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	When Mina arrived at the underground city that Copper called home, the first thing she noticed was the heat. It was located deep within The Long Sands, and she was drenched in sweat by the time they landed. A few dragons flew overhead, wheeling around in lazy circles.

	What are they doing?

	They are scouts, Copper replied. They keep watch for sand wyrms.

	She thought about the one she had seen before and shivered at the memory.

	You are safe here. Even if one got past the scouts, it would face an army of us.

	What if more than one came?

	They are not intelligent enough to band together.

	His answer gave her some relief. That was one thing she didn’t have to worry about. She slid off Copper’s back and groaned. Her rear end was sore, as were her back and legs, and her fingers were cramped. She stretched them by making fists and releasing them, trying to work the stiffness out.

	Many of the dragons here have not seen a human in centuries. I expect you’ll not receive a warm welcome.

	Will they try to hurt me?

	No. And if they did, I would not allow it. You are bonded to me, and it is my duty to protect you.

	Even from your own kind?

	Yes.

	Mina hoped for both their sakes that it wouldn’t come to that.

	Follow me, Copper said. You can rest in my chamber.

	The dragon walked down into the sloped cave-like entrance, and Mina trailed behind him. Thick glass formed the walls and ceiling, and unnatural light flickered within it, illuminating their way as they lost the sunlight behind them.

	Where did all this glass come from? Mina asked.

	We made it.

	With magic?

	Copper laughed at the question. With our flames. Sand turns to glass under extreme heat.

	Truly? I didn’t know that. She paused. Why did you use glass?

	Sand on its own is weak. We wouldn’t be able to tunnel through it without something to keep it from collapsing. We dragons like to see our reflections, so glass was the logical choice.

	Mina stared at the wall to her right and watched their likenesses drifting along beside them. Lord Klodian had ornate mirrors and windows, but they were nothing in comparison. The deeper they traveled, the cooler the air became. By the time they reached Copper’s chamber, she was no longer sweating.

	Inside, an enormous pool with crystal clear water drew her attention. She wanted nothing more than to bathe in it and wash the grime from her body.

	Go ahead, Copper bade. I must go and speak with the elders.

	You want me to stay here, alone?

	You’ll be fine so long as you don’t venture out of my chamber. Until certain things are decided, you must stay in here.

	That sounded like she was a prisoner, and Mina didn’t like it. What could she do, though? She was a defenseless human surrounded by dragons.

	How long will you be gone? she asked.

	Not long. Wash yourself, and when I return, I will teach you some things that you will need to know before you go before the elders.

	What kind of things?

	Don’t worry about that now. Go.

	Mina walked to the edge of the water and looked over her shoulder, glimpsing Copper’s tail as it swished out of view. She wondered how she was safe when the chamber had no door, but she pushed the thought away. If Copper said he would protect her, then she had to believe him. She stripped out of her clothes and tossed them into the pool, then stepped into the water.

	The temperature was cool, but not cold. She submerged herself to her neck and sighed, feeling relaxed. Her clothes floated nearby, and she grabbed them and rung them out, setting them on the edge of the pool to dry. After Mina had washed the sweat and filth from her body, she left the pool and drip-dried.

	There was nothing to warm her clothes with, and they were still damp when Copper returned. Mina hid from his view by holding the wet clothes against her body. He snorted in response.

	I care nothing for your nakedness.

	It feels weird letting anyone see me, whether we are the same species or not.

	I forgot how sensitive humans were. It’s no wonder that your lifespans are so short.

	Mina rolled her eyes. I’m not sensitive. I’m just …

	Self-conscious? Copper asked.

	Yes.

	He snorted again.

	Can you dry my clothes?

	Sure. Set them on the ground.

	Mina hesitantly did so, then quickly stood up and tried awkwardly to cover herself with her arms. Copper ignored her and opened his mouth, setting the clothes on fire with a gust of his flaming breath. Mina’s eyes widened in shock.

	Why did you do that?

	You don’t need those rags anymore. You are dragon-bonded, and so you shall dress appropriately. Your new chamber is beside mine. Do you see the cleft there?

	Mina followed his gaze to a spot in the glass wall that was darker than the rest.

	That is a passage that connects our chambers. When we first built this place, we added rooms for our bonded. We had hoped that the spell the elders cast would eventually fade and that we would bond with humans again. That never happened, but we kept the rooms anyway. This is your new home if you so choose.

	What of the elders? Mina asked. Won’t they have a problem with me being here?

	That remains to be seen, Copper replied. They have agreed to hear your petition, so get dressed. The clothes in there should fit you, but let me know if they do not. Once you are ready, I will teach you about the Enclave.

	The Enclave?

	Go, Copper bade. We have little time before the elders call upon you.

	Mina nodded and made an embarrassing dash to the passage. It was only about six feet in length, and then she found herself in more familiar surroundings. The room was decorated with human decor. There was a bed and a wardrobe, as well as a large rug and a manakin with a suit of leather armor.

	She wandered over to the wardrobe and opened the double doors. Black pants and a blue shirt caught her eye, and she quickly put them on. Casting a glance at herself in the mirror, she saw that she looked different somehow. Perhaps it was an illusion, or perhaps she only thought she looked different.

	Are you ready yet? Copper asked.

	Yes.

	Mina looked at the manakin and wondered if she would end up wearing the armor. She was not a warrior, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t become one.

	Can you teach me to fight? she asked.

	Perhaps. If you sway the elders, your potential is limitless.

	Mina’s eyes lingered on the armor a moment longer, then she went back into Copper’s room. She was going to do whatever it took to impress the elders.

	 

	 


2

	 

	There was nothing. 

	He was nothing, just an ethereal thought floating amid the unknown. Something indistinct floated near him. As he stared at it, it became clearer, more defined. It was five letters arranged in a specific pattern.

	Caden.

	His name, perhaps? Yes, there was something about it that rang true within his spirit. He tried to reach for it, but he had no hands or arms. A voice spoke the name, his name, and it echoed all around him.

	Come to me.

	Caden’s eyes snapped open and he gasped in a deep breath. He laid there, confused. What had happened? Where had he been? The memory was already vague, and soon it was gone completely. He was staring up at the sky, the blue vastness of it more striking than he remembered.

	Rise, and come to me.

	The voice sounded familiar to him, and yet he couldn’t place it. A strange feeling, to be sure. Caden sat up and looked around. A blackened field stretched in all directions. He touched the black stuff with his fingers and inspected them.

	Ash.

	Slowly, the events came back to him. He’d been murdered. Or at least, they had tried to murder him. Strangely, he was still alive. Another mystery. He stood on shaky legs and wondered how long he’d been out. The smoke he’d breathed in must have caused him to lose consciousness. Not far away, he saw the bodies of horses and their riders. He didn’t have to see them up close to know they were Runesmen. Lord D’Lance’s cruelty and malice knew no bounds.
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