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	Gentle Reader,
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Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls;
the most massive characters are seared with scars.

	―Khalil Gibran

	 

	
 

	 

	
—  †  —

From BANISHED
The Dragon’s Game
Book  I

Legend tells us dragons fly so high they can see the future.
Reason tells us that to know the future is a curse.
Our hearts tell us the seeds of hope are sown in the reality of the present.

—  †  —

From BRANDED
The Dragon’s Game
Book  II

Reality tells us that to lose hope is to welcome death.

—  †  —

From BETRAYED
The Dragon’s Game
Book  III

Hope tells us light lives even in the darkest places.

—  †  —

	
ONE PIYAK

	Visitor
Okîhokew

	—  †  —

Darkness tells us it will change us if we venture there.

	
—  †  —
 

	Free at last, Danuka, the last dragon in the Land of the Danu, flew above the land, while Nagora, now her Dragon Talker apprentice, guarded and protected her precious eggs.

	 

	Nagora gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. “Raynhard, what are you doing here? You agreed not to come!”

	She had just come face-to-face with King Raynhard. He was stepping through the crack in the natural stone wall of the bowl that formed the lower third of the entrance to the secret mountain cave where Nagora lived with her dragon.

	Raynhard held up his hands. “Nagora, I know, but I had to come. I need to know how you are doing and how Danuka’s eggs are.”

	Nagora stepped toward him and jabbed her finger at him. “But that’s not what we agreed to. You agreed to only come when I sent for you. You also agreed to only come at the time I specified. Here you are today, uninvited, come in broad daylight. Someone could have followed you. Perhaps you were followed. You’re putting Danuka’s eggs in danger. You know what that means. They’re the future of your kingdom!”

	He pursed his lips and closed his eyes for the time of a breath. “Nagora, believe me. I’m sorry. I was most careful not to be followed. This is not my first time here. I did as I used to when I sought refuge here as Chive. I swear it. No one followed me. I know what’s at stake here. Not only are the dragon’s eggs precious to me, but you are too. You freed your father and Danuka, and you saved Danuka’s eggs. I owe you so much.”

	Nagora held up her hand and pointed at herself. “If I recall, when I took on the role of Edana and we came face-to-face in the prince’s fortress, you didn’t think so highly of my actions that night. As a matter of fact, you didn’t want me to be one of the raiders to the Isle of Smoke. You thought I would put the whole mission in jeopardy. Well, that’s what I think of your coming here today. You’re putting Danuka’s eggs in jeopardy!”

	Nagora turned away from Raynhard and strode past the firepit over to one of the storage shelves cut into the cave wall. She reached for the embossed leather-sheathed royal hunting dagger and stepped back to her king. “Here, you gave this to me as a reminder of my commitment to the role you asked me to take on. Up until today, I’ve been committed to that role. Not anymore.”

	Raynhard held his hands together as if to beg to speak, but she continued.

	“I’ve been branded, with this, for a higher cause.” Nagora pointed to the Tiwaz brand on her forehead. “Why? So I could reunite with a mother I was led to believe had died giving birth to me. And a twin sister I didn’t know I had. I was lied to. Supposedly for my own protection and to protect ‘The Cause,’ your cause.”

	Raynhard reached for her hands.

	Nagora batted his hands away. I don’t care if you’re my king. “I helped win the support of the Hundred Best Warriors from the Land of Skulls for our fight to free Da and Danuka.

	“I risked my life many times for you.

	“I fought alongside Uncle, who trained me to be the warrior I am, and he died of his wounds in that fight on the bridge. Now he’s lost to me.

	“I’ve given up being with my da who I longed for all these years because I had been told he was away on a journey of exploration at sea. Another lie to protect me and ‘The Cause.’

	“I’ve given up being with my mother and sister, whom I’ve barely gotten to know. I’ve given up being with the family I never had, yet could have.

	“Here, take back your da’s dagger. Take over for me, and I’ll get back to those things I gave up for you.”

	Raynhard held up both hands. “No, Nagora. Don’t do that. Keep the dagger. It’s yours. You’ve earned so much more than I could ever pay you. There are not enough words for me to express the gratitude I owe you for all you did and for all you are doing. You know there’s no way I could take over for you. You’re a Dragon Talker. You have that power. You know it can shape the future of my kingdom.”

	He shook his head and placed a hand over his heart. “I know you’re still dealing with the loss of your uncle Dangor. And I know you’re dealing with the task of protecting Danuka’s eggs. I know what you’re sacrificing. I know what your mother and sister are sacrificing. I know what your father is sacrificing. You are all making sacrifices for me and the future of my kingdom. That is a debt I will never be able to repay. Perhaps, someday, when you see what this country can become, then will you have a sense of reward for the work you have all done.”

	Nagora swallowed and bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I have no right to scold you. You are my king. You can do whatever you like. It’s just that Danuka is worried about her eggs. Every evening when she returns, she goes to them to make sure they’re safe. She understands how important they are to the future of your kingdom, but also to the future of her kind. When she returns tonight she’ll sense your presence and that will worry her since I did not warn her of your coming, for the same reasons I stated.”

	Nagora slipped the dagger into the deep pocket inside her sheepskin vest.

	Raynhard reached out to touch her arm. “Nagora, Yogari is concerned as well. And your mother and sister want news of you. So does Lars.”

	“Lars? He’s still here? He didn’t return to the Land of Skulls?” An ache took hold of her insides. Lars my savior, my valiant warrior, my lover. You’re still here. If only I could run to your side. But that would mean reliving the pain of parting again. It’s best you return to the Land of Skulls. I’ll have peace of mind and be better able to carry out my duty as protector and guardian of Danuka’s eggs.

	The secret location of this cave has to stay so for the safety of Danuka’s eggs. Not even Da knows where it is and he too is a Dragon Talker and rides Danuka every day throughout the land.

	Every day Danuka leaves the cave before sunrise and returns just after sunset. Even so, I can’t send for Lars. I promised to keep this place a secret.

	“Yes, Lars is still here. He’s in Cairnmase. He’s staying with Geirador and Paruline.”

	Is he waiting for me? I don’t dare ask. I’m guessing he is. Though, Nagora had told him she did not know how long she would have to be away from him in her duty to Danuka. It could be seasons or years. I risk losing him.

	“Do you know when he might leave?”

	“He’s helping Geirador and Paruline care for several warriors whose wounds prevented them from continuing on home to the Land of Skulls. When they’re fit for that journey through the mountains, he’ll most likely leave with them.”

	Her recollection of the wounds Lars had sustained in his fight to keep his promise to her came rushing back: The image of Lars in Godomor’s tent, stretched out on the table as Mina described the wounds she had treated; Lars smiling at her despite his pain and discomfort; and then the moment they had alone in the tent as she helped him dress, when they kissed. These memories made her want him even more.

	Nagora pushed those images to the back of her mind with another question. “Where are Mum and Sagora these days? Still in Windhaven?”

	“Yes, for now. They’ve almost finished their work there. They have a last team to train before setting out to towns and villages to verify the decontamination done so far, and they’ll help tend to the sick. In Windhaven teams have flushed most of the wells and set up cisterns of uncontaminated spring water. The people are informed and know what to do to make sure the water they drink is safe. Trained teams have already set out to apply the same procedures in the outlying towns. 

	“The milk test Tagnya devised reassures them. A drop of poisoned well water in a spoon of milk turns it to tiny green curds, a clear warning. Soon your mother, with the help of the people she and Sagora have trained, will travel to towns and villages throughout the land. They’ll show the villagers how to test the water of their wells and clean them of the poison.”

	Mum, I’m so proud of you. “Mum’s abilities as a healer amaze me. Did you know that in the Land of Skulls she was a loved healer? Those who she had healed had the honor of calling her ‘Tagnuska.’ The ‘uska’ on her name means they recognize her as having the power to heal. It’s like calling her ‘Tagnyoriva the Healer.’

	“To think, the one there who accused Mum of being a witch was the one guilty of poisoning King Godomor, and it was Mum who saved Godomor from that poison, a poison obtained from Hag.”

	Raynhard had been nodding all the while she spoke. “Coming out of all those years of lethargy Raganora’s poison held them under is not easy for many of those folks. You witnessed how it rendered them docile and without purpose. Now thanks to Tagnya, they’re coming out that stupor.

	“And, I must say, your da’s appearances with Danuka are giving them hope once again. Yogari is a great orator.

	“When he tells of his years in that cave in the vent hole on the Isle of Smoke with Danuka, and all he did to keep himself in a hopeful state of mind, and how he cared for Danuka, they see that what they have to overcome to rebuild their own homes is not such a dire price to pay. Yogari tells them the People of the Danu will rebuild the land one home at a time. As each family pulls itself back up, so too does our country. It is how it will become great again.”

	That’s my da. He’s a born leader. I can see why you’ve been counting on him. “Raynhard, tell me more about Da. He must be near you most of the time. Do you fly with him on Danuka’s back? Is he nearby right now?”

	Raynhard’s smile broadened. “Nagora, I am with your father much of the time, and yes, I ride with him on Danuka’s back. Those who saw Edana free the dragon at the Isle of Smoke Bridge were quick to spread the word of her deed. For those who weren’t there to see it, seeing the dragon in the flesh set down on a road leading into their town, with us on her back, is the next best thing. The dragon needs little introduction. They know your father, The Rider. Then Yogari introduces me.”

	Raynhard stood straight and stuck his chin out. “You should hear him: ‘People of the Land of the Danu, thanks to Edana, today Danuka, Mother Dragon, and I, Yogari, Dragon Talker, bring to you your rightful king, Raynhard, son of your once beloved King Bernhard and Queen Julianna.’”

	He relaxed his pose. “And then he goes on to lay out all the facts of how and why Raganora, with Hag’s help, usurped the throne and all the evil she did to our country from the murder of my parents, to hunting down and killing all the dragons except for Danuka, to changing the name of our land to Innisfhail, to outlawing the word ‘dragon’ and destroying all images of dragons, and so on.”

	His eyes sparkled as he spoke the next words. “People cheer when he says: ‘Today, we are no longer under her rule. We no longer have to live in fear. We no longer have to live without hope.

	“‘Today, Danuka, our Dragon Mother, is with us. She has eggs ready to hatch. Soon, as Edana told you, dragons will fly again in the sky over our land. Soon, we will rebuild our land to its former greatness under the leadership of our king, Raynhard, King of the Land of the Danu.

	Raynhard held up a finger. “That’s a short version. Sometimes he goes on and on. And at other times he answers questions. And sometimes, I answer questions. If I am to be their king, I have to be able to answer their questions.

	“And before we leave, he makes sure I say: ‘We are, once again, the People of the Danu, the People of the Dragon.’”

	Nagora touched the side of her head. “After years of watching the horizon for the sail of the boat that would bring Da home to me, I had built an image of him. Now, since seeing him and hearing of him from you, I’m still trying to reconcile those images of him.

	“Mum and Da both have a way with words. They can convince with their words and people listen when they speak. I saw that when Da brought Danuka out of the vent hole on the Isle of Smoke. Even though he and Danuka were chained and archers had them in their sights, they gave Da whatever he asked for and they carried out every suggestion he made. And I saw it in Godomor’s court when Mum addressed Godomor and his vassals’ counselors to plead for my safe return and to seek their support for The Cause, ours and yours.”

	Raynhard smiled at her. “They are definitely leaders, Nagora. And so are you, in your own right. Be proud of your parents. They are proud of you. I am proud of you. I came to get news of how you are doing. So let’s talk about you now.

	“From what I can see, you look as fit as ever. Though, I’m guessing you’ve lost weight.”

	He’s looking at me in that way again. The desire is still there. Does it not matter to him I love another? Or does he realize it will be over, with time? Lars will become a lover in my past.

	“I still do my daily ritual exercises. And Danuka has given me another ritual. I’ve had to make individual pouches for the eggs and, each day as soon as she leaves, I have to hide each egg in the cave in a different place. You know how extensive this cave’s network is. They have to be spread out, never two together.”

	Raynhard’s brow furrowed. “Every day you have to do this?”

	“Yes, because as soon as she returns, she hunts each one down and brings them all back together to place in the original four-egg pouches Da had made for them. I have to hold each one for her and turn it over in my hands so she can examine it. She keeps them near her throughout the night.”

	“So that’s sixteen eggs to hide each day.” Raynhard had a smile on his face.

	Nagora spread her arms wide. “I can tell you, I know every crack and recessed hole in here.”

	“And your food supply?”

	“I’m glad you bring that up. I’ve just about depleted all the dried berries and meats you had stashed here. I should say ‘we’ because Danuka eats a heck of a lot of food. I know father feeds her during the day, but with all the flying around, she must work up an appetite.”

	“Have you been able to hunt?”

	“That’s the other thing. She wants me to guard the eggs. I can leave to go set snares at the earliest of dawn’s twilight before she leaves. That doesn’t give me much time. I can’t go too far away either. As soon as she returns, if there’s enough daylight left, I can go check the snares. I always have my bow with me in case I see something I can shoot. Based on what I’ve been catching in the snares, I think I’ve exhausted the supply of game around here. Berries and nuts are probably more plentiful further down in the valley, but I can’t go there unless she spends a day here with her eggs. So far, that hasn’t happened.”

	“Nagora, look, there’s no way you can continue doing this on your own.”

	“But we’ve promised. No one else is to know about this cave.”

	“You’re right. That’s not what I mean.” He held up a hand. “Listen. I’ll arrange for a stock of supplies to be prepared for you.”

	“No, you won’t. Who can we trust?”

	“Nagora, give me a chance. I’ll ask Geirador. You know we can trust him and Paruline. They’ll prepare everything. I’ll deliver it on a day Danuka is here. I’ll bring the supplies by mule to the high meadow where you will meet me. We can lead the mules up from there, along the ridge and down to the valley stream entrance at the other end of the cave. We’ll unload the supplies there as quickly as possible and then I’ll lead the mules back down to the high meadow. I’ll bring the mules back to Cairnmase. When you come back, you can take your time to sort and cache the supplies wherever you feel is best here in the cave areas.”

	Nagora bit on her lip. “Okay, we could do that. Raynhard, you’ve got me thinking. I have three tapers left, one at the other end and two here. And my supply of candles for the candle lanterns is running low. I would need at least three more lanterns to place at various spots in the cave, more if you can get them. And I’d need a good supply of candles for those lanterns.

	“And before we know it winter will come. I’ll need a good supply of firewood. Every time I go out to the snares I bring back pieces of dead branches I find. Once snow is on the ground, I won’t dare venture out for fear of leaving tracks in the snow that could be followed. Snow will come earlier here in the mountains. Will Danuka fly in the cold weather? Probably not. She’ll need to be fed.”

	Raynhard held out his arms and smiled at her. “Let me reassure you. Yogari mentioned he was looking into that with Geirador at Danuka’s request. He’s resourceful and will have ideas on how we can set you up for the winter. I’ll make this my priority. You and Danuka will have the best conditions possible here. I’ll see to it. And the cave will remain our secret. I promise.” Raynhard stepped closer to Nagora and opened his arms.

	His words did reassure her and now she let herself slip into his embrace. It feels good to be held. It feels good to be encouraged. Lars, if only it were you holding me.

	“I must take good care of my precious Edana,” he said as he caressed Nagora’s hair and then her cheek. He kissed the brand on her forehead and pulled her closer. His cheek rested against hers. “I’ve missed you all these days.” The warm whisper of those words in her ear and on her neck made her hold him closer. It feels good to be wanted. It feels good to be supported.

	“Is there anything else you need, Edana?”

	Raynhard’s words refocused her thoughts and her feelings.

	What image does he hold in his mind when he calls me Edana? The naked, blood-spattered, vengeful Edana on the dungeon stairs of the prince’s fortress or the fire-arrow-shooting Edana on the Isle of Smoke Bridge, protecting Danuka and Yogari from the deadly ballista?

	I know what I want. “Remind Da I need a bridle and saddle of my own for Danuka. She always flies back here without the ones Da uses. Ask him to make them for me and send them with Danuka. They could help me protect her eggs. If he doesn’t, I’ll fashion them myself with her help.”

	Raynhard placed his hands on Nagora’s shoulders. “I’m sure he’ll do that for you. It’s time I leave.”

	“You never answered my question. Is Da nearby?”

	“He brought me to what was the prince’s fortress at Yhorgal Cliffs this morning. He flew back with Danuka to help Tagnya. He’ll be back to get me by mid-afternoon.”

	“Tell Da I miss him.”

	“Nagora, every day he tells me how much he misses you. We must arrange time for your family to get together soon, most likely when Tagnya and Sagora are close by. It’ll be easier when they are. They too miss you.”

	The word “family” brought up mixed images for Nagora. Uncle Dangor’s face still came up first, then Tagnyoriva’s and Sagora’s faces. When will Da’s face and mine come up at the mention of “family”? Perhaps never because Uncle raised me since I was born. Though, I know Da and I are family too.

	And when she said the word “Father,” three faces appeared side by side. Uncle Dangor’s was again the clearest.

	Next came that of Godomor the Terrible, King of the Land of Skulls, a direct descendant of the First People of The Land. “Ohtawimaw,” she called him in the Language of The People. It meant “Father.” Until that meeting with Godomor I didn’t know it was also the language the dragons spoke. Now I do and I learned it through my dragon tear amulet. It’s been revealing its powers to me. It gifted me with the Language of The People. Godomor called her “Mitanisimaw.” It meant “Daughter.” And he also called her by another name, “Ka Peyakot Mahihkan,” “Lone Wolf.” When he used that name, he spoke directly to her heart from his own.

	Finally, Yogari’s face stood there in the background, her father, a man with such strength and self-assurance. From the moment he had first held her in his arms under Danuka’s wing in the vent house at Queen Raganora’s Fortress on the Isle of Smoke, she knew she trusted him. She knew she would follow him anywhere because he would protect her and know what to do, like Lars, the man she loved.

	 

	On that day too, for the first time, she felt the effect of Danuka’s scent on her. It had spread through her body as a feeling of welcoming warmth, comforting her and, at the same time, giving her strength and an enhanced awareness of all within her reach.

	And Da had also warned me. “Today, you felt your body being taken over by Danuka’s scent. It might have worried you. It is how Danuka ensures you are receptive to me as my apprentice, and to her, to what she needs you to do to protect her and her eggs. But I want to warn you. When I am not with you, Mother’s scent will have an even greater effect on you until she gains complete trust in you. Fear not.

	“Also, at times Danuka will not have words to convey what she wants to tell you. She will use images. She’ll convey them to you in dreams.”

	“But how will I know they are meant as messages for me? How will I know the difference from other dreams?”

	“You’ll remember them clearly. They’ll seem so real you’ll believe they truly happened. They’ll be unlike any dream you’ve ever had. And you’ll question why she showed you those images. The reason might not be apparent right away. Trust what she shows you. It will always be for a reason.”

	Her da reached for her hand. “You are strong, Nagora. Your will is your own to govern. Trust Danuka, and she will trust you. She knows so much more than we’ll ever know.”

	 

	“Raynhard, thank you for coming. If you can arrange all this for me, I’ll be grateful, and so will Danuka. Please, though, next time, warn me. Send a message with Danuka.”

	“I will, Nagora.” Raynhard gave her a final kiss on her cheek and made his way to the crack in the bowl-like entrance to climb down among the trees and bushes below. Nagora climbed the ladder up to the bowl’s edge. I’m alone again. Uncle was always a presence. I miss that. I’m a loner, but just feeling another nearby is a comfort. I realize that now. It’s not the same as being in Danuka’s presence.

	She lost sight of Raynhard.

	 

	Since Danuka’s arrival, Nagora had dismantled the wooden platform that ran along the inner bowl. It had offered a variety of views below, but made Danuka’s coming and going to and from the cave difficult. Removing it had been a necessity. At least she still had the ladder.

	As she stepped back into the cave, thoughts of Lars filled her mind. You’re so close. I wish I were with you. Knowing you’re in Cairnmase will intrude on my days here. Time is going to drag. I’ll end up spending my time trying to figure out a way to go to you. There must be a way.

	Danuka, all I need is a day. No, I need two days. I’ll leave at dawn on the first day and be back by nightfall the next. I need a horse. Storm could bring me back. He would return to Geirador’s corral on command. Getting to Cairnmase, though, even if I ran. Tar piss! That would take the whole day, possibly more. Could he send Storm to me? No. My horse would have to be trained. He’s trained to go back.

	I know! Danuka, you could fly me to Cairnmase and come back. It wouldn’t take long. Especially without me on your back, you can fly so fast. In no time you’d be back here. Your eggs would be fine. That’s it. Now how do I convince you?

	Oh! Lars! Just one more night of making love to you. You’re so close. I want you so. I need you to satisfy me. In the meantime I’ll have to do it, and once Danuka arrives my desire will only grow stronger. That’s the way it is each day when I’m close to her scent.

	Now the effect of Danuka’s odor was greater, as her father had warned. But she hadn’t expected it to be so intoxicating in this way. It was a presence that touched her, and that she could almost taste. A spice she had no name for. Its effect on her body was overpowering.

	It also made her feel even stronger than the time with her father, when he showed her how to hold the eggs for Danuka’s inspection. All the muscles in her body tensed and relaxed and tensed again in a rhythmic ripple, like waves washing through her, making her want to dance wantonly.

	It made her want Lars and to be taken by him.

	That desire is so strong I wonder if I would be able to resist any man. I should be ashamed to have such feelings, but they’re beyond my control.

	Admitting to the effect of Danuka’s scent brought her confused questions.

	Is that how I become a receptive Dragon Talker? Danuka, are you teaching me something when my body feels like this? Are you doing this to control me? Is this a test to gain my trust? Did the same thing happen to Da’s body? He said I was strong, that my will was mine to govern, and that I was to trust you to gain your trust.

	I worry my mind won’t be strong enough to hold my body back to keep it from doing what it wants to do. My body tells me it’s inevitable, unpreventable. I no longer have control on what my body desires. Is it by putting all my trust in Danuka that I won’t have to worry about what might happen?

	It’s as strong as my desire for Lars. How can Danuka’s scent cause such desire? I wish I understood how it makes me a receptive apprentice. Maybe I don’t have to explain it. Just acknowledge it exists. How would I even try to explain it to someone who has not experienced it? It would be like trying to explain a dragon’s kiss. That’s what I’ll call it, “The Dragon’s Kiss.” It’ll just be another aspect of my secret life. I just have to accept it.

	With that acceptance came a choice in the pleasure she could give herself in the moment of her desire. She could satisfy herself now and then again later on. Or she could wait, let it mount and build until it became a blaze she had no choice but to extinguish. And when she did, it would leave her body soaked and trembling and drained and exhausted to the point her satisfaction pressed down on her whole body as it spread its pleasurable weight out over her limbs, leaving her lightheaded as she slipped into that dreamless place where she slept so soundly.

	It was the awakening afterward that always intrigued her. She awoke with a hunger for more and a ravenous appetite. At first, she had tried to satisfy the craving for more before and after eating. Either way, the satisfaction was always incomplete. It confirmed the power of anticipation, the slow build of desire to the moment where she could lose herself in the sensations of the act.

	Lars is nearby. I’ll wait. She would keep herself busy until night, coax the flame instead until it became a smoldering fire, and then stoke the fire into a blaze and throw herself into it and let herself burn with pleasure.

	 

	Nagora found a stout spear among Raynhard’s cache of weapons. A pickaxe was among the other tools available. She took both, along with two lanterns, one of which she lit, and headed for a spot in the cave that might yield an ideal hiding spot for Danuka’s eggs. It was just past the small lake in the middle vault of the cavern. Because a few bats had made their home in the upper reaches of the vault at that end, she delayed exploring along that wall.

	Eventually, I’ll even have to make it to the island in the middle of the lake. From the path around the lake, the island appeared to be mostly stone with one pointed formation that looked like a big carrot set on its stout end. It must be at least six times as tall as I am. The lake, the island, and the wall where she was headed would be the last parts of the cave to get her attention.

	Today she would attempt to pry a big rock aside to see if a recessed area lay behind it. She set down her tools and lit the other lantern. She set a lantern on the stone floor on each side of the stone. She poked the spear into the space behind the stone. There’s more space behind it, I’m sure. How much?

	If I move the big stone, I’ll have the answer. She poked the point of the spear down behind the rock so her end of the spear was as close to the wall as possible. She moved one leg back and lifted the foot of her other leg up so it came to rest against the wall. She pushed away from the wall with one leg and pulled back with her body. The rock moved enough so she could place the spear behind it from one side. This time she got the rock to pivot away from the hole enough to work the point of the spear in behind it at its bottom. She moved one of the lanterns before prying on the stone. On this push the rock leaned over and fell on its side, exposing the space it hid.

	Nagora set the spear down with the tip pointing into the space. She took a lantern and crawled forward. Wow! It was two spear lengths deep and almost as wide. It was not circular because of the cleft corner at the back that seemed to open onto another smaller space. She could stand but had to keep her head bent.

	This space opens up possibilities. What’s in the other area?

	She went back to her knees and pushed the spear and the lantern ahead of her. Enough room to crawl inside on my belly on one side and then roll over onto my back on the other side. It was a dry crawl space with no sign of an animal having ever used it.

	More possibilities here.

	Once out of the crawl space, she sat with her legs crossed and the lantern before her. She gazed around the insides of the small cave. What’ll I do with this place? Two words came to mind, “winter room.” I could spend time here in the winter with Danuka’s eggs.

	Will she allow it? Perhaps if the eggs have to be kept from freezing. There might be a way to heat this space. I can’t build a fire in here. Think on it, Edana. Oh! My! That’s the first time I’ve called myself Edana or at least given an order to myself with that name.

	It’s like when I became Tars and would talk to myself. Maybe it’s not so strange to call myself Edana. After all, I took on the role of Edana. And today Raynhard called me his Edana.

	Nagora blew out the candle before crawling back out to the glow of the light from the other lantern.

	I’ll leave the rock where it is for now.

	She left the pickaxe leaning against the rock and headed for the valley entrance with the spear in hand.

	 

	Danuka had squeezed out of that entrance, but coming in that way was out of the question. It was an alternate exit should the bowl entrance be blocked for some reason. The stream from the cave’s lake exited here and flowed into the valley. How the water came into the lake was still a mystery to her and to Raynhard. His guess was it came from an underground spring.

	Maybe when I explore the lake I’ll find out.

	Nagora pushed past the bushes that hid part of the entrance. The part visible from the mountain ridge above appeared as a fold in the rock formation. She had set a snare near the stream about thirty paces from the entrance. It only took a moment to check.

	Nothing in the snare. Maybe tomorrow.

	She headed back in. Oh! In winter this entrance will be blocked with snow.

	Will that be something else I must do? Keep it cleared?

	Raynhard’s visit is making me look at things differently. I have to think long-term. That means planning and preparing. All the more reason for me to go to Cairnmase. Geirador will have so many ideas to help me out. I’ll feel better if I can talk to him.

	And then there’s Lars. I have to see him before he leaves.

	Keep your hands away, Edana. Let it build.

	I must be blushing with desire.

	Lars, I’m going to hurt you so bad when I see you, you’ll beg to stay so you can recuperate.

	Nagora smiled at the memory of their conversation about their passionate lovemaking and the pleasurable hurt he said she had inflicted on him. She became wet just thinking about it. She exhaled.

	Move. Get busy. Wait until tonight, Edana.

	 

	Nagora retrieved the pickaxe on her way back, had a last peek into the small cave, and followed the longer path around the lake.

	Will the water rise in here when the snow melts? What if there’s an ice dam at the entrance? Will the cave fill with water? Will it spill out the crack in the bowl? Could ice freezing there have caused the crack?

	I’ll have to question Raynhard more about the cave since he spent time here.

	But did he come in the winter? No! He only found it early last spring. Surely if there was a late snowfall he wouldn’t have come. He wouldn’t have risked leaving tracks. 

	Winter? Here? I better plan for it.

	How many long days will I have to spend here? How many of those days will be with Danuka? What will we need? Where will we store everything that’s coming?

	Now she had more things to keep her busy.

	I’ll look at the grains, nuts, and dried meat in the food cache. There’s not that much left from the little Raynhard had stockpiled. Still a few root vegetables and some flour. I’ll try to figure how much food can be stored in there. I’ve picked all the fresh berries nearby and my snares will only catch less and less.

	Danuka will be spending more time here in the cold of winter. Da won’t be feeding her. I’ll need food for her too.

	Will the water in the cave freeze? What about the spring where I fill my waterskins outside? It’ll freeze for sure. Danuka drinks the water from the lake. Can I drink that water? Will I have to melt snow and ice on the fire?

	I’ll need firewood to cook and to keep warm. I’ve kept the fires for the nighttime so the smoke won’t be visible in the day. When the clouds are low and we’re shrouded in mist, I can make a fire during the day. So how much wood will I need? How much do I use? I’ll use more in the winter. To heat the space at the bowl end, I would need a curtain of hides to close off a part of it. What’s Danuka’s tolerance to the cold? It’ll be colder than in the cave in the vent shaft on the Isle of Smoke. The heat from the volcano below kept that cave warm, almost stifling.

	All these questions kept her busy as she made the rounds of her cave that afternoon, imagining it ready for winter, where supplies would be kept, wood stacked, extra tools she might need, extra clothing, and things to occupy her time when not taking care of her basic needs.

	 

	And these questions made Nagora reflect on winters past. Winter days with Uncle had always been spent crafting new items or repairing older ones. A new bow was always on the list, and new arrows. She was always learning something new about bow making with Uncle. Together they prepared new strings from hemp. They always made more strings than they would need. They inspected their older bows and arrows and gave them the care they needed to keep them in service.

	Nagora loved to work with leather. She always found satisfaction in making a new belt or bag. New leather leggings, shirts, and a vest were also on the list.

	Paruline, Geirador’s daughter, had taught her to knit, so a sweater or hat was always in the works ready to pick up and work on between chores or before going to bed while listening to Uncle tell a story.

	Before last winter, on the coldest nights, they brought in the few sheep, goats, and hens they kept, and even their mule, Patches. They made a penned-off area for them with their table, chairs, and benches. Only the hens didn’t respect the pen boundaries; so it was Nagora’s job to check for and clean up their droppings. On those same cold nights, they both slept near the fireplace, taking turns to add a log to the coals before they died out.

	In the daytime, when the weather was good, they would go set snares or check on snares. Being so close to the coast, snow often came in great abundance, but it also left quickly because of the warmer coastal air. The ground would often only be covered in patches of snow, but when the storms blew in, they did so with a vengeance.

	During the coldest months, the ice in the bay would usually freeze thick enough to go out on. Uncle would hack holes in the ice with a big pickaxe and a chiseled-end spear. He had fashioned a big ladle to lift chips and chunks of ice out of the hole. He had woven it out of sapling branches that he tied together around a hoop of ash wood on a long pole. Sometimes, if the current was right, he could float a line under the ice from one hole to another and then pull a net in place.

	The times he had done that, they would head back to the beach hut to make a fire and heat the soup they had brought. They would take turns going out to check the holes to make sure they weren’t freezing over. Most times they were lucky when they hauled in their net to check their catch. It meant fresh fish meals for days to come, a welcome change in their diet of dried and smoked meat.

	When they fished with a line in an ice hole, someone always had to be nearby to watch the jig, ready to haul in the catch before it slipped free of the baited hook. Often it did, and they had to bait the hook again.

	Geirador and Paruline always tried to make at least one trip by mule and sleigh from Cairnmase to go ice fishing with them. They would spend three to five days with Nagora and her uncle. Those occasions were some of her happiest memories. Geirador would bring a cask of his mead and Dangor would pay him with a new hunting bow made for Geirador’s frame. Only he and Uncle could draw its string.

	Nagora and Paruline and would exchange handmade gifts, and would both start a new knitting project. They would spend time walking in the woods in the snow, talking about anything Nagora wanted to know. Paruline was seven years older than her, so she was like a big sister to her. She could never get enough of Paruline’s attention on those visits.

	Each evening after their meal, Uncle mixed goat’s milk, honey, the juice from two handfuls of stone-ground oats he had let soak most of the day in cold water, and then he would add some of Geirador’s mead. He would heat the mixture in a pot, but not let it boil. He would serve them each a bowl to drink before the fire. While they sipped the smooth drink, Geirador and Uncle took turns telling stories.

	When Geirador got into one of his long stories, Uncle cooked biscuits made with the leftover oats, some honey, and butter on a skillet over the fire. When they were ready, Uncle served them hot.

	Geirador called Uncle’s biscuits “stones,” and Uncle called his drink “the potion.” If one did not eat the biscuits hot, they became hard as stone as soon as they cooled. As stones, they would have to soak them in hot tea to be able to eat them.

	The potion, though, was her favorite winter drink. She tried her best to make it last. It always tasted best while it was hot. As it cooled, the bite of the mead took over.

	I love to hold the glazed bowl in my hands and inhale the fragrance of the potion. I swear I can smell the scent of the summer meadows rise to greet my nose just as it does when I walk through them.

	It went down so smoothly from her mouth to her stomach. Its rich flavor filled her mouth while the mead spirits traveled up to her ears and warmed them.

	The potion was a sure giver of sleep. To resist its effect was futile. No matter how good Geirador’s stories were, she always nodded off and would never remember going to bed. The next morning she and Paruline would wake up in each other’s arms from what they always said was the soundest sleep.

	If they were lucky, and the weather looked promising, she and Uncle would make at least one winter trip to Cairnmase. Patches would pull their sleigh, sometimes fighting through snow that was deeper than his knees. They would always leave at dawn’s first light. There was a point on the trail where Uncle would decide whether they would continue on or turn around to head back home. In her memory it had happened only once. The snow had been just too deep and the crust too hard. Patches kept breaking through it and the ice cut into his legs.

	How I looked forward to those trips.

	It was like traveling to another land where the snow, instead of melting after a storm, accumulated from one storm to the next. Cairnmase looked like such a different place as we rode through on the sleigh. The mountains of snow heaped around all the huts, often obscuring their windows.

	It surprised me on each visit, like I had forgotten about how much snow had fallen on previous winter visits.

	Her privileged time with Paruline was what Nagora treasured most. She had even more of it on those visits as Uncle often spent time with Geirador at his smithy. In winter, it became a beehive of activity, with shifts of people making arrow heads, spear heads, swords, and knives. Part of the attached stable became a bow making area. All those weapons were stockpiled and hidden for the coming fight to put the rightful King of the Land of the Danu on his throne.

	At the time, Nagora had no idea of the role she would be asked to play in all this. She only knew she was being trained as a warrior, like so many of the people her age in Cairnmase. So much had been kept secret from her. Even Paruline, who shared the most intimate of secrets with her, had never once mentioned a single thing of all she knew about Nagora and what was in store for her.

	Well, that battle has passed. Raynhard has his throne. He’s working to rebuild his kingdom. And I’ve lost Uncle. Winters will never be the same without him.

	Nagora let the tears come as her sorrow returned.

	Uncle would tell me to wipe away my tears and focus on my task. I’m an apprentice Dragon Talker. I still have much to learn about my dragon. Mother rarely shares anything with me. Only when it’s necessary and mostly when I’m to be at her service. When I do prod her with questions, her reply is always the same—in time. It’s like she knows things she can’t tell me and doesn’t want to take the chance that she’ll let a detail slip out. Like she has a plan for me, but won’t or can’t share it. I don’t think I’ll have fifteen years of patience like Da.

	I’m going to be alone for the whole winter. Alone with Danuka most of the time. Will she open up to me then? No shared activities to look forward to. No visitors to greet. No one to share my deepest thoughts with. No one to listen to my questions and try to give me answers. No one to braid my hair.

	I’ll truly be a lone wolf. A lone wolf alone with her dragon.

	“Ka Peyakot Mahihkan, be ready. This is your story. You will tell it to me when you come to sit by my fire again. Remember, you are strong.”

	Am I imagining Godomor is speaking these words to me, or is he actually speaking to me? He is speaking to me.

	“Ohtawimaw, I hear you. I am strong. I will survive and someday sit by your fire and talk to you as a daughter. And I will wait for you to ask me to tell my story. I will make you proud of Lone Wolf.”

	 

	The tinkle of the small bell tied to the ribbon that hung from the ceiling of the cave entrance signaled the gentle flap of Danuka’s giant wings as she approached to land on the lip of the bowl. She arrived in dusk’s fading light, a shadow on the shadowed face of the mountain. She folded her wings to her sides. The claw of her left wing pricked the stone wall to the left of the entrance for support as she hopped down from the stone lip of the bowl and brought her long tail in behind her.

	Even in this fading light of day and the feeble light of my fire, the edges of Mother’s features and wings have the most beautiful, iridescent shimmer. Can I even count the number of colors I see? She truly is a beast of beauty to behold.

	Oh! This is different. Mother is wearing a harness at her neck.

	Straps ran from it and crossed in front of her to disappear at the back where her wings joined her body.

	Danuka bowed her head close to Nagora’s until the tip of her snout touched the scar of the Tiwaz brand on her forehead.

	“Welcome home, Mother. You already know that Raynhard was here earlier today? He sends me food in the bags on your back? And other things? Thank you, Mother, for bringing them.”

	Danuka squatted so her front rested on the cave floor. She held out her folded left wing and let its big claw rest on the floor. The arrangement of three long leather bags tied together and attached to the harness on Danuka’s back made for a balanced load. “Mother, I will climb onto your wing to remove the bags. I understand I am to leave the harness and reattach the bags in the morning.”

	Nagora unfastened the straps that held the bags.

	Now I see why Raynhard came to visit me. He was also visiting Geirador with Da, and for good reason. Da must’ve asked Geirador to make the bags so Danuka can deliver goods to me. Raynhard could have said something. Geirador must’ve wanted it to be a surprise, I’m sure. That’s just like him. They haven’t forgotten me.

	All the pieces of the leatherwork that formed the harness and the bags bore Geirador’s brand, three rune symbols within a circle. Algiz appeared to hold Raidho on one of its arms and Jera on the other. The three together were open to many interpretations. But years ago, Geirador had told her what he meant them to signify. “Courage on the journey brings reward. The circle is a wheel, as on a wagon, one of the most essential items a good smithy builds and repairs throughout a lifetime. Make of it what you will. If it suits your fancy and you feel you can live by it, then do so, lass.”

	Geirador, more people should have your no-nonsense way of looking at things. The meaning you chose for your brand makes sense. Every time Uncle and I rode home in our cart I thought about it. The brand was on Patches’ reins right where my hands held them. In a way, I can say my own life is like your brand. It describes how I’ve lived it up to now.

	The three bags were heavy. She brought them down one at a time. What do they contain?

	The first one contained lots of nuts and dried berries. Their smell was so recognizable. The second contained dried meats. Their smoky aroma gave them away. The last bag was a mystery. I’ll look inside later. I have work to do.

	“Mother, the egg pouches are here.” She pointed to the four leather pouches on the floor to the right of the entrance where she had become used to putting them. Each pouch had four pockets inside, one pocket per egg. “While you hunt for your eggs, Mother, I will go check my snares and fill my waterskins.”

	Danuka, sounded her low moan of approval. It was almost the same sound a cow would make, though lower and longer and sweeter to the ear.

	Nagora slipped through the crack in the bowl with her bow in hand and two waterskins slung across her back. It’ll be dark when I get back, but my eyes will have time to adjust.

	 

	When Nagora returned, Danuka slipped the last single-egg pouch into the last empty space of one of the four-pocket pouches. The way Danuka held the strap of the pouch with her lips impressed Nagora as did the gentleness of her handling of the pouches. Mother does almost as well as I do with my thumbs and fingers.

	“Nothing in the snares, Mother. I’ll be with you in a moment.” She slipped the waterskins from her shoulders and set them against the wall opposite the firepit. She added a few sticks to the fire and stirred the pot. After licking the spoon, she went over to sit cross-legged before Danuka.

	Nagora pulled the first four-pocket pouch to her, removed a single-pocket pouch, opened it, and carefully took out the egg with both her hands.
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