee, out of the protection of hisarm, and gave asharp cry. When she
stood up she held something whitein her hand.

“Our neat bone stacker is getting doppy,” Jakkin said, running afinger over the top of the bone. It wasa
bande dominus, the large knobby bone from adragon’ swing.

It provoked no laugh from Akki, who began to shiver again.

Jakkin' sfoot kicked something that clattered away in the darkness. He got to hiskneesto try to find it by
its gleam, but there were no telltale white patches anywhere on the tunnel floor and he guessed it had
faleninto aditch or ricocheted around a bend. He lifted his head suddenly and realized that the Singing
and the command had stopped. It felt asif aheadache that had long and mysterioudy plagued him had
disappeared. He shook his head.

“Thisiscrazy,” he said aoud, hisvoice back to its normd pitch. “What are we doing here? We haveto
find our way back and mark our passage or we' |l belost in here forever.”

AKkki grunted her agreement.

They turned, heading back the way they had come. With his head clear of the mental message, Jakkin
found he could see abit more. The gray was not complete, lit asit was by flickering jewdsin thewall.
He reached out to touch one, and when his hand came closeto it, it winked out asif it were an eye, but
where the eye had been was only apinpoint of icy air.



He caught his breath and stumbled on, not mentioning this discovery to Akki, snce he wasn't surewhat it
meant. Perhaps the mountain was only ashell and these tunnels were close to the outside. Perhapsthere
was some more sinister meaning. But she was dready frightened enough, so he camed histraitor
thoughts and instead sent her astrengthening picture.

They walked along silently for sometime, following the twistings of the tunndl. At last Akki spoke, though
Jakkin had aready guessed what she wanted to say, her absolute fear having snaked into hismind
moments before.

“We'relogt, Jakkin. | know it.”
“How can you be sure?’

“We haven't sumbled over my pack, have we? We should have come on it long ago. And the path
seemsto be going down instead of up. If we werein the right tunnel, we would have found the cave

opening by now.”
He made more soothing sounds, but he knew she wasright. He d figured it out himself scant moments
before, and his mind sent out a confirmation before he could stop it.

Akki sat down on the cold stone and, after amoment of hesitation, Jakkin did the same. For along time
they were silent, their bridged minds sending landscapes of gray despair back and forth, pictures
compounded of nervousness and the steady drip-dripping of eroding confidence.

Jakkin forced himsdlf to reach over and pat Akki’ s shoulder. That touch comforted them both. She
moved over and snuggled againgt him.

And then they heard asound, aquick scuttering, asif hundreds of tiny feet were coming toward them.
“Thebones,” Akki whispered. “ The monsters of the bone pile.”

Into Jakkin's head exploded the picture of that pile magnified by Akki’sfear into amountain of dripping
blood, red blood, the first color he had been able to conjurein along while.

The sound got closer.

They scrambled up, determined to face whatever it was on their feet, and they pressed their backs
againg thewall asif they could disappear into the resisting stone. Akki was holding her breath on and off.
Eachtime she had to let it out to take another breath there was atiny explosion of sound that echoed
mockingly from the walls. Jakkin tried to dow his own breathing but it ssemed to roar out instead,
bouncing off the stone. He could fed his heart pounding, too, and that noise was so loud he wondered
that there was no answering echo.

And still the dithering, skuttering sound came closer, asif the monster bone-stackers had rounded yet
another bend in the tunnel. Jakkin grabbed Akki’ s shoulder and she let out ahigh yip.

“I' know that sound,” he said. “The echoes confused me at firgt, but | recognizeit now.”
“What... is... it?" Akki asked.

“Inthe nursery,” Jakkin said breathlesdy. “When we unstalled the dragons and led them through the halls,
the hensin heat dragged their tail s behind them on the ground and made that shushing sound. That was
when we first knew they were ready to mate.”



“Of course,” Akki said, “the scent glands dragged a ong the ground and the maleswould smell it and
track afemale down.” She stopped. “But al those bones... dragonsdon’t eat dragons. They're
vegetarians. Only people eat dragons. And drakk.”

“No on€' s been in these caves before. No onethat | know of,” Jakkin said. “Though old Likkarn said-"
And that was when the sending burst upon them full force.

It was adtrange, wild, frenzied picture, ariot of grays shot through with angry, jagged blacksand icy
slvers, reeking with fear. No common landscape, this one was tunnel-shaped and tunnd-twisted, but
over and under and burrowing through was an unmistakabl e rainbow pattern, except that the only
gradations of color were grays.

“That’ sHeart’ s Blood' s pattern!” Jakkin screamed. “ The rainbow. It's her. She' s herel”

“Jakkin, no!” Akki cried, clawing at hisarm. “ She' sdead. Heart’ sBlood isdead. No!” Thewadls
returned her cry over and over.

But Jakkin was aready running down the dark tunndl toward the sending.

AKkki left the smdl safety of thewall and followed the sound of his pounding feet. Around afind bend she
caught up to him and wrenched at the pack on his back, dowing him for amoment and damming him
againg thewall. Just then something large and smelling of the familiar musk of dragon heaved past them,
itsdragging tall franticaly whipping againgt the walls. Thetail caught them both around the anklesand
they fell heavily, Akki atop Jakkin's pack. Shefelt the jar of boil break and the wetness spread benegath
her. Shewhispered frantically, “ That's not Heart’ s Blood, Jakkin. She' s dead. We carved her open.
Remember? We sheltered in her. Remember? | saw her bones.”

His sobs began then, the racking sobs of someone unused to tears. At last he got hold of himsdlf and sat
up. “Sorry,” he said, snuffling. “I know it’ s not her. But who-or what-isit?’

“I don't know,” AKkki said, putting her arms around him with afierceness that astonished them both. “But
I’ve got afeding we re going to find out soon.”

Akki took adeep breath, then urged Jakkin to do the same. In and out, in and out, they timed their
respirations until they were both cam. And then they felt it, agreat trembling presence nearby: bresthy,
hulking, and frightened.

“Man?’ Thedark sending was knife sharp, though still within the basic tunnel shape, Hill gray. Then,
tremuloudy, the sharper -nage melted away into ariver of softer grays. “Not-man?”

Jakkin stood and shed the soaking pack, then he walked dowly toward the creature with the sure step of
adragon trainer. All the while he thought cool and careful landscapes full of meadows and mountains,
rivers and trees, gray-green, blue-gray. He put his hand out and rubbed down the dragon’s enormousleg
until the creature put its head to his hand and sniffed it carefully. 1t nudged his hand and hefdt dong the
nose and over the bony ridge of the forehead till he cameto its ears. He began to scratch around its
eaflaps.

Akki edged forward and tickled under the dragon’s chin. She began to sing in aclear sweet voice:

Little flame mouths Cool your tongues, Dreaming starts soon Furnace lungs... And soon the tunnel was
filled with agentle thrumming and the dove gray sendings of the cave dragon.



chapter 13

THE DRAGON’ S THOUGHTS Were confusing. They seemed to hop from one splash of gray to the
next. Its mouthings were unformed aswell, most of the time nothing more than the pipings of anew
hatchling, asthough it was almost mute.

“Canyou get any sense of her?” Akki asked.

“If you'vefound out it isa her, then you' re doing better than | am,” Jakkin said.
“| canfed the difference, idiot!”

“By her head?’

Akki sghed. “All thistime with dragons and you don’t know aworm-eaten thing. Femae dragons have a
specia ridge under the tongue. Y ou can just barely fed it when they’re not gravid, but it’ sthere. It grows
bigger to help with the egg bresking if ahatchlings birth bump can’t do the job. Then it getssmdler again,
after the hatching.”

“I got dl of that but gravid.”
“It means pregnant, Jakkin. Full of eggs. Honestly! | sometimes wonder about you.”

Jakkin grunted. “Y ou have alot of head knowledge, Akki. But most of what | know comesfrom here.”
He tapped himsdlf on the chest and his sending was adiagram of ahuman with the pulsing red point in the
center of the body.

“That' s the stcomach, worm waste. Y our heart is higher and on the left Sde.” She laughed.
“I know that,” Jekkin said quickly. But amoment later he joined in her laughter.

Sensing the lightened mood, the dragon gave aremarkable imi tation of a chuckle, deep-throated and
near athrum. For an instant her mind seemed to clear and Jakkin caught aglimpsein her sending of a
landscape so dien to him, hewondered if it wasred. It wasadark holein which hot fiery liquids
bubbled, and nearly naked creatures, in stooped parody of human beings, bent over the boiling pit. Then
the scene was gone, replaced by the same jumble of grays.

“Man? Not-man?’ the dragon asked again.

“Of courseman,” Akki said.

The dragon legped up, knocking Jakkin over with itstail asit stood and began to tremble.
“Oh, fewmets,” Akki cried. “Jakkin, do something.”

Jakkin scrambled to hisfeet and put both hands on the dragon’ s back. The only other time he had seen a
dragon tremble that much had been in the pit when a defeated dragon had screamed until Heart' s Blood
began to shake in the tremors known as Fool’ s Pride. Such trembling usudly led adragon to forget al
training and fight to the death. But a death wish was not what Jakkin sensed from the cave dragon. He
could read only total and overwheming fear, so he willed himsdlf to send camly, though he could fedl
sweet running down his back with the effort. Forcing the image that had aways worked for him before,



he sent afaded, grayed-out picture of the oasis where he and Heart’ s Blood had trained, with itsribbon
of blue river threading through the sandy landscape.

But the dragon seemed unable to listen. Her own hot, bubbling fear images kept breaking into Jakkin's
sending, bailing the gray-blue stream and turning the sand dunesinto vast gray ssorms. Her trembling
continued unabated.

“Man. Man. Man. Man.” It was akind of wail that ran through, around, under, and over the sending.

“I can't reach her,” Jakkin shouted to Akki, hisvoice bouncing off the walls. “Either that or she can't

“Maybe...” Akki’svoice was thinned out, “ maybe the pictures you' re sending make no senseto her. Try
something dse.” She’ d begun trembling hersaf with the effort of soothing the dragon.

Jakkin moved toward the dragon’ s neck and put his arms around her shaking head. He blew into her
ears, trying to get her attention.

“Ligten, little flamemouth,” he crooned, “1 am not-man. | am part dragon. | had two mothers. Trust me.
Trust me. Think of the dark. Think of the quiet. Think of the not-men.” Heforced coal, careful thoughts
to her, sopping onceto blow in her earsagain, first the left, then the right. Then he started crooning

agan.
“I think...” Akki began, “1 think she' strembling alittle less”

He nodded, keeping up his croon. He babbled about caves and night and the moons and anything else
that he could think of, but all the while he kept the sending as controlled as possible.

“She sdefinitely trembling less” Akki said.

Even Jakkin could fed it now, running his hand down the long neck where the scales, though shifting with
small tremors, were moving more dowly. He doubled his effort then, sure of success. “I will tell you a
story now,” he said, his voice even, “about Fewmets Ferkkin, afantastic fellow.” He proceeded to tell
the dragon seven jokesin arow without ever changing the tone of hisvoice. Theimportant thing wasto
keep the words flowing.

Next to the dragon’sleg, Akki relaxed into agiggle. “Jakkinyou' reterrible,” she said. But her mood,
communicating directly with the dragon, helped even more.

As Jakkin began the eighth joke he redlized he couldn’t think of any more and finished lamdly, “And
that’sal we know about Fewmets Ferkkin...” but it was dl right, for the dragon had stopped shaking.

Jakkin sghed. “Now what isdl this” he said softly, “&bout notman?’

But the dragon, too, gave atremendous sigh, lay down, and put her great head on her front legsand fell
adeep.

“When you ded with hysterical babies” Akki said, “you’ I find a surprisng phenomenon-they fal adeep
the minute the crissisover.”

** Some baby,” Jakkin said.
“Big baby,” Akki added. They laughed, remembering their conversation only aday before.

“So now we have an enormous deeping dragon on our hands,” Jakkin began.



“And severd enormous questions unanswered,” Akki finished for him.
Jakkin was slent.

“One,” Akki sad, “iswhat isthe difference between man and not-man and why did it scare her so
much?’

“Two iswho is she and where did she come from?’ Then, asif in afterthought, he added, “ She's
certainly too big to have comein through our entrance. And...”

“And if shecamein dsawhere, whereis dsawhere?’ asked Akki
“Three,” Jakkin said, “who is she running from?’

., That'seasy. Thething, whatever it is, that eats dragons and stackstheir bonesin neet piles.” Akki gave
an exaggerated shiver. It trandated into wavy linesthat streaked through Jakkin's head.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Jakkin said. “But that leads usright to question four, whichis...”
“ If man frightens her and not-man doesn't, thenisit man who' sdoing dl the esting?’

“We ate dragon meat before,” Jakkin said. They were both quiet for amoment, remembering. “Maybe
question five iswhat’ s down there?” Akki said.

“Down where?’ asked Jakkin.
“Question sx,” Akki said. “Which direction is down there?’

Jakkin squatted next to the deeping dragon and put his back againgt the cave wall. “ Question sevenis-do
we go forward or do we go back?’

Akki kndlt next to him. “If we go back, we have to ded with the copter and whoever isinit.”
Jakkin interrupted. “ And the fact that there is no other way down the mountain.”

She nodded. “But if we go forward, we have to ded with the dragon’ sfear and the man/not-man thing
that eats dragons and licks the bones clean and whatever elsein her sending we didn’t understand.”

“Hot bubbly somethings. And dope-shouldered creatures. And...”

“But that' sal unknown,” Akki said. “And maybejust in her imagination.”
“Dragonsdon’t have any imagination,” Jakkin said. “They say only what is”
“But we know what’ s back there..

“Sothered questionis?’

“Numbers eight, nine, and ten,” said Akki. “Which is more frightening-what we know or what we don’t
know? Thelight world filled with copters and possible degth or transportation, or this gray world filled
with...” She stopped.

Therewas along moment of silence. Jakkin tried to keep his mind blank, but it boiled with images.
Finaly he whispered to her, though his mind sent ahead what his mouth had formed reluctantly, “Both.
They' re both frightening. Y ou choose. I’ ll do whatever you want.”



“Hey,” Akki whispered back, “that’smy linel”
“Thenwe |l choosetogether.”

“All right,” Akki said. “Well go...” Her mouth shut but her mind spirded down and down and down into
the unknown dark.

chapter 14

WITH THEIR MINDS made up, Akki and Jakkin began to plan, and their voices criss-crossed the
echoing cave.

“We need to wake up baby here,” said Akki.

“ 1 don't like calling her baby here,” Jakkin said. “ She should have aname.”

“ | thought | was the one who named things,” Akki said, smiling. “Y ou’ re ways teasing me about it.”
“Maybe I’m changing,” Jakkin said.

“Maybe you're growing up,” Akki retorted.

“Maybeyou're not.”

“Maybe the dragon dready hasaname,” Akki said.

“Maybe you' ve changed the subject.”

“Maybe she has”

“ Akki, think. If adragon hasaname, it announcesit in thefirst sending.”

“How can she be this old and not have aname?’ Akki asked.

“Question number eeven,” Jakkin said.

“Wdll, she had agray rainbow in her first sending. How about Rainbow Gray?’
“| hateit.”

. Ssstep-gdter.”

Don't be stupid.”

“Thenyou name her,” Akki said. “It wasyour ideg, after all.”

“All right, I will. What' sthe big vein that carries blood to the heart called again?
“Anatomy lessons, Jakkin?’

“Yes. Sure. What'sit caled?’

“Y ou mean the aorta?’



“Aorta? No, that' sawful. Y ou can’'t name adragon Aorta.”

“That'swhat it'scaled,” Akki said.

“Y ou told me something e se.”

“Youmean...” Akki paused and added, “during one of my anatomy lessons?’

“Enough,” Jakkin said. “1 give up. So they weren't lessons, exactly. Only | did listen. Y ou know alot and
| learned alot.”

Akki sghed. “Y ou couldn’t have teamed much if you can't remember.”

“Wait, | do remember. It'snot the big vein, it's part of the heart. It'scalled...” He stopped, shrugging. “I
can't remember.”

“Right and left auricles?” asked Akki.

“That'sit. Auricle. That'swhat | mean.” Therewas excitement in hisvoice, “WEe ll cal her Auricle, which
sounds like oracle, which isakind of omen.”

“A good one, | hope,” Akki said. “We could use some good luck.

“Auricle. | like that. Because she reminds me of Heart’sBlood,” Jakkin said. “ Get it? Part of aheart isan
aurice”

Akki put her hand out and touched Jakkin'sarm. “ Sheisno relation to Heart' s Blood, Jakkin. Don't
keep hurting yoursef that way.”

“How do you know? Remember Blood' s A Rover, one of the nursery dragons who went fera? He
could have flown to these mountains. They're not far from the nursery. And if he did, and bred with other
mountain dragons-well, Auricle and Heart’ s Blood could be related. Distant cousins. All of Sarkkhan's
nursery dragons went back to asingle breeding pair. So it’s possible. No, even more than possible. It's
probable. They’re cousins.”

Akki didn’t answer, but her sending was dim and crackled around the edges. “ Anyway, we need to
wake Auricle” Jakkin said.

Asif on cue, the dragon began to grunt and snort, the usua sounds of a dragon rousing.
“Hdlo, Auricle” Jakkin said, stretching out the name itsalf and sending her arainbow of grayish hearts.
Thedragon ignored him and began grooming hersdif.

‘’ Hey, worm waste, that' syou!* Jakkin said. Then, switching to the more formal language of the dragon
madter, he added, ” Auricleisthy name, little one.* He punctuated it with astronger sending.

The dragon looked up, its sending puzzled, fragmented. “Name?
No-name? Name? No-name?*

“Thisoneisether supid, brain-damaged, or things are weirder down here than we imagined,” Jakkin
sad.

Akki agreed, but put her hand on the dragon’ s neck and whispered into its ear, “Thy nameisAuricle,



little one. Auricle. For thou art part of Heart’' s Blood in that thou art part of something that belongsto the
two of us, Jakkin and me.”

At that the dragon’ s head snapped up, and in the not quite complete dark they could see the dark
shrouds of her eyes.

“No-name, ” camethe sending. “ Dragons no-name.” It bent its neck amost in two and waited, agesture
of such submission that Jakkin was shocked.

“Well, No-name, ” he said a last in exasperation, “get yoursdf up. We are going to search for your
bubbles and your manino-man. Now. Up.” He said thelast angrily and the sending was laced with a
different kind of fire.

Akki added, “ Go!”

The dragon legped to its fedt, its sending amumble of grays and blacks. “Up. Go. Man says. Man says.
Man says. Up. Go.” It turned carefully around in the cave and with ad ow, lumbering, shambling walk
began to go back the way it had come.

Jakkin grabbed Akki’ s hand and squeezed it once. “Up and go, us, too,” he whispered directly into her
ear, so there was no echo.

chapter 15

ASTHEY WALKED down the spiraling tunnel, following the dragon, they expected things to become
even darker, but instead the way seemed lighter. A fuzzy phosphorescence spattered the cave walls,
spotty at firgt, and then in larger and larger patches. By the time they had gone around four or five deep
bends, the tunnd was bathed in a gray-white glow that made the shadowsthey cast only darker.

Akki pulled on Jakkin's shirt and he turned, then gasped, for her face was gray and her mouth and eyes
dark holes.

“You look strange,” Akki said.
“Youlook like... askull,” Jakkin answered.

They didn’t speak after that or look a each other, preferring to send little bits of comforting color back
and forth between their bridged minds, reminders of the world outside, where gray was only aminor tint.
But color was difficult to remember underground, and soon their sendings shaded off into the gray of the
stone and shadow around them.

Thewalls grew damper to the touch, then progressively dimier. They could hear things dripping just out
of sght. Twice Akki bumped into long fanglike pieces of rock that hung down from the ceiling, and once
Jakkin tripped over atooth of rock that protruded up from the floor. And till the tunnel spiraled down
and down asthey followed the large moving shadow that was the dragon’ s back and tall.

They heard a sudden loud splash and, turning afina bend, found themsalves at the edge of abody of
water.

Squinting his eyes, Jakkin redized that asmall 1ake lay before them. He could just make out the dragon’s
head and neck protruding and throwing off ripples asit moved.



“Now what?’ Jakkin asked. Akki bent down and felt the water. “It's cold,” she said.

“Wel, we're part dragon,” Jakkin said. “We should be able to stand the cold.”

“The cold’ snot the problem,” Akki said. “I... | can’'t swim.”

Jakkin was slent for amoment, watching the dragon’ s head disappearing into the dark beyond.
“Maybe there' s some other way around, some sort of ledge or path ” Akki said.

,Wedon't havetime Jakkin said. ”Auricle... she’ sgetting away.”

“Then you swim after her, Jakkin, and I'll keep looking for another way and follow aong after.” Her
voicewasthin.

“I don’'t want to leave you,” Jakkin said.
“Go!” Akki gave him apush.

He stumbled backward into the water, which was colder than he’ d expected, then he turned and
gplashed noisly after the dragon, his clothing dowing him down but not so much asto take him below.
The sound of his swimming drowned out everything else. Once or twice he went under, but kept up his
sroke. The water had aflat, metallic taste. When he opened his eyes under the water it was too dark to
see anything. Blindly, he siwam on.

The lake was not very large and he was on the other side quickly. But when he turned around the cave
behind him was black. He couldn’t see Akki at dll.

“Akkkkkkkkkkki,” he called out.

The sounds bounced crazily off the cave walls and it was sometime before it was quiet again. At last
there came atinny cry, neither pleanor call.

“Goon,” said thevoice. Or at least Jakkin thought that’ swhat it sounded like. He mouthed the words
back: “Go on.”

Hetried to send to her, but there was no response. All he recelved was afuzzy static, a crackling that
sputtered across his mind asiif the water had somehow damaged his ability to receive. He shivered, more
from fear than cold, then looked back over his shoulder to the passage where the dragon had

disappeared.

“Shesaidtogoon,” he urged himsdlf. Then he hesitated for another long moment before he plunged into
the passage after the worm.

chapter 16

STATIC STILL CRACKLED through Jakkin’s mind, blanking out even the lightest of sendings, but he
could track the dragon by thetrail of large puddlesin the middle of three tunndsleading away from the

lake. Jakkin searched his pockets frantically for amarker to leave for Akki. Finding none, hetore off a

pocket instead and dropped it on the floor of the cave. It was the best he could do.

The middle tunnel curved downward at asteep dope, but it, too, was lit with patches of



phosphorescence. They were at such regular intervals, Jakkin wondered if they had been placed there.
“Question number twelve,” he thought grimly.

The tunnel took onelast abrupt turning, and then, suddenly, he could see light ahead. It wasn't the bright
white light of outdoors, but rather aflickering reddish glow. For amoment he wondered if he should wait
for Akki to catch up to him. He turned and looked over his shoulder, straining into the darkness behind,
but he couldn’t see her. In fact, he couldn’t see anything. For amoment he listened, but his crackle-filled
mind reached nothing. The only way to go was forward, so he edged dowly toward the red light.

Ashegot closer he heard akind of steady growl above the mindcrackling. It came from the same
direction asthelight. He moved forward again and began to distinguish two separate noises, one alow
clanging and the other an echo. The closer he got, the more he became mesmerized by thelight and
sound. After so many hoursin the cave, the color and noise both assaulted and drew him. Findly,
overwhelmed by it al, he stopped, crouched down, and put his hands up over his ears. He squeezed his
eyestight until white sparks seemed to jump around in front of them.

For along time he squatted, unmoving. Then dowly hismind cleared, asif he were waking up and knew
he was waking, but wasn't yet shed of a dream. He opened his eyes, took his hands away from hisears,
and stood. His knees gave a protesting creak.

The scene before him was as odd as anything he' d gotten from the dragon. It looked asif it werea
sending he couldn’t read properly. He was on the far end of alarge cavern lit by flamesfrom acentral pit
that was aswide across asthe Narakka River. Sitting on agrillwork over the flames were large pots
filled with something that glowed now red and now shadow. Above the pots, on an overhang of rock,
were haf adozen leaning figures sirring the pots with long sticks.

Were they men or not-men? Auricl€ s puzzlement became his own. Men and not-men. These creatures
had aman’ s form, muscular and stockier than anyone Jakkin had ever known. But there was something
really wrong with the shape. They were much too broad in the shoulder, much too short in the leg. Men
and not-men.

One of the strange, stocky creatures saw Jakkin and pointed at him. Without a sound the rest of them dl
looked up at once.

Jakkin felt his head suddenly filled with strings of picturequestions. Like the sending of dragons, the
questions were wordless and yet completely understandable.

“Who you?’ Thethoughts camein sharp stabsof light. “Y ou?

Y ou? Who you?* It was not one mind but a number of them asking the question. He could fedl the
differences asclearly asif they’ d been individud voices.

Jakkin shouted at them acrossthe pit, not yet trusting his mind, needing to fed the precision of wordsin
his mouth. Akki wasright about that. “1 am Jakkin. Jakkin Stewart. From Sarkkhan’s Nursery.
Bondsman and trainer. Master now.” He felt no need to disguise who he was. Surely these creatures
knew nothing about the Rokk Pit. Unaccountably, his hand went to his chest, hisfingers fumbling for the
bond bag that had hung there for so many years. Then he gave a short, staccato laugh. None of that
seemed to mean anything to them. He d try another tack. “I am Jakkin Stewart of the mountains. Out of
Heart’s Blood. Who are you?’

That seemed to reach them. They put down their sticks and looked at one another, gesturing wildly but
gtill not speaking doud. Then, asif onasignd, they dl turned and faced him, staring. Their eyes, even



from so far away, seemed to glow like an anima’ sin the dark.

Jakkin felt hismind fill up again until he felt it would overflow, for the sending was so loud and
overpowering, he couldn’t move. It waslike Akki’ sfirst sendings multiplied a hundredfold. Hot points of
szzling lightsdanced in hisbrain.

How long he stood there, stupefied, he couldn’t have said, but suddenly hefelt a painful dap on his cheek
and he could see and move again, hismind cleared. In front of him stood the man who had ddlivered the
blow, arm il upraised. A man. Definitely. Stocky, broad-shouldered, hulking, but unquestionably a
man. He was stripped down to askin loincloth, hisfeet in leather sandals, his chest hairy, his head
smooth. But aman.

Despite the stinging cheek, Jakkin smiled a him. The man wasafull head shorter than hewas.
“I told youwho | was,” Jakkin said. “Who are you?’

The man raised his hand again. Thistime Jakkin saw the blow aswell asfdt it, yet he couldn’t move from
it or respond inkind, for at the same time aringing admonition legped into hismind.

“Do not krriah, youngling. Y ou not child. Still you give child’ skrriah. Be man.”

Bewildered, Jakkin felt himsdf cast loose of this second mindspell. He put his hand to his cheek. He
could till fed the heat of the blow benesth hisfingers.

“I Makk.” The sending was short, brutd, find. But whether that was his name, histitle, or some other
designation was not clear.

Before Jakkin could respond, Makk grabbed hisarm and jerked him forward until hisfeet were curled
over thelip of therock. For amoment Jakkin was afraid Makk meant to push him over into the flames,
For ashort man, hewas very powerful. As another protest started to form on hislips, Jakkin felt
ingtructionsing nuate themsavesin his head. He glanced down at hisfeet. Below, where histoes curled
over the rim, was arough-carved set of steps.

“Downt! ”

He had no choice. With Makk at his back, Jakkin carefully made hisway down the stone steps, hugging
the rock as he went. He could hear the whisper of the man’ sfeet behind him as he descended, and his
head seemed filled with an alien presence he couldn’t quite shake loose. The only thing he could do-and
he did it with deliberate care-was to keep Akki’ sface out of histhoughts. She must not be caught, ashe
was, by the not-man men.

chapter 17

THE STEPS FOLLOWED the curve of the cave wall and came out on the far side of the pit. Jakkin
could fed the heat on hisright Sde, and he longed to turn and say something to the man behind him, but
the dap and the strange word kkriah were burned into his memory. Until he knew more he would not
chance speaking doud again.

Their steps echoed in the vast chamber, and Jakkin stopped for amoment, unsure which way he should
proceed. He felt Makk’ s rough hand on his shoulder turning him toward the | eft, where there was another



tunnd. Once they entered it he was cool again, and he welcomed the dark and the relative quiet.

Makk shoved him aong the tunnel and Jakkin went dowly, trying to shutter his mind against the barrage
of questiong/ingtructions. The minute he closed the imagined door he felt akind of release of pressure, as
if the man had smultaneoudy stopped searching around in histhoughts. The oddness of it made him raise
his eyebrows, but he kept moving.

The tunnel ended abruptly in another large cavern, but this one was not lit with fires. Instead therewas a
completewall of phosphorescence that made the cave a place of degp shadows. Over thirty men werein
the room, some sitting at long tables eating, some deeping on rocky outcroppings, some gpparently in
deep conversations, for their hands moved asif shaping images, though their mouths were ill. It
reminded Jakkin of an evening in the nursery bondhouse, though it was certainly much quieter. And the
memory ached like arotten tooth when he probed it further.

“What is...” Jakkin began aoud, and was stunned into silence by the violence of amultiple sending. He
began again, thistime only with hismind. “What isthis place?’

Makk put ahand on his shoulder again. “This Place of Men. The pictures he sent were straightforward
and without any of the subtleties or undertones Jakkin associated with Akki’ s sendings.

“What about... women?”

“Place of Women not here. There” Theimage Makk sent was of adifferent cavern in which stocky,
broad-shouldered women with long, straight dark hair ate, sat, dept in poses smilar to those of the men.
It was not asymbol of a place but the place itself, as sharply ddlinested as apicture.

Makk’ s sending continued. “ There, too, Place of Those Who Kkriah. There, too, Place of Great
Mothers.” The last image he sent was that of dragons huddled together asif they were clutchmates,
though they ranged in shape and age.

“ Dragons?’ Jakkin sent, and when there was no answer he added, “Worms?’ Each image was dightly
different.

Makk shook hishead. He sent agray picture of dragons hovering over apile of eggs. The meaning was
clear. “ Great Mothers.” It wasreinforced by al the men.

Jakkin rubbed his head behind the right ear, where an ache was starting. A bad one, he guessed, and
nothing to laugh at to help it bleed away. He drew a deep breath, ready to begin again. Sending thisway
was hard work, like speaking astrange language. Just then his stomach rumbled and al the men laughed.
Their laughter was sllent, abubbly mind-sending that made him amost giddy.

“You hunger,” Makk sent. “You eat.”

“I"'dloveto eat,” Jakkin sent back, hisimages laced with an ironic edge that spoke of other kinds of
hunger: deep, the need to understand, and avery dim image of Akki, which leaked out unbidden and
which he quickly suppressed. But Makk seemed oblivious to anything but the central message.

“Youedt,” hesent again, 9gnding one of the sitterswith those curious finger waggles. The man stood
and brought over abowl for Jakkin.

Jakkin sniffed at the bowl. It smelled like dragon stew. Hungry as he was, Jakkin's ssomach revolted. He
could not eat such amed. “Dragon?’ he queried. Then, remembering, he added, “ Great Mother?”

The sending that came back to him, so solid and unemoationd, chilled him. “What €l se?’



He put the bow! on the nearest table and shook his head. “No!”
“Youinsult Great Mother’ s gift?” Even the degpers stirred at that sending.

“I’m not that hungry. | can’t eat.” How could he explain to these crude cave dwellersthat once he' d
made full contact with dragons, eating their meat wasimpossible. His ssomach chose that moment to
growl again.

The bubbling response of the men was far out of proportion to the joke, and Jakkin suddenly wondered
if any involuntary body noise was funny to these slent men. Hetried to explain hisrefusa to eat mest as
clearly and directly as he could. “My... people... do not eat Great Mothers.” It was not exactly alie. He
and Akki were a separate people now.

“Ancestors warn of such people.” Makk’ s sending seemed tinged with an emotion other than anger for
thefirg time.

“Y our ancestors. Tell me.” Maybe, Jakkin hoped, careful to keep the thought hidden, maybe herewasa
real clue, away out of thisplace.

Makk’ s face softened, asif the question somehow pleased him. His sending began and it had the rhythms
of astory long rehearsed and often told. “First were The Men. Strong Men. Men of Bonds.” He held up
hiswrigts, and for the first time Jakkin noticed he wore metal bracelets.

Metd! Jakkin gasped adoud. There was 0 little meta on Austar that what there was had to be carefully
husbanded for usein the cities. The cost of metal wasfar beyond the ordinary bonder. Even most
measters could afford little. He remembered the grillwork under the great potsin the fire cavern. And the
pots themselves. And the stickd!

They were dl metal. How could he have been so blind? These strange men had a secret the outside
world would love to have-a secret metal cache. If helistened carefully, perhaps he could find out more.

Makk was continuing. “One man, First Makker, knew to take Stone. Knew to turn Stone to Ore. From
Orecomes The Fire That IsWater. From The Fire That |s Water come Bands. For we were of Bonds
who now are of Bands.”

There was a poetry in Makk’ s sending that almost obscured the story he told. Drawing a curtain between
Makk’ s mind and his own, Jakkin tried to find the real meaning. Could First Makker have been an
escaped prisoner back in the days of all their grandfathers? Someone with aworking knowledge of metal
making who had somehow managed to live through the deadly cold. Jakkin knew that not al the early
prisoners were murderers and thieves. A few had been palitical prisoners sent away from Earth or other
planets to the metal-poor desert world of Austar. Some of those prisoners must have had skills beyond
the ordinary. What if that First Makker was one? And what if other escapees had joined him and
remained hidden within the bowels of the mountains, generation after generation? It made sense. Makk
said they were Men of Bonds. And if the secret of the metal making had passed down from father to son
over theyears... He suddenly realized Makk had stopped sending and was staring at him. Jakkin stared
back, thewall around his thoughts carefully constructed again.

Makk nodded and the sendings came again. “We Men of Great Mother, Flesh of her flesh. Blood of her
blood One day go to place of Bonds and throw them over.” The sending was dark red, the red of anger
and fire and blood, but Makk’ s hands were raised asif in ecstasy.

Jakkin didn’t understand what that meant at al. Someritud of eating, perhaps? M%et if they ingsted he
eat with them? Could he do it? Did he dare refuse again? And if these strange men redlly did plan to go



outside and fight, shouldn’t he warn the outsiders? After dl, the closest civilized place to these mountains
was Sarkkhan's Nursery, where he had grown up. His friends were there. But if he managed to get out,
the last place he should go would be the nursery. Surely any searchers would have spiesthere.

Hismind in aturmoil, he drew in abreath and carefully drew aside the curtain over histhoughtstolet a
sending out. “ The Great Mothers, where are they? And where is the Place of Women?’

Makk lowered his hands and came close to Jakkin, touching him on the shoulder. “What place you? Too
high for here. Too thin for here. No Bands. Y et speak without noise. Not like Others.

“Others? What others?’
“Long ago Others.” He did not el aborate.

A man who had been gitting at the far end of the table stood up and came over to Jakkin, placing his
hand on top of Makk’s. “What place?’

Jakkin thought along time before answering, careful to cloak hismind till the last. Swest beaded his
forehead. “I come from another Place, another mountain, another cave.” He knew suddenly that to admit
being from the outside was inviting death. “ There we wear no Bands but we, too, know the Great
Mothers. | am blood of the blood with agreat red” He wouldn't tell them how he' d shared the dragon’'s
blood, though her rainbow sign broke across his sending, amemory of that generous spirit he couldn’t
keep out.

The colorful sending seemed to startle the men. Makk’ s hand dropped from his shoulder and everyone
drew away mentally. Jakkin wondered if it was the color or the joy in the sending that had so provoked
them. Then he shook his heed, continuing:

“I cameto your place with my... woman.” He bet Akki would be furiousif she knew he'd caled her
that.

Makk nodded, but still kept hisdistance. “Y es. We know this. Shein Place of Women.”

It was Jakkin’ sturn to be startled. He walked over to Makk and put his hand on the man’s broad
shoulder. At the touch he was able to seeright into Makk’ smind. So that wasit! He made the sending as
strong as he could: “I want my woman. That ishow itisdonein MY place.” When hetook his hand
away Makk’s mind snapped shut like somekind of trap.

Makk’ sfingers moved swiftly, then his sharp sending pierced Jak kin’smind. “Now you edt.

“Not that stuff. , | Turning, Makk signed toward one of the men at atable. He rose and brought over
another bowl. This one wasfilled with adark jellied substance. Jakkin took the bowl and tipped it
eagerly into hismouth.

He recognized congealed boil and chikkberries, but there was a so a greenish, bittersweet taste that
lingered after he had finished the food and made his mouth fedl clean and good.

Only later did he redlize what that meant: chikkberries and boil.

The men of the cavedidn’t just stay inside. Somewhere there had to be an easy accessto outside, to a
meadow. He wondered when and how he might dare to ask.

chapter 18



MAKK MADEIT clear, though it took many sendings, that if Jakkin didn’t work like the other men, he
wouldn’t be fed again. Nor would he be alowed to go to the Place of Women when it wastime.

“Time?" Jakkin had sent, hoping for an explanation. He' d dready given up on the food. Somehow,
somewhere, there was a supply of fresh growing things, but certainly not in the bowels of the cave.

But Makk had only reiterated the same images, of sun and moons, clear notations of time. And since
there was no way for Jakkin to find the Place of Women on hisown, or to feed himsdlf, for that maiter,
he worked. He wasn't happy about it, but he worked, reminding himsdlf to stay dert and learn as much
as he could.

Standing on the high shelf of rock and taking histurn a stirring pots of fire, Jakkin felt dternately hot and
cold. Theflames scared hisfront, but there was a cold breeze across his shoulders and a ong the backs
of hisknees. His arms ached from the unaccustomed labor and his mind was weary from the twin efforts
of cloaking and listening. But the more he saw of the metal-making operation, the more he redlized its
importance. And the more he redized bitterly that he was powerlessto let the rest of Austar know.

After hours with the great iron rod, Jakkin wasrelieved by a silent, hulking worker who signaled him with
ahand on the back. When Jakkin turned away from the shelf there was Makk again, ready to lead him to
another portion of the cave where men were grubbing around thewalls, usng metd picksthe size of
fewmet shovels, mining out the stuff Makk called ore. Following behind these men was a crew of
workerswith ding bags full of phosphorescent moss, which they placed wherever avein of the ore had
been picked out. Despite Makk'’ s attempts at an explanation, and the ingtruction of his own eyes and
ears, Jakkin wasn't sure if the moss was used as tunnel markersfor the pickers, for light, for decoration,
or acombination of dl three.

By thetimeit was histurn on the moss detail, Jakkin was openly yawning, but no one seemed to notice.
The bag' s straps were made for broader shouldersthain hisand kept dipping. The coal, flaky mosses
were not as easy to set in place as he' d thought. They had to be bent and shaped and tucked into the ore
holes, and most of the time they crumbled between hisinept fingers.

Hewasjust beginning to get the fed of it, under the gruff tutel age of aone-eyed man he called Brekk (his
sgnwas smply asingle staring eye), when there was aloud gonging that echoed and reechoed off the
cavewadlls. At the sound, so loud in the enforced silence of the tunnels, the men set down their tools and
bags and shuffled to the main cavern. Jakkin followed them.

It was only when he was back in the main cave that he redlized it was ashift change, much like
Sarkkhan’ s Nursery, where afew of the bond boys had night-watch duty and others worked in the day.
He amost laughed aoud remembering hisfriends Errikkin, who loved being in bond, and Slakk, who'd
try anything to get out of work.

Brekk pushed him toward asmall crevice where there was agrassy pdlet set upon the stone. He gave
Jakkin abrief smilethat shut his one good eye and left the empty socket staring.

“Seep!” he commanded, the picture being one of aface with both eyes closed. It was accompanied by a
kind of menta hum-song.

Jakkin needed no further urging. He climbed into his deep crevice and lay down on the grass. Hewas
just wondering that the grass was S0 fresh and sweet-smelling when degp overcame him, and with it
strange dark dreams.



chapter 19

THAT SAME PATTERN of work and deep, broken by silent meals, continued for anumber of
rotations. In the half-light of the caves, Jakkin had no ideawhether he worked for hours or daysat a
time, but smply dogged dong until the gong. After awhile he dmost forgot there was anything but the
caves, holding only to Makk’ s promise that they would eventualy go to the Place of Women, where
Akki was being kept.

Ashefound himsdlf dipping into the same kind of somnambulant shuffle asthe others, hetried to rouse
himsdlf with spoken speech. He worked asfar from the men as he could manage, whispering little ditties
inavoicethat carried no farther than his own shadow. He knew if he didn’t talk to himself, he would
eventualy lose the use of ear and tongue. So he recited Fewmets Ferkkin stories, hummed old ballads,
even found he' d agift for verse. He made up seventeen different stanzas of a poem that began “ There
once was a bond boy named Jakkin...” using lackin', snackin’, and trackin' among the rhymes. When he
redlly became bored with his own company and felt himself dipping back into the half-deep, he invented
imaginary diaogues with Akki. She ended every one of these conversations with ahug. He got so he
could fed her ams around him, the softness of her cheek on his,

Onetime hetried to dip away down an empty passage, but Makk caught him before he was around the
firgt turn, and cuffed him soundly. Jakkin returned to the others, hisearsringing and hismind filled with
the angry mutterings of the other men. But he noticed he wasn't the only one cuffed. Brekk had his head
knocked afew times, and another man, Orkkon, was roughed up for dropping hisiron stirring stick. But
Orkkonwasill, not lazy, and after a second beating he lay on his pallet three rotations, tossing and
swesting. He never moaned doud, though his sendings werefilled with formless dark cloudsthat Jakkin
read asfever.

It was awonder to Jakkin that the men bore the endless drudgery without complaining. What they did
was not any more difficult or arduous than the tasks he' d done at Sarkkhan’s Nursery, but there was no
variety. And there were no voices. He decided that it was the human voice he missed the most-that and
the brightly colored sendings of the dragons. Sound and light. Without those, how could a person
urvive?

And yet-histraitor mind continued-these men of the mountains survived, and thrived. Men-and not-men.
Survived but at a price. Jakkin guarded his thoughts as he made alist of the things these cavernen lacked:
warmth, emotion, laughter, love-al those things that made life worthwhile. Thelist comforted him.

“I will get out of here,” he whispered to himsdf. “I’ll find Akki and go. Anything on the outsde will be
bearable after this boredom. Anything.” And then he remembered Heart’ s Blood dying, shook his head,
and wasslent.

chapter 20

IT WAS THE ninth or tenth rotation-he d lost count somewhere dong the way-when arunner cameto
the men asthey ate. Jakkin knew him for astranger even from far away because he was younger than the
rest and dressed differently. He was wearing akind of lightcolored woven cloth instead of the loin-cloths
of the ore workers or the darker coveralls of the miners, which were made of the eggskin that hatchlings



shed.
The boy’s sending wasfrantic, emotiond, full of color, which further marked him.

“Great Mother trembles,” he sent, amaelstrom of dark tones. “ She pants. Her birth hole swells. It does
not open. All our women fear.”

Makk and the other men made atight circle around the boy. Putting his hand on the boy’ s shoulder,
Makk sent, “1 come. Orkkon comes, whose father’ s father was First Hedler.”

The circle broke apart and re-formed around Orkkon, who till lay swesating on his palet. Jakkin, onthe
far edges of the circle, watched as Makk knelt by Orkkon and put a hand on his head.

“You come, " Makk sent.

Orkkon managed, with Makk’ s support, to sit up. Jakkin could see the swest running down his chest
and the flush on his cheeks. He seemed to be having trouble breathing.

“You comewith me,” Makk sent again.
There was no answering pattern from Orkkon. His mind seemed as flushed and swesty as his body.

“Wait!” Jakkin cried doud, wincing as the men turned toward him with another brutal, dark sending. At
least he had gotten their attention. “Wait, ” he sent. “I am a Dragon Hedler in my own place. Let Orkkon
stay here. Heistoo sick anyway. Let megoinstead ”

Makk pushed the sweating man back down on his bed and stood. As he walked toward Jakkin, Jakkin
put out his hand. Puzzled, Makk stopped for amoment, then moved forward again. He took Jakkin's
hand in his. The ingtant they touched Jakkin could fed his mind being invaded and he willed it to show
pictures of himsdlf and Heart' s Blood in the cavernous incubam. His memory flooded back and he took
the memory, shaping it to hisown use. There was the dark barn and the great hen towering over him, the
firein her eyes now warm and inviting. Then the greet red circling the room in the peculiar hating rhythm
of the pregnant femae. Next he showed her squatting over the shalow hole dug into the sandy floor. All
the while Jakkin soothed her. “ Easy, easy, MY beality, easy, easy, my red.” He moved the sending
forward, concentrating on the nest itself asthe eggs cascaded from the dragon’ s birth channd into the
hole. “This| have done many times, ” his sending promised. He masked histraitorous afterthought that
many was agross exaggeration.

For amoment Makk didn’t respond, though there seemed to be amurmured sending from the other

men, gpproval of some sort. At last Makk sent ablack ropelike form shooting into Jakkin's sending,
whipping around the arm of the boy pictured there and dragging the dream boy away. Like al of Makk’'s
sendings, it was unambiguousin its meaning.

“Come, ” said his sending. “Great Mother needs. Come.

chapter 21

THE THREE OF THEM trotted down the tunnels, and though Jakkin tried to mark the way, they made
too many turnings and switchbacks for him to remember. Y et, fast asthey traveled, Makk and the boy
never hesitated; the tunnels seemed to be asfamiliar to them asthe hadlwaysin anursery bondhouse.



Jakkin wondered what he would find when they reached the Place of Great Mothers. Would the dragon
giving birth be Auricle? He doubted that. She hadn’t been obvioudy pregnant and, in fact, had dragged
her tail like adragon in heat. Besides, it took four months for eggsto develop, so there couldn’t have
been time. But alittle fear nagged at him. What did he redlly know about time inside the caves?

It felt like aweek or two, but without access to the sun and moons, he couldn’t tell day from night, much
less the passage of aweek.

Besides, these men were so different-thicker, heftier, duller, speechless-perhaps dragonsin the mountains
were different aswell. Certainly Auricle had seemed odd, dmost brain-damaged, or like an infant unused
to ether light or sound. Of course, now that he' d met and worked with the men of the cave, he
understood the dragon better.

Makk and the boy stopped suddenly and Jakkin caught up with them. They had paused just insde the
entrance to another large cavem. It seemed lighter and airier than the tunndl's, and Jakkin squinted,
looking around. High above them was asmall opening and, far above that, awan light like a paelantern.
He stared at it for several moments before he redlized it was one of the moons. So-they could” see
outsde; they did” have away to measure time. He laughed out loud and was cuffed by Makk for the
sound.

Clenching hisfigts, Jakkin turned on Makk, but the man was d ready waking away, through another
arched doorway. That it was a doorway and not just the beginning of atunnel became clearer to Jakkin
the closer he cameto it. The stone on both sides of the arch had been intricately carved with figures of
dragons. dragons fighting, dragons flying, dragons meting, dragons giving birth. They wereilluminated by
torches set on either side of the doorway.

Jakkin raced through the doorway after Makk and the boy and gasped in surprise. Unlike the rough,
unadorned caves where the men lived, in thiswdll-lit cavern was a series of stals chiseled into the stone.
In places the stone itself was fluted like curtains, in others there were detailed carvings of men, women,
and dragons dl entwined.

In the stdlsto the I eft close to twenty dragons were roped, their shadows moving duggishly against the
walls. Slent gray-brown presences, they sent only beige imagesinto Jakkin’ s mind, so different from the
usual raucous colorsthat challenged him whenever he' d entered the nursery barns. The beige sendings
were pale questions that floated dowly across his mind before drifting away, like clouds across a sky.

Jakkin looked carefully at the dragonsin their stals and sent back his own questions, trying to locate
Auricle. But if she wasthere, hewasn't ableto identify her.

“Thisisthe Place of the Great Mothers?’ Jakkin queried, puzzled because none of the staled dragons
looked old enough to be mated.

“Place of Little Mothers,” Makk sent back. “We go farther.”
He motioned with his head and walked on.
They went through another arched door, this one decorated with a pattern of egg-shaped bulges.

“Who did dl this?’ Jakkin’s mind buzzed with the question. He hadn’t meant to send it, but his curiosity
couldn’t be contained.

“ The Makker madethis.” Makk stepped through the archway. The boy remained behind, but Jakkin
went after Makk.



If the outer cavern had been a surprise, thisroom was an astonishment. 1t held only three sdls, but each
was as gpacious as aroom in the nursery incubam. Thefirgt stal was occupied by agreenish gray dragon
alittle smaller than Sssasha, placidly munching on something Jakkin didn’t immediately recognize. The
second stall contained a pale red dragon who seemed to be degping. Both dragons were pregnant, their
stomachs bulging, their tails flattened and drooping on the floor.

He heard a panting noise in the third and largest stall. Jakkin peered in. Two broad-shouldered women
were knedling over alarge brown dragon. The dragon was lying on her side and breething noisily, tongue
lapping the side of her mouth and her earflaps trembling.

“The Great Mother fails” Makk looked over Jakkin's shoulder; hisbrief judgment brutaly apt.

The women looked up smultaneoudy. Although asthickly built as Makk, their faces as blunt and
unattractive, they had more emotion in their expressions. The older one pushed her lank dark hair away
from her eyes; the younger one sighed. One of them sent atired gray thought: “Y es. Shefails.”

Jakkin went into the stall and moved around the women. He kndlt by the dragon’ s head and touched one
earflap. The skin vibrated againgt his hand in afast, erratic manner. Not agood sign. He pried open one
of the dragon’ s eyes with hisfingers, being extremely careful not to tear the inner membrane. A dulled
eye stared back at him but did not respond to the torchlight. Another bad sign. He noticed the tongue. A
healthy dragon’ s tongue was rough and ridged. This one was smooth and velvety, and that meant fever
for sure. A very high fever.

He stood, stepped over the dragon’ s neck, and walked beside the spine toward thetail.

Gesturing downward, he sent an order to the women: “Hold the tail away from the Great Mother’s

body.’
The younger woman stood and came over to thetail. She picked it up, exposing the birth candl.

Jakkin ducked under and examined the channd. It was clogged with pulpy masses, angry swellingsthe
color of abruise. When he touched one with atentative finger, the dragon moaned out loud, a sound so
foreignin the cave, it echoed eerily. The woman dropped thetail.

Jakkin stood and turned to Makk. He knew he might not get another opportunity and so he formed his
sending with gresat care. “My woman. The one you found Sheisaheder. She makes sick oneswdll. If
we are together, sheand |, we can save this Great Mother.” He made the sending as positive as he
could, though under his breath he murmured, “1 hope.”

Makk was concentrating too hard on his sending to notice.

When Makk gave no answer Jakkin sent again; thistime hisimage was unambiguous and linear. He
pictured Akki astdl and clean, bright-eyed, narrow-shouldered, and beautiful. Very beautiful.

“No!” Makk sent suddenly, his sending knifing across Jakkin's. “ Thisone ”-and his picture was of agirl
thin, malformed, ugly’ this one can bear. Only women past bearing serve Great Mothers.

Jakkin thought aminute. He would haveto lie. He wondered whether these people understood lying. It
must be very hard to lieif al you had were the thoughtsin your head. Lying was much easer with words.
He drew in a deep breath and began, “My woman isa healer and in my Place hedlers do not bear
children.”

Makk’ s eyes grew wider and he gave what might be mistaken for asmile. “Good!”



“ When?" Jakkin's sending was as clipped asMakk’s, asingle sharp stab of light.
“Soon.”

“If itisnot soon, ” Jakkin sent, knedling again by the dragon and dipping his hand under her tail, “this
Great Mother will die and her eggswill crack openinsde her.” He touched one of the pulpy masses
again, put his hand around it, and quite deliberately squeezed.

The dragon screamed.

Makk and the two women placed their hands over their ears and the younger woman fell to her knees.
But Jakkin, even though he hated bringing pain to the beast, nonethel ess reveled in the sound.

chapter 22

By THE TIME the echo of the scream had faded, Jakkin was once again at the dragon’ s head, checking
her eyes and tongue. There was no change. He put his head down by the dragon’ s mouth and breathed
deeply. The smell was dightly sour, not unusua for adragon, but aso strangely bland. In the nursery such
asmédl usualy meant aworm needed extrarations of bumwort, but he' d no ideawhat they fed dragons
here.

At the head of the stall was an iron hook on which severa handfuls of dry grasses hung. Jakkin walked
over and tore out some. Crumbling it between hisfingers, he spread it dong his pam. He could identify
sedgeseeds and skkagg grass, but there were other things new to him, including afleshy wine-colored
fungus. In the nursery they’ d never feed adragon that. What wasit Likkam used to say? Mushrooms
red, dragon dead. He held out hishand and pointed to it. “This?’ he sent bluntly.

The older woman came over to him and stared at hishand. She didn’t meet his eyes, and her sending
was S0 tentative, he couldn’t make out any namefor the fungus. But it was obviously no surpriseto her.

Still, he asked again because of Likkam’'swarning and because food was dways the first thing examined
when adragon fell sick. It wasjust too easy to poison one of them, large asthey were, especidly a
fighting dragon at one of the mgjor pits. He held out his hand and thistime sent directly to the woman
beforehim, “This?’

The woman’ s answer was clearer thistime, though she still wouldn't look up at him. “ That makes bearing
easy. Women est t00.”

Jakkin nodded and let the stuff drift to the floor. Both women were quick to broom it away, which made
Jakkin smile. No wonder these stalls were so clean. No fewmets, no extra straw, no pieces of
half-chewed medls. The women were quicker at their tasks than any stallboy he' d ever known, including
himsdlf. He turned back to the dragon. Her tail wastwitching ever so dightly.

“Lift thet tail again!”
Thistime both women hauled thetail up and to the side.

Jakkin kndlt down. A grayish fluid wasleaking from the birth channel. He put his hand in and discovered
that the swelling he' d squeezed had burst. The smell of it was over-powering.

Hearing a noise behind him, he turned around. Akki was standing at the entrance to the stall.



“Akk-" he started to say aoud, and her hand went immediately up asif to cover his mouth.

“Shhh,” came her sending, abright green cloud covering the mouth of agolden sun. It wasthe loveliest
color he'd seenin ages. “Later.” She amiled.

chapter 23

ITWASONLY after Akki kndlt to examine the dragon that Jakkin reglized she' d lost weight and her
hair was dirty and tangled. There was a bruise under her right eye and a scratch dong her right am. He
wanted both to hold her and to shout at her and shake her. But when she turned around at his bubbling
sending, he suddenly rememhered he' d told Makk she was ahedler and not to be thought of asa
woman-who-bears. He had to treat her with the cold deference due such aone aslong asMakk’s
people could overhear their sendings.

“I’'m glad you have come, My Hedler. | have told Makk and his men of your many skills.”
Akki understood at once and nodded at him, gesturing that he knedl by her side.

He kept a careful distance between them, sketching in what he knew of the dragon’s condition. It was
hard to do in asending. Akki was right about words. But as he formed the pictures Akki followed aong,
performing the same testshe' d just done. The dragons ear-flaps till vibrated erraticdly, and the eyes
remained fixed. But thetail had atiny touch of resilience now.

When shefinished her pa pation of the birth channel, Akki turned and looked directly at him. “You're
right. The channel is clogged and we' Il have to lance those boils.” She wrinkled her nose. * But without
the proper tools... | can't guarantee aworse infection won't set in.”

Thewomen didn't gir as her complex sending filled their minds.

If they understood it, they gave no sign. Makk shuffled salfconscioudy. But Jakkin just grinned. Her
sending had been filled with wonderful asides, bright-colored picturesthat told him moreinasingle
sending then dl the dull patterns the mountain clan had offered the whole time hel d been there. But her
sending had hidden messages aswell: oblique warnings of other dangers, plus ajoyous rainbow under
which a green tree was twined with abright blue vine. He knew Makk would never guess what those
private images meant. Akki was saying she loved him. looked Akki stood, brushed her hair back over
her ears, and straight at Makk. He seemed uneasy with her direct gaze, shifting his eyesright and |ft.

“Bring mewater, ” Akki said. “Bail it. Bring me knives but first put them in thefire. Bring mecloth. It
must be clean.” Then, as an afterthought, really more amenta sigh, she added, “Wheat I’ d give for my
pack. It had my medkit init.” The picture of thekit lying on the cave floor was skillfully rendered.

Makk’ s eyes seemed to shutter for amoment, and then, asif making up his mind, nodded to aman
standing in the doorway and broke into rapid hand signs. The man nodded back and took off down a
tunnd to theright of the gals.

Jakkin watched him go, his curiogity uncurtained. He was still staring after the man when he felt ahand on
hisarm. Turning, he saw it was Akki. She pulled him close, whispering so quietly he had to strain to hear
it, “1 think they know where the pack is, Jakkin. It'sgot your knifeinit, the one Golden gaveto you.”

Hedidn’t dare answer her, not even with asending.



chapter 24

THE MAN RETURNED in minutes with the unopened pack. He handed it carefully to Akki, asif he
were afraid of her, making sure their hands did not touch. Shetook it coldly, then knelt again by the
dragon’ stall.

At the same time the two women came back with aniron pot filled with steaming water, the younger
woman aso carrying two fairly crude knives and strips of yellow weaving.

Rooting around in her pack, Akki found the silver knife. She plunged it into the pot of water and held it
there, asif ticking off seconds. Jakkin could fed her visudization of aclock and wondered if the others
knew what it was. At the count of sixty she withdrew the knife and held it up to the torchlight, examining
it.

“If you know any prayers... To Jaickin' s surprise, the women immediately began a sending that was a
repetition of patterns, like achant. It had an intensity beyond anything they’ d sent before.

Akki gestured for him to kneel beside her and he scrambled to do her bidding.
“Now!” she sent.

He held the dragon’ stail away while she did the knife into the birth channel and punctured the first of the
bruise-colored bails.

Jakkin had never participated in an operation before, though he’ d had some experience with minor
doctoring in the nursery. One of the nursery stud dragons, Blood Sucker, had frequent mouth infections
that aways needed attention. And he’ d watched countless wing-tips sewn up after fights. But thiswas
different and he marveled at how calm Akki remained.

He knew enough to soak the woven gtripsin the hot water. Then, holding the tail away with hisleft hand,
he wrung out the strips with hisright, using the cloth to soak up any infection. When he withdrew therag
and dropped it onto the floor, the waiting women whisked it away. Over and over they repeated their
tasks until the work assumed its own rhythms, which coincided with the dragon’ s labored breathing.

All of asudden Akki withdrew her arm from the channel, sat back on her hedls, and sighed out loud. She
was soaked with sweat. The bruise under her eye seemed to reflect the yellow of thelight and the
infection. Jakkin guessed he looked as bad, but he smiled at her.

Wiping afilthy hand across her forehead, Akki stood and looked at Makk, focusing a sending on him.
“The Great Mother will live. The women must keep cleaning her. In aday or two she should be heded
Then the eggswill drop.

Makk nodded. “Good ”
“Damnedright!” Akki said doud.

Automatically Makk raised his hand, but Akki stared him down and dowly hishand lowered. It
happened so fast, Jakkin hadn’'t had time to stand, but as Makk’ s hand went down Jakkin got to hisfeet.
Hetouched Akki’ s shoulder.

Akki sent, “We need to wash. We are covered with sickness. Take usto a place of water.”



Jakkin added, “Place of much water. Like alake.

Makk made aface and looked uneasy. Then he nodded curtly and signed to the two menin the
doorway. Squaring his shoulders, he turned and | eft.

chapter 25

THE MEN LED them through awide, unadorned tunnel whaose turnings were sparingly lighted by widdly
spaced phosphorescent mosses. After only haf adozen bends they found themsalves at the edge of a
and| lake.

For along moment Akki hesitated, and Jakkin remembered that she couldn’t swim. He reached out for
her hand and led her, fully clothed, into the cold dark water. When they were waist deep helet go and let
himsdlf snk down to the lake bottom, thankful for the touch of the clean water on hisface and through his
hair. When he surfaced Akki was standing where he' d left her, staring out into the darkness. Hetried to
reach her mind to assure her and was rewarded instead with a crackling sound. He realized that once
again hismind had been closed by the water to any sendings.

Motioning with hishand, hetried to cal her toward him but she didn’'t move, only stared at him strangely.
So hewent over and led her into even deeper water, away from the two men who glowered at them
from the rock ledge.

“I can't hear any sendings now,” he whispered. “Thewater blocksit. Y ou go under, too, Akki.”
Sheturned her back on the men and whispered back, “I wondered why you didn’t answer me.”
“Put your head under and you'll see.”

Dipping her handsin the water, asif she were till washing, Akki hesitated. “I can't,” she whispered.
“Can't what?’

“Can’'t put my head under.”

“Mffly not?”

“I"'m too scared and... ow!” Her hand went to her forehead.

“What isit?’

“Themen!” She gasped. “ They’ ve just sent adouble command to return. And, Jakkin, it hurts. | have
to...” She stopped talking and a blank look crept into her eyes. She began to turn around.

Jakkin grabbed her by thewaist and pulled her underwater. She struggled violently againgt him and her
right hand smacked his chin. Helet her go and she burst up into the air, spluttering and gasping.

“Jakkin, that wasn't funny!” She stopped, put her hand over his mouth, and stared at him. “My head,”
shewhispered, “it's crackling. And... and | can’'t hear them anymore. I'm dl donein herel”

“Itll last for only alittlewhile,” he said, glancing quickly over his shoulder at the men and waving a them.
They looked puzzled. He turned back, whispering franticaly. “Listen, Akki, | don't think they’ll come
into the water unless they have to. Remember, they’ ve got only the sendings, no words. They wouldn't



want to loseit. So tell me quickly what you know. | didn’t see anything but the Place of Men. It snothing
but adreary cave where they pick out ore and turn it into molten metal. But metal, Akki. Do you redize
what that means?’

She nodded, lacing her fingerstogether.

“ | didn’'t even know much about the dragons or these caves until today. Or tonight. Or whatever
worm-egtentimeit is”

Akki took adeep breath and her words came to him inarush. “I don’t know much more. The Place of
Women isfilled with women and children, though there are only afew babies and agood number of them
aresickly. They seemto spend alot of time preparing food. And weaving. And making clothing.”

Jakkin thought a minute. “What about the food? Where does it come from?”

“Comefrom?1 don't... oh, | seewhat you mean, Jakkin. If they re growing food-or gathering it-they
have to have access to the outside.”

Jakkin nodded.

“But where?’

“And,” he added, “how do we get there, wherever thereis?’
Puddling her hand in the water, Akki sighed. “ Jakkin...” she said.
Hewaited.

“Something dse. It' s been puzzling me alot. Those babies. They cry like ordinary babies, you know
-sounds. But the older ones, the toddlers, they don’t make any noise a dl, even when they fal down
taking their first steps. They just sprawl on the cave floor and send unhappy-feding patterns. Somehow
something-or someoneteaches them to forget language and use only their minds. And | don’t know what
itigd” Her hands ran through the tangles of her hair.

Jakkin reached over and took her handsin his. Just asthey touched, the cracklein his mind stopped and
he could fed her puzzlement and fear.

“Quick!” hesaid. “Duck down into the water again.” But it wastoo late. The men on the ledge had been
joined by Makk. Their sending, strengthened by linking hands, was too strong to be disobeyed.

“COME. COME. COME.”

Jakkin'slast coherent thought was that he’ d heard that command before. Then he took Akki’s hand, and
they walked out of the lake to stand before the waiting men.

chapter 26

FOR TWO SLEEP periods-Jakkin couldn’t be sure they were actud nights-they’ d been forced to
remain by the dragon’ s side. They dept on the stone floor by her stall without even the comfort of grass
pallets. Hulking, expressionless guards watched over them, ready to dap themiif they tried to speak out
loud. Anytime Jakkin tried a sending he was painfully aware that the guards were listening in, painfully



because they often doubled their sendings, leaving him with an aching head. He and Akki were reduced
to passing looks to remind themsdlves that they were not stooping, silent cave dwedlers.

In her frustration Akki began afrantic round of nursing that was at first welcomed by the dragon, then
tolerated, and at |ast shaken away with tail thumpings and fierce houghing. Jakkin, in histurn, groomed
the dragon until her scales were polished to ashine that even old Likkam, Old Likk-and-Spittle, would
have admired. But findly the dragon shook him off, too.

When the dragon started stretching her neck out to the fullest, Jakkin knew she was well again and ready
to lay her eggs. Neck stretching was an unconscious gesture |eft over from the days when dragons had
scouted for danger in the mountain caves where they gave birth. Sarkkhan had told him that.

Always before when Jakkin had been near alayer, he' d been caught up in her sendings, violent
maelstroms of color. But this dragon’s sendings were in black, white, and gray, and while they were no
lessviolent, Jakkin found himsdlf outside the waves of her emotions rather than caught up in them.
However, the cave people, whose own sendings were as colorless, seemed to be buffeted by the
dragon’ swild sendings, and they fled the cavern as soon as she began, leaving Jakkin and Akki aone.

They stayed, partly because they were ddighted to be shed of the guards, but primarily because Akki
feared there might still be problemswith the newly hedled cand.

“It'stoo soon,” she whispered, even though there was no one esein the room. “ The eggs might tear
open the scabs.”

“That' Il beamess,” Jakkin said.
“And painful,” Akki added.

Asthey watched, the pressurein the dragon’ s birth cana began to send wavesrolling up under the
stemum and aong the heavy stomach muscles. She reared up, her head scraping the rounded ceiling.
Fluttering her wings, she pressed them to her sides, the edges touching her belly. Jakkin could see her
earflaps vibrating steadily as she dowly settled back down.

“ Easy, easy, my beauty,” he murmured, remembering with a sudden shudder the last time he’ d spoken
these same words to alaying hen. It had been to Heart’s Blood, and the eggs she’ d dropped contained
Sssargon, Sssasha, and thetriplets.

Akki’ s head snapped up and she grinned. “ Thetriplets,” she whispered. “Lizard lumps, how | miss
them.”

Jakkin didn’t even mind that she' d read histhoughts, but he pointed to his mouth. “Use words,” he said.
““Where do you think they are now?’

“Who?’

“Thetriplets”

“Outsde.” Hesghed.

“I wishwewere outside,” Akki said.

He touched her hand, stroking it with hisfingers. “Wewill be soon. | promise.”

And then the dragon’ s panting began, in and out, in and out; the ragged breathing filled the cavern and



seitled over them like aheavy mist. They stopped talking as the rhythm envel oped them.

The dragon heaved hersdlf to her feet and backed out of the sall, pushing Akki to the floor and
squashing Jakkin againgt the wall. Mindlessy the worm stomped around the room threetimes, asif
searching for something. Her frantic pacing disturbed the two dragonsin the outer sdls, and they
houghed at her. She responded by whipping her tail back and forth.

At last shefound a shdlow depression filled with sand at the far end of the cavern. Eyeingit for a
moment, she tested it with aclaw. Evidently it satisfied her, for she squatted over it and began to push
down. Eggs popped out between her back legs, cascading continuoudy into the sandy nest for the better
part of severa hours.

Higher and higher the pile of eggs grew until at last the pile was so high, she had to stand to finish the job.
Asshedid adticky ydlowwhite afterbirth tinged dightly with red trickled out of the cand, coating the
eggs and binding them together.

“Seetheblood,” Akki whispered to Jakkin. “ Some of the scabs must have come off.”

The dragon shook hersdlf al over, stepped over the pyramid of eggs, and waddled dowly back to the
gdl, where she began cleaning hersdif.

Jakkin pulled Akki out of the gall just in time. They were as drained asif they’ d done all the hard work
of laying themsalves. Akki dumped against the cave wall and fell adeep. Jakkin sat down next to her and
was soon snoring gently. Their dreamswere full of color and light and the smdll of the open air.

chapter 27

THEY WOKE WELL before the dragon, who was in the comalike deep that followed egg laying.
Jakkin knew that was how thefirst dragons had been captured, during the vulnerable aftermath of birth.

Asthey woke they were buffeted by new storms, not from the dragon but from many individual human
sendings. Surprised, they looked around the cavern. 1t was filled with silent men, women, and children
jostling one another for alook at the eggs. The most surpnsing thing of al wasthat they were al dressed
in white robes, a costume oddly unsuited to their heavy bodies.

Makk left the crowd and came over to them, holding out his handsin agesture of greeting. “ Good Much
good” Then hewaved his hands at the white-robed people behind him.

What followed his wave was such aclamor in the mind that Jakkin could think of it only asacheer. It
made him shiver with itsintensity, and ended by giving him the worst headache he' d ever had.

Asquickly asit had arisen, the sillent cheer stopped, but the ache above his eyes continued. Jakkin
rubbed at hisforehead but it didn’t help.

“Come!” Makk’ s sending was both an invitation and acommand.

Jakkin stood and pulled Akki up after him, and they joined the crowd surging out of the cavern down a
long, straight tunnd and into asmdll, niched cave, where they were hel ped into white robes of their own.

Jakkin turned to Akki, mouthing, “What’ sgoing on?’



She shrugged, pointed to her head, and rubbed her left temple with afinger.

Before he could answer, they were rushed away again, moving like part of an underground river racing
through the tunnelsinto yet another cave.

This cave was enormous and vaulted, its ceiling strung with lanterns. Tapestries hung dong thewadlls, the
pictures on them, while primitive, clearly showed dragons and children superimposed upon one another.
L ong unadorned wooden tables sided by benches covered most of the cave' s floor space.

Jakkin was pushed toward a bench and made to sit, strangers on either side of him, Akki across the way.
The table was piled high with dishes of steaming stews and salads, boiled mushrooms both gray and
white, and cups of aliquid the color of fresh blood.

There was no ceremony. Just as in the bondhouse, everyone reached out for whatever he or she wanted.
The clattering of dishes and the banging of hands on the table contrasted strangely with the wordlessness
of the peoplein the room.

After so many days of limited fare, the sight of so much food was overwheming. Jakkin could fed sdliva
pooling in hismouth. A strange smell pervaded the room, and it took him amoment to redizeit came
from the tallow candles set at the table ends. Hungry as he was, Jakkin suddenly felt sick to his stomach.
The only thing that could make that much tallow would be dragon fat. Even though his plate was piled
high with avariety of inviting foods, he no longer felt like egting. His head ached till, his stomach revolted
at the smells. He shook his head.

The man on the right clapped Jakkin on the shoulder before turning back eagerly to hisfood.

Jakkin sat back and made hismind ablank. Sowly he built up awall, concentrating on each block until it
was as high as hishead. He fdlt rather than heard someone standing in the front of the room and he
looked up.

Makk had his hands raised above his head in akind of benediction, fingers semaphoring to al who
watched him. Jakkin raised himsdlf carefully over hismenta wall to listen, and Makk’ s sending cameto
him full force

“Eggs are high. Now we eat. Now we deep. Not-now we watch hatching. Not-now we count eggs.
Timewe ceebrate. Time we praise. Time we birth again. Blood to blood ”

All around the room people were legping to their feet, raising their hands overhead.

“Blood to blood, ” their sendings repested. For thefirst time ariver of color, bright red, washed through
their black-and-white minds. “Blood to blood ”

In the end only Jakkin and Akki, across the table from him, remained seated. Akki was weeping slently,
tears channeling down her cheeks. Jakkin hissed at her and she opened her eyes and Stared at him. He
sent one word acrosstheir bridged minds:

((Wl.lyl?”
She bit her lip, then whispered, “Oh, Jakkin, I'm afraid. | don’t know why, but I’m so horribly afraid.”

Suddenly Jakkin caught her fedings and they rushed through him, pushing out the bloody sendings, his
headache, and everything el se except that fear. And he knew hewas afraid, too. That he didn’t know
why only madeit worse.



chapter 28

ASMAKK SAID, they ate and dept and then ate again, an enormous display of gluttony that made
Jakkin so sick he refused to go back in the dining room.

The watch was s&t: three men and three women at atime, with achild between them, waited by the nest.
Jakkin supposed they were there to guard the eggs from any flikka, though the caverns had seemed
curioudy without life. And to report when the eggs started hatching.

Jakkin and Akki were dragged aong to make up one of the watch teams. They kept their vigil for less
than an hour, or so it seemed, squatting on their hedls and staring silently at the now-hardened pyramid of
eggs. Jakkin's scomach was till queasy and he wondered if he were clutched, which is how trainers
linked to adragon often felt when the hen was laying. But thiswasn't his dragon and he was hardly linked
with her, at least any more than the rest were. He suspected it was just plain fear. And what was that
fear? It had something to do with the bloody sendings, that much he knew. And something about the way
the cave people greedily devoured their dragon stew. But he' d had friends like that at the nursery and
they’ d never frightened him. It was just afedling he had. And Akki, he knew, felt the same.

When hiswatch was over Jakkin stood with the rest of the whiterobed guardians, but instead of filing
down the tunndl with them he moved over to the dragon’ s stal. She was getting restlessin her deep and
he knew she' d be waking before long.

Akki came over to the stall and touched his shoulder. They stood that way as the new watchers entered
the cavern to take their turns.

The dslencein the cave was unbearable. Jakkin was ready to say something aloud, whatever the
consequences, when the dragonsin the far stalls began to rock back and forth in place. Jakkin welcomed
the creak of bone, the muffled thud of the dragon feet. The rhythm was compelling and he began to sway
with them.

And then the dragon deeping by hisfeet awvoke. Shaking her head from Side to side, she stood and
backed out of the stall. The watchers at the nest scattered as she moved purposefully toward the pyramid

of eggs.

Stopping by the nest, she lowered her head dowly until her nose rested on the topmost egg. For a
moment she didn’t move, then houghed a mighty bresth out through her nose. The wet, warm breath
touched the eggs and akind of vapor surrounded the top three or four. For amoment the hard shells
seemed dmogt trand ucent. Jakkin imagined he could see into them and judge the contents. Then the
moment passed. The dragon rolled the topmost egg off the pile and onto the floor. It seemed amiracleit
did not break, but the hard elastic shell was amaost impenetrable from the outside. Only the hatchling
within, with the birth bump of horn on itsnose, could easily crack open the shell.

Soon the floor by the nest was littered with the cream-colored eggs. There seemed to be nearly a
hundred.

A babble of sendingsfiltered through Jakkin’s concentration and he looked around. The cavern was fast
filling with people jostling for position; the children pushed to the front. Unmoved, the dragon continued
her work.

Touching each egg in turn, she shoved them around with her lanceae, the twin nails on the front of her



foot, dmogt asif she were counting them, asif she knew aready which eggs held live hatchlings and
which werejust dime-filled decaysfor the flikkaand drakk.

She tapped an egg that lay closeto her right foot. Tap. Tap-tap. She paused. Tap-tap.

There was atiny echo from insde the egg. Tap-tap.

She touched the egg again with amore vigorous stroke.

TAP

A thin dark line formed on the shell, the barest whisper of acrack.

Jakkin let out abresth.

Suddenly the line became awider crack, zigzagging like ariver around the smaller end of the egg.

The dragon gave the egg afind tap and it split gpart. In the larger half lay acrumpled form, curled tightly
around itsdlf. It was the color of scum and was covered with ayellow-green fluid.

The hen dragon overturned the shell and the wrinkled hatchling ssumbled blindly onto the cave floor, its
eyes dill seadled shut with the egg fluids. She gaveit aperfunctory lick, then turned her attention to the
ingde of the shell, which she cleaned with her rough ridged tongue. When dl the fluids were gone she
went back to the hatchling, licking it clean. Once free of the fluidsthat had coated its overlarge wings and
heed, the hatchling flopped down to deep. The hen ignored it and once again picked through the eggs.

Seven times she tapped an egg, once biting an egg open with her under-tongue growth. In four of the
shellswere live hatchlings. Two of the eggs contained deformed dragons, one that trembled for aminute
intheair beforeit died, the other long dead and stinking. The third shell held nothing but a bright yellow
yolk with acoin-sized spot of blood in its center. She gobbled the yolk down eagerly.

When it was clear the Great Mother was through picking over the eggs and had fallen back into deep,
the crowd surged forward to clean up the nest and its scattered contents. Each person took an egg or a
handful of sand as asouvenir. The dragon was shooed back to her stall with her hatchlings. Then the
floor was swept up by the same two women who had been with the dragon from thefirst. 1t al happened
so quickly, it was asif the hatchling had never occurred.

Jakkin was shocked that the cave people had not |et the mother dragon crack open and eat the rest of
the eggs. There might even be asingleton, an egg that openslate with asowly forming baby dragoninit.
Every nursery bonder knew how important it was for the mother dragon to get those extrarationsto
replace the fluids and protein she had lost in the hatching. How el se could she recover?

Y et even as he worried about the dragon’ s condition, Jakkin had to smile. The five new hatchlings,
wrinkled, ugly, and ungainly, were dready nestled by their degping mother’ sside, their butter-soft baby
claws pushing againgt one another in their deep.

chapter 29

HOW LONG THEY sat by the dragon’sstdll, half dozing in the dim light, Jakkin didn’t know. What
wakened him was arumbling noise that began as alow growl and rose steadily into an angry roar. He
looked around and couldn’t see anything, but an uneasinessinvaded hismind, amisty sending that



suddenly resolved itsdlf into a tunne shaped blackness shot through with familiar gray ranbows.

Jakkin's head jerked up and Akki whispered, “That’s Auricle. She's here. Why didn’t we notice
before?’

Jakkin shook his head. “ She never sent anything before.”
“And we were too worried about the egg laying,” Akki added.

They stood and followed the sending to the side sdls, where two dragons were rocking nervoudy from
foot to foot.

“Which oneisAuricle?’ Akki asked.

Jakkin sent a pattern of blueslike lazy rivers meandering across the dark sendings from both dragons.
“I’'mnot sure,” he said to Akki. “We never actualy saw her. It wastoo dark in the tunnels.”

““And | wastoo scared.”
The, too.* Helaughed doud. ”Me, too.”
“So, which one?’

Jakkin sent Auricle’ s name, bound about with colorful rainbows, and the larger of the two dragons, the
palered, raised her head to stare back at him.

“Not-man?’ Her large dark eyes grew larger ill.
“Akki, it sthe red. She'sgot to be Heart’ s Blood' s cousin.”

“Don't gtart that again, Jakkin. There’sno way to know. Not for sure. And she' s not your dragon
anyway. She belongs here, in the cave.”

“Not-man?” the red dragon sent again.

“What isit?" Jakkin whispered, molding the question into asending aswell. But no sooner had he sent it
than adifferent sending filled hismind, so loud hishead hurt withiit.

“COME. COME. COME.”

The rumbling noise and the sending seemed to blend together until the command wasirresistible, and
Akki and Jakkin stumbled toward the tunndl entrance. But the dragons, cuffed asthey were by iron
bonds at neck and foot, didn't leave their sdls, only started rocking again. The deegping mother dragon
dtiffed uneadily, lifting her head for amoment in a dazed fashion before snking back into her stupor.

At the entrance Jakkin could see movement down the tunnel and soon he could make out the figures of
Makk and six of his men hauling an enormous wheded cart. Jakkin put his hand out and dragged Akki
back insde the cavern as the men pulled the cart through the arch.

Stripped of their ceremonia robes and wearing only leather shorts, the men’sarm muscles bulged and
flattened, then bulged again asthey tugged the cart over the uneven cavern floor. Behind the cart,
pushing, were another half dozen men similarly stripped down. Beyond them Jakkin could make out the
entire company of cave people till dressed in their white robes. The women were now garlanded with
strings of dried chikkbeffies and warden’ s hearts and some kind of yellow-centered flowers. Fivein the
front carried naked infantsin their anus, babies whose heads were crowned with circlets of leaves.



Asthe cart rumbled into the cavern Makk directed the men toward the stall where the deeping dragon
once again tried to shake herself out of her stupor, but the lack of extra birth fluids had aready taken its
toll and she could scarcely move.

The five women cameforward, walked in front of the cart, and into the deeping dragon’sstall. Thefirst
touched the dragon on the flank. Her sending was restrained but perfectly clear.

“Great Mother, my child, your child, be one.”

She bent down and picked up one of the hatchlings with her free hand. It was the same size as her infant,
small enough to fit comfortably into the crook of her right arm.

The second woman entered the dragon’ s stall and touched the hen on the shoulder.
“Great Mother, my child, your child, be one.

“Jakkin, | don't likethis” Akki’smouth wasright againgt hisear. He put his hand up asif to silence her
but never took his eyes off the unfolding drama.

The third woman touched the dragon on the head, the fourth over the heart, and the fifth placed her hand
on the dragon’ s belly. Each woman' s sending was the same and each, in turn, picked up ahatchling and
cradled it againgt her breadts.

Akki whispered franticdly in hisear, “They’ re going to kill the hatchlings, Jakkin, | know it.” Her breath
was hot. “What kind of people are they?”’

Jakkin shook his head. What kind of people? He remembered his own nursery’ s culling day, when
unsuitable hatchlings had been taken from the screaming hens and sent off to the stews. What kind of
people were these men and women of the cave? What kind of people were al the people of Austar?

Thewomen holding the hatchlings turned, walked out of the stdl in aline, and with dow, measured steps
walked across the cavern to asmal holding pen of wood and stone. They placed the baby dragonsin it
and closed the gate.

Akki let out ardieved sgh that dmost deafened Jakkin, then dipped her hand into his, masking her
fedings behind a carefully constructed wall he couldn’t penetrate. Silently they continued to watch.

The robeless men crowded into the stall, six on either side of the deeping dragon and Makk by her tail,
holding aplaited net. The men at the dragon’ sfront rolled her onto her back and Makk sung the net
down at their feet, then spread the net where she' d been. When they let her go she rocked back on top
of the net.

Then the men in the back did the same and Makk pulled the net through so that it spread acrossthe
entire gall floor. When the dragon was settled again each man grabbed a handful of net and, on amental
signal, heaved her toward the cart. It took alot of grunting and straining, and more than once aman let
out amental cursethat struck Jakkin's mind with the force of ahammer blow. Though he’ d heard many
cursesin the nursery, they’ d never made him physically ill before. Jakkin rubbed histemples, trying to
ease away the pain.

At last the dragon was positioned on the cart, her tail dragging off the end. Makk and histwelve helpers
took up the rope at the front. Six robed men came around the back to push. The five women carrying
infants each helped pick up the dragon’ stail so that it wouldn’t scrape dong the floor. Then they began
to haul the cart and dragon out of the cavern.



Jakkin had no idea of their destination, though he feared it was the pile of white bones at the tunnel’ send.
He sent apicture of that pile to Akki, and she squeezed his hand. Puzzled, he looked at her. Shewas
amiling. Turning her head toward him, she whispered, “The bone pileis near the entrance, Jakkin. We

could escape.”

He knew she wasright, yet something about the ceremony they’ d just witnessed kept him from
celebrating. The chanting women, the white-robed men all seemed destined for some dark purpose, and
he followed them hand in hand with Akki because they knew no other way.

chapter 30

IT WASHARD, sweaty, backbreaking work, but Makk and his men never faltered. Surprisingly, none
of the other men offered ahand. It was asif towing the dragon were asingular honor that only certain
men were given, though Jakkin couldn’t figure out why. The rest of the people, who trailed behind the
cart, seemed enveloped in acarnival atmosphere, smiling and waving their arms, their sendings shot
through with unexpected colors, though their silence lent a bizarre note to the whole proceedings. The
only noise was the congtant rumble of the cartwhedl s broken by an occasiond high, piping cry of one of
theinfantsin itsmother’ sarms.

Just when Jakkin was beginning to believe there was no end to the journey, only the parade through a
maze of tunnels, he saw apinpoint of bright light ahead, beyond the surging crowd and beyond the cart
with its comatose burden. Then the pinpoint became larger, irised open until it filled him completely. Only
then did he redize he was not just seeing the spot of light but receiving it as a sending aswell.

It took him another moment to understand that the light wasn'’t torchlight or lanterns or the light from
phosphorescent mosses. He threw his hands up over hiseyesto help filter out the intense brightnessashe
continued forward with the crowd. When hefinaly pulled his hands awvay he saw they werein alarge
meadow dotted with copses of trees. The meadow was entirely surrounded by the steep, doping sides of
the mountain, asif they were at the bottom of an enormous bowl.

It was night. What Jakkin had thought was asingle bright light was redlly the pale glow of the
sand-colored moons, Akka and Akkhan. He' d been so used to the dim caves that the twin moons
seemed uncomfortably bright. Squinting, he stared up at them. A dark figure swept across Akkhan's
face. A wild dragon, he thought.

And then, asif in adream, camethe familiar rainbow pattern, filling him with hope.

“ Sssargon waits. Sssargon watches. Sssargon hunts. Sssargon. .. Then the sending was gone, blotted out
by the closer patterns of the people around him and the dark rumblings of the cart.

The cart moved more easily now, along well-worn ruts, toward a great stone enclosure in the center of
the meadow. Thering reminded Jakkin vaguely of some of the country pits, with their stone seats around
acenter maw.

The men drew the cart through a stone archway and into the center of the ring, where, with a ceremonia
heave, they hauled the dragon off the cart. She lay where they dropped her, panting and blinking deepily
up a thelight.

Herded into their seats by the crowd, Akki and Jakkin sat next to one another but didn’t touch, afraid
that their thoughts would thereby be doubly broadcast to the cave folk. And soon Jakkin's attention left



Akki and was focused on thering.

Hewondered if there wasto be afight. If so, there' d be nothing but a straightforward daughter, for the
hen could barely get her head up. Infact, if sheweren't fed soon, she'd die. Hedidn't like the way she
was breathing, and everyone knew that ahen right after egg laying and hatching needed extrarations. The
irony of it wasn't lost on him-that he and Akki had worked so hard to save her and were now helplesdy
going to watch her die. He thought about that a moment. He wouldn’t be hel pless. Shaking himsdlf loose
of the crowd-induced torpor, he started to stand and protest. But as he stood everyone el se stood, too,
asif reacting to some signa he d not even registered.

Once again in their white robes, Makk and his men entered the ring and formed atight circle around the
dragon, asif guarding her. Thefive garlanded women, infantsin arms, stood by the dragon’ stail. The
familiar chant began again. “COME. COME. COME.”

For along moment no one moved except the hen, whose tail beat a feeble tattoo on the ground.

Then, from the left Side, through the stone arch, marched afigurein dark red. Her robe was stiff and fell
in peculiar rigid folds from her shoulders. A cowl covered her head, avell her face. Only her eyes
showed, ringed with black paint. She carried along white stick in her right hand.

Coming to the circle of men, the woman stopped until they moved apart, then walked to the dragon’s
head, where sheraised her hands above her.

“Great Mother, ” she sent, and the people echoed it, a dark blackand-white picture of atowering dragon
form that seemed to shimmer in the mind from so many sendings. “Where your children cradled, cradle
mine.” She brought her hands dashing down toward the dragon’ s exposed neck.

In that instant Jakkin knew what it was she carried: aforefoot bone with the nails till intact. Only a
dragon’snail could dice efficiently through dragon scale, though the undemeck links were the tenderest

part.

Blood gouted from the dragon’ s neck and covered the woman' s robe and cowl, staining it a deeper red.
The hot, acidic blood spattered on the rocks below and splattered on the woman' s hands. It must have
burned her, pocking her wrists and fingers, but she never dropped her wegpon. At the very moment of
the cut she broadcast ahigh, piercing sending of triumph and light. The answering image from both the
dying dragon and the people around the ring was atidal wave of red: bright red, blood red, an ocean of it
that threastened to drown them all.

Jakkin closed his eyes, hoping to shut out the Sight, but the sending went on and on, replaying the scene
endlesdy in hishorrified mind.

chapter 31

MINUTESLATER THE woman in red cut open the dragon’ s belly and one by one the women laid their
infantsin the dragon’ s birth chamber, closing the flap of skin over them to ensure the babies
invulnerability to cold and to open their minds to the linkings of dragons and men.

Akki wept openly throughiit dl, but Jakkin forced himsdlf to remain dry-eyed. Hefdt hardly anything but
guilt, for as soon as the bloody sendings from the crowd had ended, his own bloody memories had
begun. He remembered, before the change, the three dragonsin hislife who had died because of him.



The great stud Blood Brother, killed in the nursery, because Jakkin had been careless. He rememhered
Brother ashelast saw him, in ahindfoot rise, pulling his leather hdter out of the stdl ring and screaming
his defiance over Jakkin's prone body until Likkam brought him down with abarn stinger. Then there
was the pit fighter S Blood, that Jakkin had alowed to get badly wounded in afight. He remembered

S Blood' slast moments, protesting groggily in the daughterhouse stews as the steward, in one
economical movement, shot him through the ear while Jakkin and Master Sarkkhan watched, helpless,
from the walkway above. And then there was Heart’ s Blood. Heart’ s Blood. That memory wasthe
worst of dl. The great red towering mgestically above Jakkin and Akki, taking the shots meant for them,
desth blossoming on her neck like a hideous bloody flower.

No more, he thought. I will allow no more. Not Auricle. Not the new hatchlings. Not eveniif | haveto die
to prevent it.

chapter 32

JAKKIN DREAMED OF it dl that night, the woman in the blood-stiffened cloak so triumphantly
dashing the throat of the weakened dragon, then carving open the worm’ s belly, and the five infants being
cradled in the birth chamber. His dreams were as red as the blood that had covered the babies when
they were lifted out of their fleshy nest, changed forever by their contact with the dead dragon’ sbody. In
his dream the dragon was no longer the unnamed brown that he and Akki had saved for the knife but his
much mourned Heart’ s Blood. And the infants all wore his own face. He dreamed he was drowning in
the blood, and when he woke up he was covered with swest.

He d fdlen adegp in the bowl of meadow along with Makk and the rest of the people, al of them
exhausted by the avful ceremony and its equally bloody aftermath. But, unlike the others, he and Akki
hadn’t feasted on the raw dragon mesat, hadn’t helped carve away flesh from bone with nail and knife and
teeth. Ingtead they’ d watched in horror as the bones, still spotted with the bloody bits of meat, had been
piled in apyramid atop the cart, apyramid that made mockery of the eggs the dragon had so recently
laid. They didn’t even need the wild sendings of the crowd to tell them that soon the cart would transport
the bones to the great white pile far off in the caves where scavengers would do the rest.

Akki, eyes swollen from weeping, had turned to run and hide somewhere in the tunnels. Her sending was
an agony that flashed through to him despite the blood red frenzies of the crowd.

“We can’'t go now,” Jakkin had whispered to her. “ Think, Akki, think. If we run now, we leave Auricle.
She'll diethe sameway. Welet Heart’ s Blood die. We let the brown. We can't let Auriclego likethis.”

She d turned toward him, nodding rel uctantly.

He d put hisarms around her. “We |l stay and watch and plan. We ve got only one chanceto get it
right.”

Akki had kept her face hidden againgt his chest, but Jakkin had borne witnessto the rest of the
ceremony. Then they’ d falen adegp in one another’ sarms.

But because they had not taken part in the horrible feast, Jakkin and Akki woke early, Akki first, pulling
at Jakkin’sarm until he woke covered with swest, the sun high overhead. The smdll of the carnage was
dill heavy inthe early morning air.

AKkKi, her eyeslike dark bruises, turned toward him. Jakkin concentrated on those eyes, trying to forget



hisdreams. “| fed s0... sodirty,” Akki whispered.

“I think | can get us back to the bath lake,” he said with confidence, though histraitor mind sent
uneasiness and confusion. “At least | cantry.”

They sneaked away from the deeping people, careful not to step on outflung arms. It helped that they
had fallen adeep on the edge of the crowd. Grabbing atorch that was still spluttering inits metal sconce,
they plunged into the inviting darkness of the tunnel. Akki went on ahead, thankful to quit the meadow
light, but Jakkin turned back for amoment. For thefirst time he looked beyond the crowd and the
bloody dtar and noticed carefully cultivated fields around the meadow’ s rim. His mind worked furioudy.
Could those fidlds have been worked by the same people who had torn apart adragon in an hour of
bloody worship? The acres of painstaking hosings did not seem to belong to afolk who savaged a
dragon hen just aday after she’d laid her eggsto their silent approva. He turned back onto the dark
winding path into the mountain’ s heart, remembering his own home, a place where dragon breeders ate
dragon steaks and men linked with dying beasts reveled in their criesin the stews. Peoplepeople werea
puzzle. He guessed he preferred the dragons.

“Akki,” he caled, relieved to be able to use hisfull voice again. “ Akh, wait for me!”

chapter 33

THEY TOOK SEVERAL wrong turnings and had to back up three times, but it was Akki who noticed
it firet, a ajuncture.

“Look, Jakkin, the phosphorescence isn't just haphazard. There' sapattern. Fivelines here.” Sheran her
hand over the nubbly moss and for amoment her finger glowed. A disembodied white finger pointed.
“And three over there.”

Jakkin looked. Shewasright. “That explains how they can run through the tunnels and never get lost.”
Helaughed, holding an imaginary conversation with himsdlf. “ And where do you live, Master Makk?
Why on number three, past five, second cave to your right!”

“Soif we can remember the number patterns, we can find our way around,” Akki said.

Jugt as she finished speaking they rounded aturning in the number five tunnd and sumbled into asmal
cavern with alake at its center.

“| sadI'dfindit!”

Akki shook her head. “1 don’t think you found it-1 think you found another one.” She handed thetorch to
Jakkin, who set it carefully againgt the wall. “ These caves must be riddled with |akes.”
“You may beright,” Jakkin agreed. “This one doesn't have the ledge where the guards stood.”

“I'm awaysright.” Shelaughed and stripped off her robe. She was wearing her own clothes underneath.
Before he could react she' d waded in. When the water was as high as her shoulders, she stopped and
turned around. “Come on, Jakkin. Why areyou so... ?’ She took one more step back and disappeared
under the water, her mouth still open to spesk.

Jakkin thought she wasjoking and waited for her to resurface, laughing. After amoment he began to get



worried. He knew she couldn’t swvim. A moment more and he ripped off his own robe and dived in. The
water wasicy cold and he was afraid it was going to be pitch black underneath. To his surprise, when he
opened his eyesthe water was dark green and, the farther down he went, apiercing light green shot
through with gold. Ahead he could see adark, dim shadow. It had to be Akki. He swam asfast ashe
could toward that black spot and at last he could make her out, arms above her head, legslimp, her hair
spun out around her head like aweb.

He grabbed a handful of her hair and drew her toward him. Her eyes were open and staring, her mouth a
black 0. Putting his right arm around her waist, he started to kick upward when he redlized he wasn't
redly sure, in this crystaline world, which way was up and which was down. But trusting to memory, he
went away from the light, paddling desperately one-handed toward the black wall.

They shot up and out of the water. He gasped for air, but Akki did not. He dragged her toward the shore
and, when hefindly got hisfooting, hauled her up onto the rock. He knew little about hedling, less about
someone who had amost drowned. All he had was his body’ s desperate knowledge.

“Oh, Akki, please. Please!” he cried. “Not now. Not when we' ve escaped.” The echo of hisvoice was
dampened by hiswaterfilled ears. He couldn’t reach her by a sending for there was only that cracklein
his mind, the water-induced static. He pulled her close to him in alast mindless embrace and the pressure
of hisbody against hers caused water to spew from her mouth.

Frantically he turned her over onto her ssomach and pushed againgt her back, reasoning that he might be
able to pump more water from her that way. Water drained from her mouth and nose, but still shedidn’t
take a breath. He pushed and pushed until he could coax no more out, until his arms ached, then turned
her over and stared.

Her eyeswere closed. Her mouth was dack. There was areddening bruise on her cheek from the stone.
“Oh, Akki, please, " he cried again. “Take my breath. Please!”
He put hismouth on hers, asif he could force air into her, and blew. Once. Twice. Threetimes.

And then, asif rgecting his bregth, she coughed, afrothy rough hacking that sent both bresth and water
back into his mouth. He gagged. She opened her eyes and they were like water-filmed stones. Then life
seemed to spark in them again dowly. She coughed once more and Jakkin hugged her, burying hisface
againg her neck. He didn't want her to see him cry.

“Oh, Akki,” hewhispered hoarsgly, hislips againgt her cold skin, “I thought you were dead.”
“Not... not dead yet,” she whispered back, her voice unnaturdly low. “But awfully wet. And cold.”

Tenderly he wrapped her robe about her shoulders. “Don’t move,” he said. “ Just get warm. And get
your breath back. There's something | have to check out. But I’ [l be back.”

Heturned and dived into the water, an inelegant splashing. Just before his head went under his mind
cleared and he could fed her sending, till pale but clear:

“And wherewould I go without you, Jakkin?’

chapter 34



ASHE WENT down, down, down toward the piercing green light, Jakkin concentrated only on his
swimming. Hewas an ingtinctua but untrained swimmer and had never gone any long distances before.
Mogt of his swimming had been of the splash-and-wade variety, donein the water that threaded through
the oasis where he' d raised Heart’ s Blood. But he pulled strongly with hisarms, kept his feet kicking
steadily, and headed into the center of the green light. He counted on that light-it had to be away out.

Just when he thought hislungswould burst the green turned a brilliant white and he followed it up and into
the air. He grabbed great gulps of breath and his chest heaved up and down. When his eyes were no
longer water-filmed he saw he wasin a cavern of green-white crystals. Overhead and on the cave walls
were strange, faceted rocks that pulsed with light. Above the water, rainbow shadows danced and
shimmered. Then he redlized that instead of being in alake hewasin an eddying river whose
dow-moving current was Carrying him along. He paddled in desultory fashion, letting the river do the
work, and in thisway rounded agreat curve. Suddenly an enormous opening was before him. It was as
high asthe nursery studbam and opened on to endless sky.

The water carried him through. He turned over and floated aong on his back, looking up into the clear
blue Austarian sky where ablack dot was scripting an eliptic message. Hismind still crackled with the
water’ s static, so there was no way he could receive a sending that would tell himif that dot wasa
dragon-or acopter. He flipped back over onto his stomach, took three strong strokes, and clambered
out onto a bank whose grass came right down into the water.

From where he stood, shaking himsdlf like adragon just emerged from a bath, he could see that the river
wound on for another couple hundred meters, and then disappeared precipitoudy, asif the end were
suddenly sheered off. There was a constant low deep sound, which seemed at once comforting and
ominous. Hewondered about it, but it wasn't like any sound he' d ever heard.

Behind him the mountain climbed straight up, asif a second mountain stood atop thefirg, itsdark rocks
broken and ugly. On the other side of the river was a grassy dope smilar to the one he stood on, and
beyond it a sheer drop. He could see a stretch of desert land below with scattered green-black clumps of
trees. And even farther on there was a black snaky line he guessed was ariver, perhaps even the
Narakka.

He became aware of the untrammeled grass between histoes, cool and tickling. Smiling at last, he threw
himsalf facedown and let the strong familiar earth smdl surround him.

But dl the while he was thinking furioudy, questions boiling up inside. How was heto get Akki, who
could not swim, through the water to this blue-and-green haven? How could he convince adragon
aready beginning to swell with eggsto swim to an unknown and unknowable destination? How could he
hold both girl and worm through the terrifying moments underwater when none of them would be able to
link minds? And, above dl, how could he do it so that the cave people didn’t know their plans ahead of
time or follow them into thislight and open place?

Shaking his head, Jakkin let the sun warm and dry him. Slowly hismind cleared of the static, and asit did
hefdt it invaded by afaraway sending, faded but familiar:

“Sssargon rides. Sssargon turns. Sssargon soars.

Jakkin chuckled to himsdlf, waiting for the dragon to become aware of his presence. Then asthe dragon
monol ogue continued unabated, redization dawned on Jakkin. Sssargon smply didn’'t hear him. He,
Jakkin, was broadcasting none of hisfeelings. The habits he had learned in hislong days deep in the cave
held. Without even worrying about it, without working at visudizing awal or acurtain or afence, he
could now cloak hisfedings. Thankfully he opened hismind and let out awhoop of color. “ Sssargon!”



his sending shouted. “ Sssargon, shut up! And Sssargon-come here!”

The dot did a complete loop-de-loop and started toward him, its sendings blasting out a parade of
patterns-reds, golds, purples. In its wake there came four other sendings, related yet individud.

The hatchlings, Heart’ s Blood' sfive, had dl heard him and were on their way.

chapter 35

THEY NEARLY BROKE two Of hisribsand fairly suffocated him once they had landed, crowding
around him in boisterous delight. Sssasha had to buffet the triplets away from him with abroad sweep of
her tal. And Sssargon, undaunted by their teasing, continued his commentary throughout the reunion, a
colorfilled drone that soon had them al chuckling.

“Sssargon laughs. Sssargon fedsjoy.”

At last Jakkin caught his bresth and cleared hismind. He looked carefully at thefive, al of whom seemed
overgrown after the stunted, dull dragons of the cave. He patted Sssasha’ s nose with its splotch of gold,
then opened his mind to them dowly, like astoryteller beginning atale. He made them fed the low, dark
insde of the mountain caves and the low, dark minds of the cave' s damaged inhabitants. He pictured the
work details, the reunion with Akki, the hedling of the dragon, and the silent, steady laying of the eggs.
Then, with akind of menta drumroll, he pounded out the rest of the story, ending with the great gout of
blood red spewing over them all.

If dragons could weep, they wept. Crowding closeto him, they rubbed against him in their need for
comfort. Sssashalicked hisear carefully with her rough tongue.

Then Tri-ssskkette, with the mental equivaent of asigh, sent afluttering thought that flapped likethe skin
over her ears. “Akki!”

Shelaced the picture of Akki in gold but the flutter lines kept bresking up theimage. It was so plaintive,
Jakkin reached over and hugged her around the neck.

“Akki,” he said doud, framing asmultaneous sending. Dragons recognized certain spoken words-names
and specific objects-but the sendings were still necessary. “ Akki is under the mountain by the lake. | must
go back. But thee will have aplacein thisending, Tri-I promisetheethat.”

The others pushed next to Tri-ssskkette, signaling their own willingness, and nearly knocked Jakkin over.
He gave them each a pat on the nose.

“Thisismy plan, and it will be better to say it to thee now, for once | am back in the water and under the
mountain, | can send thee nothing.”

“Nothing?’ Sssargon was sartled out of his sdf-involvement for amoment.
“Nothing,” Jakkin repeated, both out loud and in asending. “ The water stopsdl sendings.”
“Thee will belike other men then?” It was Sssashawho understood first.

“Almogt.” Jakkin nodded. “But the people of the cave can send to dragons, and their sendings are
strong. If theefedsit, Sssasha, if they cdl theein thisway ”-and he looked at them fiercely’ cOME,



COME, COME, then thee must al pump thy wings and leave at once. For these are worm killers, bone
sackers, blood drinkers. Thee mugt dl leave Akki and me. No more of Heart’ s Blood' sline must die for
me. Do you understand?’

They nodded their great heads up and down, up and down, in dow agreement, Sssashafirst and then the
triplets and, at the very last and reluctantly, Sssargon.

“Thee must wait here, ready to help. Thee must be my eyesand my ears.” Then hetold them what he
planned, so shapeless athing that even as he spoke and sent it, he wondered if it could possibly work.

When Jakkin had finished Sssargon put his nose againgt Jakkin's ear and blew awarm breath into it.
Then hetwisted his neck so that he was eye to eye with Jakkin. “ Sssargon hears. Sssargon be eyes.”

“Wearethy ears, thy ears, thy ears.” Thetriplets emphasized this by fluttering their earflaps outrageoudly.
Jakkin rewarded them each with a chuck undernesth the chin.

Then he turned to Sssasha. “And thee, my beauty?’ he asked, touching the gold slash on her nose.

“I am thy heart, Jakkin, ” she sent. It was as clear and unambiguous as any sending the people of the
cave could send, but it shimmered with light and with love, and he could read past, present, and futurein
it.

Heturned, did down the grassy dope back into the water. 1t seemed colder than before. As he started to
stroke againgt the current, moving dowly upstream, he fought the impulse to turn and look back at the
dragons. He needed every hit of strength for the difficult pull ahead. And he feared that if he saw them
there he might not be able to go on. Water splashed up into his mouth and made him cough. His ears had
begun to ring. The cold and the steady current sapped his fading strength even further. But he went on,
one stroke after another, until he had battled hisway back through the great opening in the mountainside
and into the green crystd cave.

Treading water there, he looked about asif measuring something-the rocks, perhaps, or thewdlls, or his
own fast-disappearing courage. Then through the gatic in hismind, asif it were afresh sending, camethe
memory of Sssasha swords: “I am thy heart, Jakkin.” Well, he would need the heart of adragon to get
through therest of it. But for Sssasha, for al of them, for Akki and Auricle-and especidly for Heart's
Blood, who had sacrificed hersdlf that they might live-he would be brave. Taking adeep breath, he dived
down and siwvam swiftly and surdly away from thelight.

chapter 36

THISTIME, TIRED as he was, Jakkin had been able to judge the amount of breath he needed, and he
pulled himsdlf through the ever-darkening water with growing confidence. Just as he began his ascent
toward the green-black surface, something caught around hislegs. Y anking and kicking, he brought the
heavy object up to his eyes and saw, with horror, that it was one of the white robes.

His heart began to pound and his earsfelt ready to burst. Fearing the worst-that the robe was Akki’ sand
she'd redly drowned thistime-he pushed it away and watched it rise dowly. He swam desperately for
thetop, burgting up into the air, gulping mouthfulsinto his exploding lungs, and then made for the shore.
Rubbing the water from his eyes only seemed to make hisvision worse, and he reminded himsdlf to cam
down. But when his eyes seemed clear at last he ftill had trouble seeing in the cave, and that was when
he noticed the guttered torch lying in apuddle. The cavern waslit only by the water reflecting eerily on



thewalls. There was no sign of Akki. The robein the water must be hisown.

He cursed himsdlf for leaving her there so long, aone and unprotected, and his cursesrose in volume and
origindity until he found himsdlf screaming her name. Thewaljs echoed crazily, bouncing the two syllables
back and forth, asif playing with them. But there was no answer, and his static-filled mind could find no
trace of any sendings.

“Akki!” he screamed again, starting down atunndl.

Hearing a sound behind him, he turned abruptly. Something on the far side of the lake wasrising up from
the shdlows.

“Shut up, Jakkin,” she said. “Maybe we can’t send, with dl the static, but no one could miss your
shouting. Thewadlsareringing withit!”

“Fewmets, Akki, | thought you were gone. | thought... | thought...” Hefound he could scarcely breathe.
She waded around the lake, careful to stay where the water was only knee-deep.

“What about what | thought, Jakkin?’ she said. *'Y ou were gone so long, | thought you were drowned.
And | can't swim, so how could | rescue you? And then | thought thet if you really had died, your body
would float up. So | had hope that you’ d found another way out. But | didn’t know if | could follow.”

She hesitated. “But | always knew you' d come back for meif you could.” She put her hand on hisarm.

He shook it off angrily. “What were you doing underwater?’ he asked. * Y ou nearly scared meto death.”
“Practicing!” shesaid lightly.

“Practicing? Practicing what?’

“That’ sajoke, Jakkin.”

“I’m not in the mood for jokes.”

“WEéll, you sure could use something to sweeten you.”

He made awry movement with his mouth.

“Actudly it wasthe only way | could think to keep them from finding me. When they began that gathering
cal again, you know, ”COME, COME, COME," | was so scared | wouldn't be ableto resist it, |
ducked down into the water. Even held my nose. And the chant stopped, just likethat! Or &t least |
couldn’'t hear it anymore because of the crackling. Then | remembered both our robes were by the lake,
so | came up for air and dragged them in with me. If Makk saw those, he’ d figure out where we were
eadly.” Sheamiled. ” Smart, wasn't 1?7, | Hewas till not mollified. “Y ou left the torch.”

She looked over her shoulder at the guttered torch. “ Oh, dragon’ s droppings. They’ d have known
anywey.”

“Still,” Jekkin said quietly, “it was awfully brave.”

“It wasawfully stupid,” Akki indsted. “Don'’t patronize me, Jakkin. I’ ve done brave thingsin my life.
Don't forget | joined arebd cdl to spy on them. I’ velived in the wildernesswith you. It just turns out
that thiswasn't exactly one of the bravest things |’ ve done.”

1] It Wm”



“It waan't!”

“It was, t00.”

“It... oh, lisen to us, Jakkin. We sound like kids.”
“I ill think it was brave.”

“ Never mind. It saslly argument anyway. Tell me what you found down there.” She pointed to the
center of thelake.

Excitedly he sketched out the underwater passage, the crystal cave, theriver, the grassy dopes, and the
reunion with the hatchlings.

“Thenthey'redl right?” Akki asked, relief in her voice. “What about Tri-ssskkette swing? All heded?’
“I... I didn't look,” Jakkin admitted.

“Wadl, youwere ahit busy,” Akki conceded. “Besides, if she could fly dl that way up the mountain, she
must be doing fine. Wish we could hed asfast!”

“Y ou can check it out when we get there,” Jakkin said.

“I'll dothat,” Akki said abit too brightly. “And now that I’ ve practiced my underwater swimming-or at
least my underwater nose holding-1'm ready to go. Aslong as you take my hand, Jakkin, I'll makeit.”
Her voice had gotten high and brittle sounding and she gave alittle shiver, but she never sopped smiling.

Jakkin realized she wasn't fedling quite as brave as she was trying to appear, and he thought grimly that
they’ d both need Sssasha s heart for this.

“Why should | need Sssashd s heart?’

“Because... oh, never mind.” Fustered, he could barely speak. She' d been able to pick up histhoughts,
and he' d been so sure the automatic shielding worked. Perhapsit wasn't as complete as he hoped. Or
maybe it worked just with dragons. Or sdlf-involved dragons like Sssargon. Or perhapsit didn’t work
with someone who loved him, like Akki. Or... and then the further redlization hit him. There was no more
daticinhismind.

“WEe ve got to get out of here,” hesaid. “I’mready.” She started backing into the water. “I mean back to
the egg cave”

“The egg cave-don't be crazy. | can make it through the water, Jakkin. | know | can.”

He put his hand out toward her. “I know you can, too, Akki. But we can't leave Auricle. They’ Il kill her.
Just like the brown. Another bloody ceremony and more bonesfor the pile. We can't let them do it.”

“Jakkin, we really don’'t have a choice. We have to save ourselves.”
“No! We're not in danger. We can leave anytime. But we' ve got to save Auricle.”

She turned away from him, shivering, and stared into the dark ness. “We arein danger, Jakkin. In danger
of becoming as brutish and dark-minded as these people. Can’t you fed it? If we Stay, sooner or later
we' |l be forced to join one of their bloody rituas, and then what will we be?’

Akki, we'rethat already. Dragon breeders and stewards and trainers and al the rest of us on Audtar,



we' ve used and abused dragons for centuries. We ve beaten them and eaten them, we' ve maimed and
trained them asif they were smple animals. Even with al the evidence that they’ re more than that. And
that’ swhy we have to save the dragons, as many as we can-here and back at the nursery. At whatever
the cost, AKkki."

“Dragons? Plural? Do you have delusions of grandeur, Jakkin?
Do you think you're amighty hero? A moment ago you wanted to save only one dragon-Auricle.”
“We have to save the hatchlings, too.”

“You can't save them dl, Jakkin. There must be twenty or thirty dragonsin here. And saving even one of
them won’t bring Heart’ s Blood back. Let’sjust go ourselves, beforeit’ stoo late.”

Heran hisfingersthrough hishair and sighed. “Y ou’re not histening, Akki. | redlize ther€ sno such thing
asatrade-off in guiltthese dragonsfor Heart’ s Blood. It's much more. | fed asif I'm seeing clearly for
thefirst time. Why can’'t | make you seeit too?

Humans and dragons together for Austar’ s greater good.”
“COME. COME. COME.”

She stared at him, though her face had a strange listening look, asif one part of her was aready caught in
the web of chanting. Then her thoughts came tumbling into his mind, obscuring the cal for amoment.
“Together. Dragons and humans. Oh, yes, Jakkin, yes. | understand” Aloud, she added, “Y ou redly
don’t need to save dl the hatchlings here, only the femaes. They sat the males free when they’re old
enough to fend for themselves. Didn't you know that? All the adult dragonsin the cave are female. When
one comesinto heat they stake her outside in the meadow and the wild males battle for possession. That
way the cave people don't have to worry about feeding and caring for males, who are so unpredictable
and difficult. The malesdon’t redlly matter to them anyway.”

Jakkin snorted. “Don’t matter?’

“No egg chamber,” Akki said.

“Onh”

“So you need me.”

“Of course | need you,” Jakkin said, pulling her into hisarms.
She looked up into hisface, her eyes suddenly clear and laughing.

“Idiot-you need me because you still can't tell the difference between amae and afemale hatchling-and |
can. Some dragon master you are.”

He began to chuckle and shejoined him, and their laughter roseinto akind of hysteriauntil the chant
began again, overwhel ming them both. Then, like the rest of the cave people, they marched unerringly
through the tunnels toward the source of the chant.

“COME. COME. COME.”

chapter 37



THEY GATHERED ON the edge of the meadow and watched the sun go down, a crowd of silent,
staring people bound together by their thoughts.

Then, asif the setting sun released them to their tasks, the crowd surged forward into the great open
space. Some of the men moved away from the rest, going toward a section of meadowland that was
falow and fuzzed over with new grass. A few women with hand tools headed toward the planted fields.
The rest paused around the dtar, which was splotched with dark shadows.

One woman began gathering up discarded robes, passing through the crowd to collect any that were | ft.
She made piles of them on the stones, though Jakkin couldn’t tell whether the piles had to do with sze or
with the amount of dirt or rips or tearsin the robes. When he and Akki handed their wet robesto her,
she glanced at them oddly, then placed them in a separate pile.

Makk threaded hisway through the crowd, placing his hand on an arm here, a shoulder there, choosing a
cadre of workers, who in turn chose others. There were no arguments.

Coming toward him, Makk put his hand roughly on Jakkin’s arm and his sending hurtled forward.
“Stay with others now. Pull cart.

Jakkin looked puzzled, and Makk pointed. When Jakkin made no immediate move Makk pushed him
and hurled asending after him.

“Go Brekk. Brekk knows.”

Jakkin bowed his head at Makk, grateful the man hadn’t noticed their absence. Searching out Akki,
who'd been herded into aknot of women folding robes, he caught her eye and nodded. Then he con
centrated on raising a heavy curtain over histhoughts with atiny peephole showing through which he let
out acarefully constructed sending. He was counting on the fact that these people, who shared every
thought together, seemed to know nothing about acting or telling lies. His sending was adark rendering of
adragon in pain. Not the pain of the dashed throat or the pain of adragon in the pit, but the pain of ahen
whose birth cana was blocked. He drew on his memory of the daysjust past and flung the sending
directly at Makk.

Makk’ s head jerked up. Looking around, he found Akki in the crowd and walked over to her swiftly,
placing his hand on the back of her neck.

Jakkin forced himsdlf to relax and lower the curtain, letting Makk’ s sending flood through him. He knew
he' d be able to eavesdrop on it because he didn’t subscribe to the code of privacy these people had
fashioned for themsalves. Makk’ s sending was direct and clear. “ Go dragons. Hedl.

When Makk took his hand away, severing the intensity of the connection, Jakkin insinuated a sending
into Akki’ still open mind.

“Good. Go to the dragons. Pretend Auricle ssick. Check her bonds. I'll be back as soon as| can.”
Then he closed hismind, turned, and sought out Brekk and the others, who had been detailed to the
bone cart.

chapter 38



THE JOURNEY SEEMED endless, even with ten men pulling and pushing the cart, for it was aheavy,
unwieldy vehiclethat could navigate the twisting passageways only with agreat ded of human help.
Pulling was worse than pushing, for they had to be strapped into leather harnesses. They stopped often
and traded back and front groups.

Jakkin tried to keep track of the turnings so that he could make his escape. But he lost count of the
numbered patches when someone fell against him, shoving him into the wall. He bumped hishead so
panfully, heforgot his careful taly.

It surprised him that they never cameto the origina lake where he' d tracked Auricle until he remembered
that Akki had been taken on the other side of the lake and brought to the Place of Women by an entirely
different route. So, he reasoned, his head il throbbing from thefdl, there were many roadsin this
intricate mountain maze. That thought didn’t comfort him.

He recognized only three of the men from the ore shifts, one being one-eyed Brekk. If he’ d had any hope
that Brekk might treat him with an easy familiarity, he waswrong. As cart master, Brekk was ahard but
fair leader and atireless worker, taking many extraturnsin the harness. In this he reminded Jakkin of
Master Sarkkhan, who had outshoveled and outshouted every bonder at his nursery. Brekk’s sendings
were loud and snappish: “ Fagter! Push! Here! Right turn!

Stop!

Infact, they took only five rest stops dtogether, and at each Brekk handed around severa jugsfilled with
acold, spicy red drink. Whether it was made of dragon’s blood, like the hot protein drink takk, which
was standard nursery fare, or of pressed berries, Jakkin couldn’t tell. And he didn’'t ask. He drank it as
eagerly asthe rest of the men, for it wasal they got on the long haul. When they’ d each drunk their fill
Brekk pushed them back to their feet with a powerful sending.

The cart and its bloody baggage rumbled on. Every oncein awhile one of the bones would tumble from
the cart and someone would bend to retrieve it. Often the man picking up the bone would hold it up to
hisnose or lick it surreptitioudy, snagging a piece of the stringy flesh. One time a bande dominus dropped
down at Jakkin' sfeet, and when he stooped to pick it up he was aware that all the men were staring at
him, waiting to see what he’ d do. He stood up dowly and placed it reverently back on the cart, eyes
smarting for whileit wasin hishands he could fed-asif in a sending-the menta screams of the dying
dragon. He walked away from the back of the cart into aside tunnel and was quietly sick.

The men ignored him completely after that, asif he' d failed some important test. Jakkin remembered,
amog asif in adream, the easy camaraderie of the bondhouse: the silly jokes, the noisy songs, the
raucous, teasing laughter. Suddenly he missed dl the bond boys and girls he' d grown up with: the fat
cook Kharina, the duggard Slakk, the hard-handed trainer Likkam, even Errikkin, whose ingratiating
ways had often irritated him. He thought of them with an exaggerated fondness even as he wondered
what they’ d make of Akki and him should they ever return.

When he had to get into the pull harness, Jakkin placed himsdlf in the worst position, closest to the cart,
where the whedsthreatened at every pull to bang against hishedls. But at that position the growling and
cresking of the cart overwhelmed everything else and he could lose himsdlf in his own thoughts, forgetting
the sweet around him and the stale air of the cave.

chapter 36



BY THE TIME they reached the bone pile Jakkin waswalking in his deep, every muscle aching. After
al, he' d been up long before the others and the underwater swim had taken itstoll on his strength.
Though he hadn’t shared the frenzy of the night before, he'd aso not shared dl of the deep. So he pulled
with his eyes closed, following the lead of the straps, oblivious of thetime. That’ swhy it cameasa
surprise to him when they rolled to astop in front of the gresat pile of whitened bones.

The other men dropped down where they stood, but Jakkin couldn’t even move that much.
“Seep,” Brekk sent. “Work not-now.

Even before Jakkin could get his bearings, two of the men were snoring. When hefinaly got himsdif free
of the harness, he found he couldn’t just drop like the othersinto mindless deep. He wastoo tired and
too upset for that. So he stepped over the men in hisway and walked up to the bone pile, craning his
neck to look at the top. He remembered-how many days ago had it been?-when Akki and he had first
seen the bones. They’ d wondered what horrible beast could have done such athing. And now they
knew.

Walking dowly aong the tunndl, he found hisway back to the cave opening where he and Akki had first
entered, pursued by the copter. He bent down and squinted at the bright light filtering through the
interlacings of caught-ums. It was day again! They'd pulled the cart with itsload of hollow bonesthe
whole night long. It was clear that ordinary time had no meaning for these people. They went to hoefields
inthe night. They dept when they dropped. All that mattered was metal-and blood. Dragon’ s blood.
Because metd gave them their tools and blood gave them the ability to live in the cold, the ability to send,
the ability to see the world through dragons' eyes.

And then afurther thought hit him. These were the gifts-metd and the knowledge of the change through
sheltering in the dragon’ s bloody birth chamber-that he and Akki had wanted to bring back to the daylit
world.

He pushed aside the caught-ums, heedless of the briarsthat pierced hisfingers. When he' d opened up a
path he looked around. It would be so easy, he thought, to dip away down the hill, back to the threelittle
caveswhere he and Akki had been so happy. But he couldn’t dip away because there was Akki, left
behind. And Auricle. And the hatchlings born of the daughtered dragon. And because those threelittle
caves were no longer an easy answer.

Finding astick on the ground near the copse of spikkatrees, he hefted it and went back through the
thorny path, using the stick to unhook the caught-ums and close the way behind him. Then hefound a
placein the cave asfar from the other deepers as he dared, yet till within sght of them, curled his back
againg thewall, and dept.

chapter 40

THEY STACKED THE bonesin an interlocking pattern and set them without ceremony next to the large
pile. The unceremonious manner with which they trested the bones after the frenzied ritud of daughter
surprised Jakkin, and he was not asked to help. Because there were so many bones, it took along time.
When the men were done they began the long trip back without fussing. The cart was only margindly
lighter on their return.

It occurred to Jakkin dowly, asthey wound through the tunnels, that the pattern of bones was much too



complex for these smple people to have invented. All their bowl ware was new and smple; the carved
statues and the ironwork had been created generations before by the origina Makker and hisfriends.
Over the years of inbreeding and silence the cave peopl€ s minds had grown dull, lifeless. Jakkin knew
enough about bloodlines to understand that. Dragon masters dways said, The wider the stock, the better
the breed.

The closer they got to the heart of the caves, Jakkin realized something else. He no longer feared the
dark-minded Makk or the single-minded Brekk or any of the others. He pitied them. But-he was quick
to remind himsdf-that didn’t mean they were any the less dangerousfor it. After dl, they’d killed a
full-grown dragon with the crudest of weapons and their combined sendings could Sun amaninto a
stupor. What he and Akki had were quick wits and an ability to communicate through words aswell as
sendings. He felt equal to any battle. But he would not let his confidence get in the way of caution.

chapter 41

WHEN THE MEN returned they ate in the Place of Women, for it wasthe largest cavern available. The
ceremony being over, however, they ate apart from the women, though Jakkin noticed severa couples
sgnaing one another with their hands and then dipping away down the tunnels after the medl. Briefly he
looked for Akki, thinking they might do the same. Then he remembered that he’ d told Makk shewasa
healer, not to be treated like an ordinary woman. For her own safety, he had to keep her apart.

As he thought about Makk the man seemed to materialize beside him, a blunt sending coming through
without the help of atouch.

“Go dragon. Help heder.” The sending seemed grayed over, asif Makk weretired.

Jakkin nodded and, with Makk’ sinitia help, found the right tunnel, which was marked with three lines of
phosphorescence placed vertically, one horizontally. He took careful note of it. Then, hearing a sound
behind him, he turned to see Brekk, his single eye glaring. Jakkin stopped and Brekk stopped. When he
started forward again Brekk followed. So, Jakkin thought, he had been assigned aguard. And there was
nothing secret about it. Something he or Akki had done must have made Makk wary. If he could only
find out what, he' d act differently. After al, he didn’t want to dert them ahead of time.

The tunnel opened into the egg room, bright with the light of many torches, and Jakkin saw Akki standing
by alarge stall behind apae red dragon. Auricle had been moved into alayer’ s spot, though it would be
months before she was ready to birth her clutch.

Auricle greeted Jakkin with agray rainbow and arched her neck, but Akki’s greeting wasal in her face.
Then her eyes shifted to Brekk, who had paused at the tunndl entrance to lean against thewall. Akki’s
eyebrows went up, and Jakkin, with hisback to Brekk, formed asingle silent word.

“Guard.”

She nodded, fuming back to the stdl, and Jakkin followed her in. There were two women on their knees
fussng over the dragon’ s nails and athird woman picking up straw and fewmets by hand and dropping
them over thestdl wall into apushcart. By hand! Jakkin smiled wryly, wondering what his bond friends,
thelazy Sakk and the fastidious Errikkin, would say about that.

Sending carefully, he questioned Akki. “How bad isthisone? But helet the query broadcast to the
women and Brekk.



“Thisone seemswadll, but when | examined her | found many potentia problems. She needs exercise.
And abath.” The picture she sent was of agreenish lake where a dragon frolicked and splashed.

“Careful,” Jakkin whispered.

One of thewomen tending the nails looked up at the sound. Her mouth worked angrily, and her sending
was sharp. “Kkriah! Kkriah! ”

Brekk straightened up and started toward them, and Akki pushed out of the stall and met him halfway,
putting her hand on his. “The dragon must be moved She must walk. Standing still so much makesthe
birth cand...” Her sending fatered. She didn’t find lying easy without words.

Jakkin broke in, finding the contact with Brekk made smpler by Akki’s hand contact. “Makes the birth
cand closetight with sores. It istheway of this sickness.”

AkKki took a deep breath, adding, “How do | set herfree?’

Brekk shrugged off her hand and turned away from her, going back to the wall. His contempt shaped his
sending. “Woman'swork.”

Wiping her filthy hands on her shirt, the woman who had been handling the fewmets signaed to Akki,
“Come. Come.” Her sending had more tone and rhythm than most.

Akki went back into the stal, Jakkin behind her. The woman bent down and opened the meta cuff with
aquick flick of her hands. She held the cuff up. It had asimple snap-on lock.

Akki nodded, then turned away asif she were no longer interested in the mechanics of the bonds,
sending ingtead to the women till tending Auricle snals, “ Get water. Bail it. Very hot.”

They showed nothing in their faces but legped up together and went out past Jakkin and Akki toward a
far entryway.

“Andyou, ” Akki sent to the other woman, 1 need knivesfor the lancing. Boil them. And wash that filth
from your hands. :” Flth?* The sending was clearly puzzled.

“Go!” Akki let her exasperation show.
Thewoman l&ft, wiping her hands down the front of her shirt.

Akki walked back to Brekk, who had been observing everything from his post, hissingle eye squinting.
“I need...”

His sending cut across hers with the neet precison of asurgeon. “1 watch. | go no woman' sway.”

Akki controlled her mouth and eyeswith an effort, turned her back to him, and opened her mouthina
glent shout at Jakkin. Help! “

Jakkin gave her alopsided grin, bent, and quickly flicked open the other three chains and removed one
from its setting in the wall. Then he signaled to Brekk. “ A man is needed here. The dragon must beled to
water. Do not help the woman. Help me.” He never thought it would work.

But Brekk seemed relieved, and he came over at once to take hold of the dragon’s car, pulling it so
roughly that Auricle backed out of the stall with erky steps. Jakkin waited until the dragon obscured him,
then he pulled Akki close and whispered in her ear, “We can go now. Get the hatchlings. I'll take care of
him.”



She moved quickly to the stal where the five hatchlings were degping, climbed over the fence, and
disappeared. Jakkin, holding the chain behind him, walked up to Brekk, who gtill had Auricl€ searina
twigting hold.

Brekk may have heard his step, or abit of Jakkin's anxiety may have leaked out around the edges of his
mind barrier. At the last moment, just as Jakkin was bringing the heavy chain down upon his head, Brekk
turned and raised hisarm, taking most of the blow there, but the shock of it neverthelesstumbled himin
front of the dragon’ sforefeet. Shefell on her knees on top of hisleg, and Jakkin heard the crack of bone.
At the same moment a sending rocketed through him, full of pain and anger and astonishment. Then
Brekk must have passed out because only alingering shard of the sending remained in his head.

Jakkin grabbed for Auricle sear. “Up!” he commanded aoud. His sending was more emphatic. The
dragon dowly rose from her knees and Brekk, groaning out loud from the pain, turned his head aside.

Out of the corner of hiseye Jakkin saw Akki climbing out of the sdl, asingle hatchling in her anus.
“Only one?’

“All therest aremales,” she said.

“Areyou sure?’

“Truxme”

“Thenlet’'sgo.” He pulled at her arm.

“I’ d better do something about hisleg,” Akki said. “1 don’'t know if they can set it. And-"
“We don't have time, Akki. And when he comesto, he' s not going to be happy with us.”
“Jakkin...”

He bent and picked up the chain and dangled it in front of her. “Trust me.”

“Yes, 9r!1” shesad, giving him amock sdute.

“Sometimes | wish you’ d obey asfast as those other women!”

She whispered a curse that startled him because he hadn’t known she knew such language. Then he
grinned and gave her ahug. “But I'm satisfied,” he added. “ Trust me!” Throwing the chain down, he
grabbed afresh torch lying againgt thewall and lit it. “Now let’ sgo!”

chapter 42

THEY TROTTED DOWN the tunnel, careful to mask their thoughts, until Jakkin realized that the
dragon’s mind was wide open and broadcasting.

“Shut up, ” he commanded in afrantic sending, but either she didn’t understand him or shejust couldn’t
stop. And then the hatchling began to send a piping that bounced from wall to wall.

“Wadl, so much for asneaky exit,” hesaid. Akki’ slaughter bubbled through hismind, alaugh on the edge
of hysteria He had to concentrate hard to keep from responding to that hysteria himsalf Whether it was



luck or memory that brought them to the lake Jakkin couldn’t say, but within minutes they had found the
pool with its green-white center. Akki set the hatchling down and stretched her arms. “ Al right, Master
Jakkin, now what?’ :,Wedivein.“ He pointed. Y ou’ re the only one who can swvim.”

“I can pull you through and you can hold the hatchling. And Auricle can swim. I've seen her. And...”
Akki shook her head. “ Gravid dragons have extra buoyancy.”

“What'sthat?’

“It means she' sgoing to float to the top.”

“Why are you telling me thisnow?’ Jakkin asked. “Because you never gave metime before,” Akki said.
Then shelooked down. “Besdes, | just thought of it.”

“Areyou sure about the buoyancy?’ Jakkin asked. “Pretty sure,” Akki said. He sighed. “Well, | could
run back and get those chains.”

“What for?’

“Added weight.”

“Not enough.”

“Well, we haveto try something.” He scuffed hisfoot on the stones.

The dragon suddenly sent a gray-and-tan rainbow and there was that same plaintive tone: “Man?
Not-man?’

That determined Jakkin. He sent her acommand to lower her head, put his hands on each side of her
face, below the earflaps, and stared deeply into her eyes. Speaking and sending at the sametime, he
sad, “Auricle, theemust divein the water and go under, fighting the buoyancy to get down to thelight.
Else the men will take you. They will takeyou and...” He summoned al his strength and showered her
with the bloodiest sending he could manage. As he did so hefdt Akki’ shand on his back, lending her
grength to his.

Startled, the dragon pulled back, nearly squashing the hatchling, who piped her distress. The piping
stopped the dragon in her tracks. She turned and nuzzled the little one.

Akki pushed past Jakkin and put her hand on Auricie' s broad flank. “They will kill this hatchling and
thosefemaesin thy eggsaswell.” Her sending was even redder than the one Jakkin had managed, and it
wasfilled with images of mothering and babies blood and bonds.

Auriclelifted her head and astrange red light flickered in the dark shrouds of her eyes. It wasthe first
time they had seen such areaction from any of the cave dragons.

“Thou fighter, ” Jakkin sent strongly. “ Thou bealtty.
Akki picked up the hatchling and they walked to the edge of the lake.

chapter 43



ASTHEY SUMMONED the courageto dive, they heard the sound of footstepsin anearby tunnel.

“Quick!” Jakkin’ s voice was suddenly hoarse. He plunged the torch into the water and, asit Szzled out,
they wereleft in the hafshadows of the reflecting lake.

Akki waded in firgt, the hatchling clutched to her breast. Jakkin gave Auricle ashove with his shoulder
againg her flank, and she followed Akki into the shallows reluctantly. Jakkin entered the lake last, careful
not to let hishead get wet.

He whispered to Akki, “ Comfort thelittle one but hold on tight. Once we go under she won't be getting
any sendings from you and might panic. Take adeep breath when | tell you to and hold your nose.”

AKkki shifted the hatchling to her right arm and put her left hand up to her face in preparation.

“Good! Oncewe're under I'll grab the back of your shirt and tow you aong. Y ou won't have to do
anything but hold on to the hatchling-and don't breathe.”

“I trust you,” she whispered back.

He turned to the dragon. * Open thine eyes underwater and swim toward the light. | cannot command
thee under the water. Nor can any man.

She answered him with aflash of color.

“Freedom awaits thee outside, my beauty. There are no blood rites there. Thee shdl birth thy hatchlings
and liveto seethem fly.

“Jakkin,” Akki hissed. “ She doesn't know what you mean. Cave femaes never get tofly.”

“Wadll, they’ ve seen the wild males flying, haven’t they?” He sent Auricle apicture of amaedragoninthe
sky cirding afemaebdow. “That isflying, my beauty.

The running footsteps got nearer, honing in on the sendings, and the first tentative federsfrom the
searchersdrifted into their minds.

“Take adeep breath, Akki. Now!” Jakicin said. “Dive!”

The dragon went first, her tail whacking the water with a sound as loud as a thunderbolt, drenching them
in the process. Akki was next, taking anoisy breath and ducking under. Jakkin followed immediately,
grabbing ahandful of her shirt back. With a powerful kick, he began to tow her down toward theinviting
green-and-gold light.

Ashe swam Jakkin fdt asif he were moving dowly through anightmare. Each stroke seemed to take
forever. Glancing back, al he could see of Akki was adark, amorphous figure. He hoped she was still
holding the hatchling because he couldn’t tell. Her dead weight dowed his progress. By thetimethey'd
come to the light-colored water, he was practicaly out of breath and he knew therewas sill along
passage under rock before he could start toward the surface again.

Ahead of him the green-gold light suddenly went dark and he fdlt the cold water chill hisbones. For a
second he considered surrendering himsdlf to the cold. All he needed was one quick intake of breath and
the aching in his chest and lungs would be gone forever. Then he thought about Sssasha and Sssargon
and Heart’ s Blood. They flashed across his thoughts like pictures on ascreen. At that very moment the
light returned full force and he saw the outline of atail moving ahead of him. Auricl€ senormous body
had been blocking the light. He' d known it subconscioudy and that was why he' d thought about the



other dragons. Relieved, he kicked hisfeet extra hard and surged forward, ignoring the fact that he’'d no
breath |eft, that he couldn’t fed histowing arm, that his ears were popping. He kept swimming because it
wasthe only thing he could do, for Akki and the hatchling and himself And then he was past the rocky
overhang and into the pulsing light, bursting up into the air, sobbing and gasping at the sametime. Already
on therock ledge, Auricle was shaking hersdf dl over, spraying the cave with water and rainbows.

Jakkin siwvam toward the ledge, found afooting in the shalower water, and hauled Akki behind him. Her
eyeswere gill squeezed shut, her left hand cupped over her nose. He grabbed the hand and pulled it
away, and for amoment shefought him.

“It'sdl right, Akki,” he cried, hisvoice ragged. “We ve madeit. We re here.”

She opened her eyesdowly, dl thewhiletaking in great gulps of ar. Her eydidsfluttered and her pupils
seemed filmed over and unfocused. The hatchling began to squirm in her arm. They both moved with a
dow deliberation, asif they were till underwater.

“Jakkin,” she whispered. Then louder: “Jakkin?’ Opening her right arm asif it hurt to do so, she dropped
the hatchling into the water. It paddled in awkward circles until Auricle stuck her long neck out and
nosed the dragonling to the ledge. It scrambled up, leaving patches of eggskin on the rocks.

Jakkin and Akki lay side by sidein the shallows for aminute, neither one with enough energy to move or
speak further. Their breathing was rapid and Jakkin could fed the pounding of his heart. After awhile he
tried flexing his hand, the one that had held on to Akki’ s shirt. Hisfingers were cramped and histhumb
ached.

“You'reno lightweight,” hesaid at last. “ Even in the water.”

Stretching her right arm, Akki smiled but kept her eyes closed. “ Neither was the hatchling. | don't think
my am will ever bethe same.”

Behind them, on the ledge, the hatchling piped for attention until Auricle sopped its noisewith alick of
her tongue, s multaneoudy removing another smal patch of eggskin.

“How do we get out of here?” Akki asked, Sitting up at last. “There' sonly onetunnd and it’ sfull of
water.”

“Wefloat through,” Jakkin said. Noticing Akki’ s dismayed face, he added, “We don’t have to go under
again. Theriver doesadl thework. Trust me. Wejust lie on our backs and it takes us through. | promise
I’ll hold on to you.”

Akki nodded, but they had to wait afew minutes more, until their minds were free of the Satic and
Jakkin could give Auricle her ingtructions. Then the dragon waddled into the water, where Jakkin placed
the hatchling on her broad back, close up to the neck.

“Stay there, ” he warned the hatchling with a stern sending, and touched it on the nose. “ There thee will
be sAfe, little one”

The hatchling piped an answer, but whether it understood, Jakkin wasn't sure. It looked asif it did,
cocking its head to one side, apatch of eggskin peeling from its nose.

“Theriverisdow, ” hesent to Auricle. “Thereisnothing to fear.” Helooked again at the hatchling and
wondered if it was afraid.

Communication with it would be uncertain for days, even weeks. After dl, it was only ababy.



“It' sashe, remember?” Akki’svoice had recovered much of itslighthearted quality.

“Y ou stay out of my mind!” Jakkin said gruffly. “Unless| invite you in. That’'s one thing the cave people
haveright.” :“Theonly thing,” Akki added. “ Concentrate on floating,” Jekkin said. “ Therest iseasy.”

The current had aready caught the dragon and was moving her dlong in adow, maestic fashion. Jakkin
was reminded of theway Sssasha had floated in the sky. Hetook Akki’s hand and they pushed off into

the middle of the lake. Soon they, too, were caught by the river’ s pull. “The hard part isover,” he cdled.
“Relax and enjoy this”

AKkki, her body tiff, shouted back, “Why do | wish you hadn’t said that?’
“Everything' sgoing to bejudt fine,” Jakkin shouted. “ Trust me!”

They floated through the round tunnel opening to the outside, where the sun wasjust rising on anew
Audarian day.

chapter 44

ASTHEY FLOATED they watched the sky, blue and unmarred by clouds. First one black dot, then a
second, then three more suddenly peppered the horizon, risng and coming together in atriangular
formation that moved closer and closer.

“Look!” Jakkin shouted, waving hisfree hand inthe air. A wave swamped them, causing himto lose his
grip on Akki’ s hand. They both went under, and Jakkin swam desperately after her, taking nearly a
dozen strokes before he caught up with her again.

Grabbing ahandful of her shirt, he headed them both toward the riverbank. Once hisfeet touched
bottom he stood up, surrendering himself to a coughing fit. Akki found her footing at the same time and
began pounding him on the back. Then they scrambled up the grassy dope and stared at the sky.

Thefive dots had become much larger, resolving themsalvesinto dragon shapes. Jakkin knew they had
to be Heart’ s Blood' s hatchlings, but he couldn’t reach their minds because his now crackled with Static
from hisrecent ducking in the water. He waved franticadly instead.

But the dragons weren't watching him. They were hovering over a place farther downriver. It was Akki
who understood firg.

“Auriclel” shecried. “It' s Auricle they’ re watching. She' still inthe water.”

Jakkin shaded his eyes, following the path of the twisting river until he could just make out Auricle's
lumpish form. Knowing he couldn’t reach her with asending until the static cleared, he shouted, “ Get out!
Auricle-get out now!” But his voice couldn’t compete with the sound of the water.

AKkki grabbed hisarm. “What' sthat sound, Jakkin?’
“Y ou mean the crackle? The atic? Or theriver?”’
“No, there’ s another sound. A kind of growling.”

“I don’t know. | heard it before. Why?’



They both strained to listen for amoment, and then Akki said softly, “Waterfdl!”

Without another word they began to race aong the grassy border, screaming as they went, even though
they knew it wasfutile. Auricle couldn’t hear them. At last they gave up screaming because the more they
ydled, the less bresth they had for running.

For awhile they seemed to be gaining on the waterborne dragon, for her progress was dowed by the
many broad river bends. Severd times she was spun around completely, bouncing off dangeroud ooking
rocks. They could see the hatchling balanced on her back. And once she wallowed for amoment in a
patch of reeds close to the far shore, giving them time to close the gap. But then the current caught her
again and carried her farther downstream. As she approached the place where the river and land
dropped away precipitoudy into the waterfall, things seemed to speed up and she was buffeted from side
to Sde by the ever-increasing white waves, further endangering the hatchling clinging to her back.

Just then Jakkin’s mind cleared and he stopped in order to read the frantic colors of Sssargon’s sending.
Akki began to dow down aswell, and he waved her past. “ Sssargon worries. Sssargon cdls. Sssargon
hears nothing.

More sensibly, Sssasha broadcast advice to the drifting dragon: “ Paddle thy wings. Use thy feet. Come
to the shore.”

But it was soon gpparent to al of them that Auricle wastoo frightened to do anything but let the current
carry her on. Her mind wasfilled with the same dull terror that Jakkin had first heard in the caves. He
guessed the fighter’ slight in her eyeswould be gone.

He sent ingtructionsto the larger hatchlings. “ Go in the water with her. Push her to the shore. Triplets-be
my eyesand ears. Stay above. Let me seedl.”

Without waiting for an answer he began to run again, concentrating on the precarious footing, for the
grasswas dippery near theriver.

Sssargon launched himsdlf into the water, further drenching Auricle. One of hiswings buffeted her and
she spun around helplesdy. Then Sssasha dropped into theriver on Auricle' s other side. Keeping her
between them, they tried to ease her to the shore, but by now the water was churning angrily and awild
froth filled theair. All three were periloudy closeto the edge of thefdls.

Standing on the bank, Akki urged them out with frantic shouts and sendings, but Sssargon’ s running
commentaries had ceased and so had Sssasha’'s calm murmurings. Either they were dl too intent on
staying afloat or the water had once again performed its own strange silencing.

Jakkin caught up with Akki, shouting to her above the noise of theriver, “1t'sno good trying to send,
AKkki. They must have each gone under at least once. Thewater’ s cut off any sendings. | don't
understand it. The water in the oasiswhere | trained Heart's Blood never did this”

“Minerds, Jakkin. The same mineralsthat the cavefolk mined. That hasto beit. It hasto be. It has-”

He grabbed her arm, wanting to shake her into slence, and at the touch was drawn into the maelstrom of
her mind. Taking adeep breath, heforced himsalf to blanket them both with acaming blue. Akki finaly
stopped mind-babbling.

In the water the three dragons were now fighting the tossing current individualy, spinning away from one
another, lost in separate whirlpools.

“Why don’'t Sssasha and Sssargon get out?” Jakkin cried.



“Because, you idiot, you told them to save her. And they’ll do whatever you ask. Y ou’ re both father and
mother to them. They’ Il die rather than disappoint...” She closed her mouth but her mind finished off the
thought and Jakkin felt both hot and cold at its touch.

And then theriver took the three dragons and tipped them over the edge of the world.
Rushing to the cliff sde, Jakkin cast asending up. “ Tri-sss, be my eyes.

Immediately apicture formed in hismind: three large figures turnbling down the fals. Sssargon, the
heaviest, was first. For amoment he stopped, caught on arocky outcropping. Then he pushed straight
out from the water, plummeting through the air, hiswet wingstoo heavy to carry him. Asthewind dried
his scaly feathers he unfurled hiswingswith aloud crack. Pumping them once, he flew straight back
toward thefalls.

“No!” Jakkin shouted.

Dedf to both sound and sending, Sssargon made one or two feints a the falls and then found Sssasha. He
plucked her out of the vertical water and dropped her free.

Overweighed by the water she, too, fell straight down. Then suddenly sheflipped, shot her wings out,
and back-winged away from the plunging water.

“What about Auricle?’ shouted Akki.

Asif sensing the question, Sssargon and Sssasha both turned back to the falls. Jakkin could see through
Tri-sss' seyesthat Auricle was no longer fdling but clinging to arocky outjut, though water was steadily
pounding around her. There was no Sgn of the hatchling.

Asif onasgna, Sssargon and Sssasha dashed into the falls at the same moment, emerging again with the
drenched Auriclein their claws. Once free of the water, they dropped her. Shefdl like astone, tumbling
end over end in the glistening air.

“She doesn't know how to fly,” screamed Akki. “She's..

Even though they couldn’t hear her, Sssasha and Sssargon had come to the same conclusion. Sssargon
swept hiswings back hard againgt his sdes and followed Auricle in along, perilous stoop, diving
headfirst toward the ground. Passing Auricle, he flipped over, snapped his wings open once he was
below her, and readied himsdlf to cushion her fall.

“If shehitshim...” Akki began.

“Shelll kill them both,” Jakkin said, hisvoiceflat. He closed his eyes, but Tri-sss's unrelenting sendings
denied him any relief.

Just fifty feet from the ground, asif the air itsalf had ripped them open, Auricle swings spread, fluttered,
and caught an updraft that sent her into an off-baance soar.

Surprised, Sssargon amogt fell to the ground anyway. At the last moment he turned and pumped his
wings, scraping one on alarge rock. Then he sailed up to Auricle sright. Sssasha banked and flew down
to her left, sending a bemused thought into Jakkin’s mind:

“No splat! ”

“No splat indeed,” Jakkin whispered. He threw his arms around Akki, unashamed of the tears running



down his cheeks.
A horrible thought hit them both at the sametime, though it was Akki who said it aloud.
“The hatchling!”

Already aware of the danger, the triplets were broadcasting s multaneous signas of digtress: flashes of
haunch and head asthe little dragon tumbled head over hedlsthrough the weter al the way down the
treacherousfalls.

chapter 45

IT TOOK JAKKIN and Akki nearly an hour to scramble down the cliffside, but when they got to the
bottom, where thefdls puddied into severa rocky pools before fanning out into five smdl fingerlike
rivers, there were thetriplets and Sssasha, Sssargon, and Auricle, all standing over the dragonling.

Akki screamed, “You didn't tell us! You let usthink she was dead.” She ran over and grabbed up the
hatchling, who wriggled ddightedly in her arms.

A splash of chuckles ran through Jakkin's head. “No splat, no splat, no splat.”

AKKki turned to him, her eyesfull of laughter. “ Jakkin, don’t you see-proof positive that they’ re not just
animds. Animas couldn't play apractica joke.” She nuzzled the hatchling.

Jakkin nodded. “But what redlly happened?’ he asked, letting his mind send the question to them.

It took many minutes of patchworked sendings before he and Akki really understood the whole thing.
Each dragon added apart or contradicted another. But finaly the story came clear. The hatchling, being
s0 smdl, had tumbled easily and landed in the pooling water at the bottom of the falswithout hitting any
rocks aong the way. She was hardly the worse for her hazardoustrip and, in fact, had rather enjoyed it
dl.

If dragons could smile, they smiled.

Without her medkit Akki couldn’t do much for the scratches and bruises. Sssasha had torn her secundum
while carrying Auricle, and the endpiece of Sssargon’sleft wing wasripped. Auricle was missng some
scaesin both wings and there was blood on her nose. None of it was serious. Only the hatchling seemed
unbruised, though its eggskin was pedling off more quickly than was naturd.

“WE Il haveto be careful with her,” Akki cautioned, “or she'll get sunbumed on her new scales”

The dragons licked their wounds and Akki reminded Jakkin that that was, after dl, the best medicinefor
them, since there was something in the sdivathat promoted hedling.

“What readly worriesme, though,” Akki said later, gesturing to Auricle, “are her eggs. She' staken quitea
beating these last few hours. It may not show on the outside but. She let the sentence dangle.

“Bvenif shelosesthisclutch,” Jakkin said, “it won't be so bad. She'll be able to have another. And at
least she'sdive”

“Alive-and lost. Just liketherest of us,” Akki sad.



Sssasha, who' d been listening in on their thoughts, intruded a sending.

“What pan?

“Nopain,” Jakkin sent back.

“Yes, pain,” Sssashasaid, coming over to stick her nose against Jakkin's chest.
“We'relogt, Sssasha, ” Akki sent.

“Not lost. Trust me.”

Jakkin looked at Akki and they burst out laughing at the sametime. Sssashajoined in with tiny, popping,
rainbow-colored bubbles that seemed to march across avast sandy plain.

chapter 46

EXHAUSTED, THEY SLEPT away the rest of the morning in atight circle of dragons and humans.
Akki woke before Jakkin, then shook him furioudly.

“ Sssasha and Sssargon are gone,” she said.

Jakkin opened an eye, for amoment stunned by the sun’ s glare. He yawned and stretched, surprised at
how stiff hisbody was, and remembered only dowly why his left hand was cramped and aching. “ Jakkin,
wake up. Sssashaand Sssargon are gone.”

“They’re probably just off grazing, Akki.” He rubbed hisleft hand dowly.

“There senough grazing right here,” Akki said, her sweeping hand taking in al the land around the
fingerlikerivulets

Jakkin nodded. The grasswas rich and thick, and in the drier places bumwort and blisterweed were both
growing in abundance, the red stalks asign of hedlthy plants. Smoke ghosts swirled over the patches of
wort and weed, signaling they were dmost ready to leaf out.

“And | can’t hear them,” Akki said.
“Y ou’ reworrying too much, Akki.”

“ | can’'t hear them, but | do hear something else,” she said. “Listen! 9, Shrugging, he listened. He could
hear the pop-pop of the dragons’ breath as Auricle and the triplets dept easily. He could hear the dulll
roar of the falls and beyond that akind of echo that might have been theriver. Nearer were the
swish-swash sounds of the five streams lazing between banks. He could hear the pee-up-up of some
river edge creature protesting their presence, and the constant chittering of insects.

“I'mligening,” he said as hismind filled with dragon dreams: soft, unfocused points of pulsing light, with
darker undertones he suspected belonged to Auricle.

“Then you hear it?’

Shaking his head, Jakkin was puzzled. Hetried to listen harder. And then he heard a strange faraway
chuffing, deeper than the dragon snores but higher than the roar of thefals. He knew that sound.



“Copter!” he said, jumping up.
Akki grabbed hisarm. “What will we do? Where can we hide?’

They’ d been degping near the smallest of the five rivulets, for the grass was soft and sweet and relatively
dry. But there were no rocks or trees to hide behind, and the falls were too far away.

“We could hide under the dragons,” Akki said. “If they were on their feet, we could lie down under
Auricle and the others could crowd around.” She ran over to the dragons and started pulling on their
earflapsto rouse them.

The copter sounds came closer even as the deeping dragons began to wake. Auricle lumbered to her
feet, sending ajumbled message, gray and questioning, but thetriplets, till stretched out on the ground,
sent adifferent thought:

“Man coming. Man coming. Man coming.
“Akki,” Jekkin said sharply.
Sheturned at histone and looked up at him.

“Akki-no.” Thistime hisvoice was soft, most pleading. “No more hiding. No more running. It' stimeto
facethis... thisman coming. Face him and go home.” He hadn’t known what he was going to say until
the words came tumbling out of his mouth, and then he redlized he' d known it all dong. The escape from
the mountain hadn’t been a running-away-from. It had been arunning-awayto.

“Think, Jakkin, think.” Her mind sent him arrow points of orange and red, charged with eectricity. “We
don’t know who'sin that copter, enemy or friend.”

“It could be astranger,” Jakkin said. “ Someonejust out for aflight. One chancein three.”

“Remember what you said when we first ran off from the copter, Jakkin. That whoever isin the copter
hasto belooking for us.” She began to braid the ends of her hair nervoudy.

Hewalked over to her and put hisarms around her, drinking in the clean grass and river smell in her hair.
“Akki, listen to me. With your ears and heart and mind thistime.” He sent her a picture of adamned-up
river, then dowly opened the floodgates. A wall of green water tumbled through, threatening to
overwhelm her. “It’ stime for usto open those gates, Akki.”

“I don’'t know what you mean.”
“Timeto grow up and timeto help Austar grow up, too.”

She pulled away from him and stared at the ground. “Will you be telling them about the egg chamber and
how it changes aperson, how it lets uslive in the cold and see the world through dragons' ears and eyes?
If you do, you know, you' | be condemning every femae dragon on Audtar to an early death.”

He shook his head.

“And will you tell them about the metal to be had insde these mountains? Because if they find that metal,
they find the cave people. And then they’ll find the secret of the change. Good-bye, dragons.”

“Them, Akki? Who do you mean?’

“Therebels or the wardens-the bad guys. The oneswho' ve been after us.”



“Don't just worry about the rebels and the wardens, Akki,” Jakkin said. “If it' samatter of meta and the
change, everyone will be abad guy. Even the good ones like Dr. Henkky and Golden and Likkam. For
al theright reasons, they’ |l daughter the dragons.”

“Thenwhat will you tdl them? All of them?”
Jakkin shook hishead. “Very little at first.”

She bit her lip. “Listen, Jakkin, I'm adoctor. Or at least I'm amost one. | bet | could help find some
other way, other than killing dragons, to give everyone what they want-dragons ears and eyes.”

He nodded.

“But if we can't say anything, how are we going to help Austar grow up?’

He pulled her toward him again. “ Slowly,” he said. “From the nursery on. That’ s how babies grow.”
“Itwon't beessy.”

“Growing up never is” hesad. “I guess|’m just understanding thet.”

She kissed him, her hands cool on either side of hisface. And the flooding river of his sending turned a
blue-green and then they needed no more words.

chapter 47

THEY WERE STILL in each other’ sarms when the copter came into view around the mountainside.
Hanking it were Sssargon and Sssasha, though well out of range of the twirling blades.

Slowly the copter settled between two of the streams. The dragons hovered until the rotors stopped
whirling, then they made perfect, graceful landings.

“Show-offdl ” Akki whispered, but her arm tensed about Jakkin’ swaist.

The copter door opened and aman in a Federation uniform got out. He was a dim man who walked with
amovement that was both calculating and loose. As he got closer Jakkin could seethe blue of hiseyes
under beetling brows. “Hello, Akki. Hello, Jakkin,” he said, hisvoice full of warmth.

“Golden! It'sGolden,” Akki cried, letting go of Jakkin and running over to the man. “We thought you
were dead.”

Golden smiled and the scar on his cheek bunched. Jakkin was sure that thistimeit was ared scar, not
the fake one he' d used so often in the past.

“The same was said about the two of you-in certain quarters. But the reports of our deaths, asan old
Earth writer once said of himself, have obvioudy been grosdy exaggerated.” He disentangled himsdlf
from Akki’sarms. “Be careful with me, Akki. These bones don’t knit as swiftly asyour young ones.
Henkky hasn't been too pleased with my progress these last months. | seem to have severd painful
reminders of our |last-outing-together.”

They al laughed and Akki touched the scar on his cheek.



Jakkin shook his hand, surprised at the strength in the grip, and said, “'Y ou don’t seem surprised to see
LS”

“l am-and I’'mnot,” Golden said. “Can you say the same?”’
“We're definitely surprised,” admitted Jakkin. “We thought you’ d be wardens or rebels,” Akki said.

Golden looked at them thoughtfully. “But still you didn’t try to run off.” He paused. “I"d say you' ve done
alot of thinking-"

“And growing up,” Akki said.

“| dways thought you two were remarkably grown-up for your age,” Golden said. “Or | wouldn't have
involved you in spying and-"

“Why areyou here?" asked Jakkin. “Why now?’

“Tofind you, obvioudy. And bring you back.”

Akki smiled but Jakkin's eyes narrowed. “ Bring us back how?
Asfriends? As prisoners? As criminas? As runaways?*

“Not exactly prisoners, otherwise I’ d be home and the wardens would be here. But not exactly free
either. Let's say you are wards of the state.”

At their puzzled glances, he added, “ An offworld term | learned long ago. Y ou see, | ran the investigation
from my hospital bedwhen Henkky alowed me!-and cleared you two of the charges of planting the
bomb at Rokk Mgjor.”

“How many people were hurt?” Akki asked.
“And how many dragons?’ Jakkin added.
“Enough,” Golden said.

“How many?’ Jakkin ingsted.

“Thirty-seven werekilled outright,” Golden said.
“And Sarkkhan?’ Jakkin asked.

“And Sarkkhan,” Golden said, nodding.

A smal sgh escaped Akki’ slips but nothing more. It was an old wound, and she' d never redlly believed
her father had a chance of escaping. But Jakkin put his hand on her arm and her eyeswidened.

“Hundreds of otherswere injured, some very serioudy. At least twenty more died of their wounds over
the next few months”

“And the dragons?’ Jakkin asked again.
“Forty maimed.”

“And sent to the stews,” Akki whispered.



Golden nodded. “1t was the worst disaster Austar has ever known. The Federation sent men and
supplies, but the price was high. They wanted to run the search for you themselves and it took alot of
arguing in the Senate to rule that out. Meanwhile, Captain Khalkkay and his wardens declared you dead.
Hewasn't pleased when | proved your innocence from my hospital bed. It took away his hero status and
made him little better than a murderer. He forgot how well connected | am. But he forgave mewhen |
found him Akki’sold cell of rebels and he and his men broke it-except for the leader.”

“Number Onel” Akki bresthed.

“Y our Number One got away. His name, by theway, is Swarts.”
“There' sno doubleK in that name,” said Jakkin. “Is he amaster?’
“Oh, yes,” Golden said.

“Thenwhy ishearebe?1 thought only KKSwereinvolved in trying to bring down the system.” Jakkin
looked puzzled.

Golden smiled. “ Still the innocent, Jakkin? There are as many masters who hate the bond system as
bonders.”

Akki whispered, “Golden isamagter, Jakkin.”

Golden ignored her and continued, “Wanting freedom to run aworld is not adream limited to the
underclasses. Every master isnot rich. Every bonder isnot poor. And every rebel isnot fighting to set his
brother free, Jakkin. There are as many reasons asrebels.”

Jakkin looked down at the ground, chafing under Golden'slecture.

“But freedom isagood and noble goal, Jakkin. | managed to get some of the best of the rebel ideas
cleaned up and passed into law from my hospital bed. We set the bonders free. That brought agood
many rebelsinto our camp, I'll tell you. Except for the ones like Swarts, whose interest ismore
domination than nation. Y ou' d be surprised how effective and popular aman can become when he's
lying near deeth and issuing pleas through an attractive lady doctor!”

“| don’'t understand,” Akki said. “If you' ve cleared us of the pit bombing and all bonders are free, why
aren't we-exactly?’

“Because, my dear Akki,” said Golden, putting his hands on her shoulders, “1 cleared the names of a
romantic young dead couple. Once you return dive-well, there are bound to be some difficult questions,
which, as my wards and prisoners, you won'’t be obliged to answer.”

“What kind of questions?’ asked Jakkin, sure he aready knew.

“Questions such aswhy haven't you frozen to desth many times over during Dark-After? How did you
escape the night you were [ eft?

Where have you been living dl thistime? Which, by the way, no onewill know because | destroyed the
pots and garlandsin your caves.”

“Y ou found the caves?’ Akki asked, her voice rough. “Y ou destroyed everything?’

“Everything,” Golden said. “1 hated to do it. It was clear you' d worked hard to make those caves your
home.”



“One of them was even named after you,” said Akki inasmdl voice.
“How did you find them?” Jakkin asked.

Golden shrugged. “Bones,” he said. “ The tattletale of bones. We found Heart’ s Blood' s bones-but we
didn’t find yours”

“We?" Jakkin and Akki asked together.

“Don’'t worry. Wewasn't Kkakkay or any of hisminions. He redlly hasn't the brains to assume you
were anything but dead. It was Likkam.”

“Likkam!” Jakkin exclaimed.

“Funny old man. Y ears ago he/ d managed to live for awhilein the foothills, holed up with dragonsina
cave. He knew it could be done, just didn’t know if it had been done by the two of you. What he said
was” Jakkin and Akki have the luck and lust for it,” meaning if it could be done, you two could do it. He
aso said that if you hadn’t made it, then we should bring back your bones and bury them at home.
“Among friends.” That'swhat he said. He told me that in the hospital. We had along time there together
and | found him afascinating, complicated man.”

“Hewasin the hospital, too?’

“He' d had both arms and aleg broken when he fought off the wardens at the nursery to buy us running
time, remember?’ Golden said. “And he lost the use of one eye aswell. Old bones hed dowly. But he
says he' sthe better for it, for he' d been off the weed dl that time. And | don’t think he' sgoing to
backdide, either.”

“ S0 you went up to the cavestogether?” Akki said. “ That must have been difficult for him.”

“Wetook a copter and set it down in the meadow where your red was killed. | could hardly bring mysalf
to look at the bones. Likkam did that. He looked-and laughed out loud. Brought meright over. ”| told
you they got luck and lugt,’ he said. There wasn't ahuman bone among them. Well, you' d know that, of
course.

“We went along the pathway on three different days, checking the caves. Found three places with your
stamp on them. We tore gpart the mattresses and garlands, threw the pots over the cliffsde.” :“Oh,”
Akki said. “But how' d you know to find us here?” asked Jakkin.

Golden gestured with his head toward the dragons. “ They told us. The big ones.”
Sssargon and Sssasha, squatting on their haunches on either side of the copter, managed to look bored.

“They’ d been coming and going dmost daily at the nursery these last two weeks, circling and then landing
by the incubam. Likkam thought he recognized them as Heart’ s Blood' s hatchlings. Said that golden dash
on the nose of that one was a dead giveaway.”

Jakkin sent aquick burst of color toward Sssasha, which she returned with arainbow.

“Likkam seemed to manage some kind of connection with them,” Golden continued. “Even claimed he
could understand them. | said he was a good guesser.”

“Very good guesser,” Akki said, laughing.

Golden rubbed his nose with hisforefinger. “ Of course, maybe there smoretoit than | know.” He said it



carefully.
AKkki looked at Jakkin, her eyeswidening.

“Maybe,” said Jakkin. “ And maybe not. Asyour wards we won't be answering questions, or SO you
sid”

“That’sright,” Golden answered. “That'swhat | said.”

“Then what comes next?” Jakkin asked.

“I'll take you back to the nursery farm now,” said Golden. “If you' re ready to come.”
“We'reready,” Jakkin said.

Akki nodded her agreement and reached down to pick up the hatchling, who had been lying against her
ankles. The hatchling shuggled into her arms, itstail looped around her writ.

Jakkin watched Golden and Akki climb into the copter. He walked over to Auricle and placed his hands
on either side of her broad head.

“Thou beauty, ” he sent. “ Try thy wings once more and, if thee will, follow the othersto the place where
welive, the nursery. It will be a safe place for thee and thy eggs.”

Hedidn't wait for an answer. Whether she cameto the farm or stayed in the world, she was free of the
tyranny of the caves. That was all that mattered now.

Climbing into the copter, Jakkin sat behind Akki in a seat that seemed much too soft for comfort. Golden
turned and showed him how to buckle his seet belt across hislap. Then he turned back to the copter
console. Asthe great machine engine started up the noise was deafening.

Golden shouted, hisvoice barely rising above the churning of the rotors, “We won't be able to talk much
until we redown again. Too loud.” He pointed to the ceiling, then bent to fiddle with the controls, apand
of winking, blinking lights that reminded Jakkin of fighting dragons' eyes.

Jakkin put his hand on Akki’ s shoulder and their minds touched, a clear; clean, Silent meeting. Then he
looked out the window as the copter roseinto the air. Austar stretched out below him in great swatches
of color. He could see the dark mountain with its sharp, jagged peaks and the massive gray dliff faces
pocked with caves. He could see tan patches of desert where five ribbons of blue water fanned out from
the darker blue of apooal, and the white froth of the waterfall. Running into the waterfal was a blue-black
river that gushed from the mountainside like blood from awound.

He sent amessage to Akki full of wonder and light. “This... thisistrue dragon sight, Akki. We' relike
dragonsin flight above our world.”

Mind-to-mind they talked of it dl the way back to the nursery and home. €



