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Forward

The Gifts of Faeri is both a standalone novella, and a prequel to the Return of the 
Dragonriders Trilogy. Those who have read DragonBirth, book one of that trilogy, 
may be familiar with the tale of the witch-Dragonrider Faeri. This is the true story 
behind that tale. As such, it is self-complete. You may
enjoy it more, or differently, if you have read Return of the Dragonriders. You may 
understand some things in Return of the Dragonriders better for reading The Gifts of 
Faeri. You will not feel a need to get Return of the Dragonriders in order to answer 
questions about what happens to Faeri or Chrysanthemum or anyone they know, love,
or have ever heard about. The Gifts of Faeri is short, and so explanations of back-
story and the larger workings of the world are not as in-depth as may be expected in a
longer novel.

Enjoy!

-Raina Nightingale

PS. The Gifts of Faeri can also be obtained as a free Ebook or bought as a paperback.
Links are available at www.enthralledbylove.com/novels
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Chapter One
Dangers of Song

Faeri placed her hands on the woman's body. She sang a few
soft, low notes, extending her mind out with them, to feel the power.
She had never done this before. She had never sung power directly
into and through a living being before.  The closest  she had ever
come  to  it  was  germinating  seeds,  and  no  one,  except  for
Chrysanthemum and herself,  knew that it  was she who had done
that. Everyone else had thought the seeds had germinated a little late
on their own, and had thought nothing of the extraordinary vigor
they displayed afterward, but she knew that her song, which had
exhausted her, was the cause. But now she was afraid.

When she released the notes to think for a moment, she heard
Chrysanthemum speaking in her mind. “Don't worry. You know that
the worst you can do is make them die faster. The way things are
going, they're both going to die.”

Faeri  nodded.  She  closed  her  eyes  again,  began  on  an
exploratory note, and extended her finger-tips. She felt power, will,
and desire tingling across them. She swallowed her trepidation, and
sang the power.  Be born. Don't bleed out. Slip through. I give you
the strength.

Her song became harder as she sang, rough with the power it
directed. Only a small part of her was aware of what she was doing,
aware of it as tissue moved within the woman and the child changed
position  under  the  pressure  of  her  muscles  and  began  to  slip
through. An even smaller part of her quailed a little. She never sang
power  in  front  of  an  audience,  not  like  this.  Something about  it
frightened her.

A shout of almost desperate exuberance woke her from the
malaise  of  power.  She  broke  off  the  song,  looked  around  her,
accurately discerned that her power was no longer necessary, and
fled from the birthing hut.

Without,  others were waiting. As they saw her emerge they
asked if something had gone wrong. “No,” she told them fiercely,
and ran past them into the woods.
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As  she  disappeared  between  the  trees,  Faeri  felt
Chrysanthemum's  touch  against  her  mind  like  feathers  of  snowy
fire. “What is it, rider?” she asked, with infinitely greater care and
understanding expressed in her mental touch than any human could
ever convey with spoken words.

I can't tell you that yet, Faeri replied.
“Then take your time,” said Chrysanthemum, and withdrew

from Faeri's awareness, though she could still reach for her if she
wanted.

The things I could do with this, she thought in terror. To work
her power on another living being… if one made a mistake, if one
sang malicious intent into the power, or even if it was not malicious,
even if it was just contrary to the being's nature, how would one's
victim ever get free from it?

She had never before thought to wonder if she could sing the
power into human beings as she had sung it, that first time, into the
seeds. Today she had been asked, and something in her had known
instinctively that it was quite as possible as her regular activity of
singing power into items. Now she had done it, and was afraid. She
did not think she had done any harm yet, this time, but that did not
mean she could not harm in the future – even wholly intending good
and at the request of the one she touched.

Carefully,  Faeri  tried  to  block  her  thoughts  from
Chrysanthemum. She knew, now, that the dragon was wrong in her
assurance that the worst she could do was to make them die faster.
No, she could do worse, far worse, if her thoughts strayed, if she
sang something into them that was not at home with their souls. She
knew, too, why she never sang in front of an audience: even the
overflow of power in her song itself had the power to alter things
and,  she  knew now,  persons.  She sang it  into items because  she
desired  to  help  people  and  felt  that  with  her  gift  she  must  help
people. An item could always be cast aside or destroyed, but if she
sang the offending power into the very person, then it could not be
cast  aside  or  destroyed!  It  would  remain,  to  be  fought  forever,
perhaps to torment forever, until someone came who could heal the
damage. It would be worse than any of the other atrocities human
beings committed against each other, for it would be more internal;
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the damage to the person would be deeper, and thus more pervasive
and harder and more painful to fight and resist.

Faeri knew she would have to face Chrysanthemum about this
sooner or later. Part of her wanted to vow to never again sing power
directly upon a human being – or, for that matter, a dragon, but she
knew she could not make that kind of decision without input from
her  dragon.  But,  for  the  moment,  she  needed  to  be  by  herself,
without even Chrysanthemum in her mind. She was too shaken by
the  discovery  of  what  she  could  do –  and,  perhaps,  what  others
could, too.

Faeri went to the hut set aside for her, where the items for her
to endow with power were kept. She still felt too shaken to use her
power, though, so she drew from its sheath the heirloom sword she
had from her father. It was a beautiful, lavishly-made sword, and it
seemed to her to be made more for decoration than for warfare. Its
edge was sharp and its make was good, at least as far as Faeri could
tell, but what sword made for combat was adorned with so many
gems or had such intricate silver inlay on its hilt? She had no idea
how  much  all  the  stones  that  glittered  on  the  cross-guard  were
worth. To conceal the wealth of it, she kept it under her cloak, the
hilt wrapped in scraps of thin leather. It looked like the treasure of a
small kingdom to her, and she feared that if someone saw it they
would  either  think  that  it  was  stolen  or  want  to  steal  it  for
themselves.

Faeri  ran  her  finger  along  the  widest  part  of  the  blade.
Something about this sword called to her, but she thought she had
made it that way. Since she was old enough that her father let her
near the blade, she had sung to it. She did not really know what she
sang to the blade. She had sung to it even before she sang to the
seeds, before she ever knew there was power in her song. She would
have given away or sold the sword, considering its lavish wealth
more of a liability than otherwise, despite the fact that she came as a
bringer  of  prosperity,  except  for  the  songs  with  which  she  had
endowed it. She was not quite sure what they were. Even when she
sang to the sword now, she was not sure what she sang. She just
sang, without thinking about what or why, when she was with the
blade.  It  was,  she  thought,  a  strange  treasure  or  talisman  for
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someone whose life was as dedicated to life, to the bringing and
enrichment of life, as her own. How she had become so attached to
an instrument of death she did not know, except that it did not quite
feel like an instrument of death to her. Oh, there was that air about
it, but there was something more to it, too. Or maybe it was that,
sword though it was, it did not seem as if it had been forged for
battle, but rather as a ceremonial decoration signifying great wealth,
and,  while  wealth  did  not  matter  to  Faeri,  it  was  a  symbol  of
prosperity, so maybe that was why it was appropriate for her.

Faeri grasped the hilt in her hands and held it up before her,
humming softly to it. When she sang to it like this, she could not tell
if her eyes were closed or not, but all she saw in her mind was the
image of the sword, which was exotic as she was herself, with her
yellow  eyes  and  her  dark  brown  hair  with  its  green  and  amber
highlights. It came, like her father's family and thus, like her own
strange coloring, from a land across the sea. Perhaps that was what
drew her to it. But she only hummed to it for a few moments. She
was afraid to sing to it  when she was in a disconcerted frame of
mind, lest she put that into the sword. Still, she held it up before her,
basking in something that came from it, though she thought she had
put  that  something  there  herself,  or  maybe  it  was  just  what  the
sword symbolized to her.

The sound of the door creaking behind her broke Faeri from
her reverie.  As a sense of foreboding and fear descended on her,
Faeri spun to face the door, the bejeweled sword still in her hand.

A mis-shapen  creature  blocked  the  door.  Shock  and  terror
raced through Faeri, and the sword felt hot and heavy in her hand. It
was, doubtless, one of the fabled orcs! Its fangs, huge, blocky ears,
and tall,  heavy-set  form let  her know that,  but  what  terrified her
most of all was its yellow eyes! Yellow, like her own! Was she an
orc,  or  something on the verge of  becoming one? Was  she evil?
Would her power turn her evil? Had she already used it for evil?
Was she a servant of the nightmare?

“No! Faeri!” cried Chrysanthemum.
What  do  I  do?! cried  Faeri  in  panic.  I  can't  sing!  It's  the

influence of the nightmare!
Chrysanthemum's voice in her mind was like tongues of fire



The Gifts of Faeri, Copyright © 2020 by Raina Nightingale

licking across  her  skin.  “No,  you idiot!  DON'T  listen  to  it!  The
nightmare  wants the  power  of  your  song;  your  song  is  not its
influence!”

In  the  half-second  that  her  exchange  with  Chrysanthemum
took, the orc whipped out a heavy sword. Faeri took a step back,
knocking over the bench behind her, keeping the sword before her
in what she hoped was a guard position.
 Chrysanthemum continued speaking into her mind. “Fight it,
Faeri. Fear is  its weapon. And your song is no more its weapon
because  of  the  influence  it  would  wield  through it,  than is  your
sword the same sword your enemy carries.”

Bands of fear tightened themselves around Faeri's mind, but
she held the sword before her, point out, clasped in both hands.  I
don't even know how to use a sword! she cast to Chrysanthemum, at
the same time recognizing that there was no reason for her to be this
close to the edge of coherent thought.

The orc leered at her, and Faeri almost fainted, even though it
still stood too far away for them to close without one or the other
stepping closer, something Faeri was certainly not going to do. She
had never, ever thought that she would need to use this lavish blade
in combat.

It moved towards the stack of the articles she had enchanted
earlier in the day. Blankets, to keep their wearers warm through the
cold of winter. Bows that would be hard-pressed to miss even with
wind.  A hoe  enchanted  to  infuse  the  ground  hoed  with  healing
properties, so that those who ate its produce would be healthy and
strong against disease.

The sword sang in Faeri's grasp. The orc continued to leer at
her as it reached towards the already-enchanted articles, and Faeri's
blood burned!

“No. Don't panic. You're right. You must not let it touch them.
If it does, you must burn them,” came Chrysanthemum's calm voice
in the back of her mind.

Faeri graced her dragon with a mental nod and leapt forward,
sword held out before her. She ploughed into the orc, sword-point
first, and fell with it to the ground.

Dark blood sprayed everywhere. Faeri tried to roll away, sick,
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as the orc thrashed next to her. Pain shot across her arm and side,
then across her thigh, and she realized it still had enough life in it to
fight her, that it was wielding its sword against her.

Clinging to the sword, she forced herself up, somehow, and
scrambled back. It rose to come after her, blood pouring from its
body, waving its sword wildly, terror and madness in its eyes. Those
eyes gripped her, beckoning her into a madness of fear and death, a
madness which would pull her right onto its sword.

“Faeri!” Chrysanthemum shouted into her mind, at the same
time as the orc turned to face something else. The spell on Faeri was
broken, and she drove her sword into the nightmare creature's back,
then crumpled to the floor, taking it with her.

Darkness closed in around her.
“No, Faeri, it's okay. This isn't the nightmare. Not yet. You're

just  exhausted  and  wounded.  You'll  be  okay.  You  are okay,”
Chrysanthemum whispered into her mind.
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Chapter Two
Warfare

Did I do wrong? asked Faeri, remembering the orc. She was
weak. Her arm, side, and thigh burned when she moved them, but as
long as she lay still, she was in relative comfort. That was about all
she knew. She had only just realized that she was awake.

“I  don't  think  so;  at  least,  not  about  that,” answered
Chrysanthemum.  “I think  it  was supposed to  take  you longer  to
deliver the child, and the orc was supposed to get in and defile your
work while you were not there to discover it or to fight it.”

Could the nightmare have done that? Could it  have caused
complications with the woman's delivery? asked Faeri.

“I don't know,” said Chrysanthemum.
Faeri  tried to fight the fuzziness around her mind.  How do

you… know all these things, Chrysanthemum?
“I don't. I make guesses. But the way it was leering at you…

and the way it went after the enchanted articles makes me think that
was its goal. Also, the timing. Why then, of all times? If anyone is at
fault,  I am. It probably would not have happened if I had stayed
around while you dealt with the birthing, but I am hungry and felt
the need to hunt and… I did not know. I did not know we were a
target.”

You know something I don't, insisted Faeri weakly.
“Not  really,  Faeri.  What  is  wrong  with  you?  Why  do  you

suddenly think I am lying to you or hiding things from you?” There
was  pain,  frustration,  and  confusion  in  her  dragon's  mind-voice.
“We have always been close. I have always shared everything with
you. You have always shared everything with me, since I hatched. I
love you, Faeri, and I am  not hiding anything from you. Maybe I
took the stories about the nightmare more seriously than you did,
but, if so, that is all. This is very simple, Faeri, though I don't blame
you, exhausted as you are,  for not figuring it out. If  the orc had
enough cunning to go after the enchanted items in order to distract
you and get you off-balance so it could go for the kill, it would have
been prepared for your wild dive at it, and it would have killed you
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then, instead of falling under you, at least as injured as yourself –
and, pardon me, Faeri, but you have no combat skill, and no mind
for it, either. It wanted to get to those items. That was not a ploy.
Clumsy and stupid as orcs are, it would have been easy for it to kill
you if it that had been its intention.”

That's really… it? asked Faeri.
“Yes.”
Did you… see what happened to the… items?
“Only  sort  of.  Some  of  them may  be  contaminated,  and  I

thought it better not to take risks. I spoke to the people, and they
agreed to let me burn everything I was concerned about. It is done,
Faeri.”

Faeri sighed aloud, a little surprised that Chrysanthemum had
spoken to the people. She knew that black dragons could speak to
humans  other  than  their  riders,  but  she  had  not  known  that
Chrysanthemum  would.  She  had  certainly  never  done  it  before.
Were you that worried? she asked her.

“As I said, it is better not to take chances with what may have
been defiled by the nightmare,” said Chrysanthemum.

Faeri  fought  the  urge  to  insist  that  Chrysanthemum  knew
something she did not. She really  felt like the dragon did, like she
was  hiding  something  from  her,  but  she  was  certain  that  if  she
pushed, Chrysanthemum would feel hurt again and would give some
eminently reasonable explanation for her choices and decisions, one
which should have been obvious to Faeri or which, at the least, did
not rely on any information which Faeri did not, at least in theory,
possess.

Apparently, Chrysanthemum was still aware of what she was
thinking  and  feeling.  There  was  a  great  deal  of  unpretentious
kindness  and  patience  in  her  voice,  as  she  explained  to  Faeri,
“You're tired right now, and you've recently had a close-up conflict
with the nightmare. You remember what its eyes did to you, right?
You  remember  your  own  concerns,  the  ones  you  were  working
through,  and  that  was  why  you  were  in  that  hut,  staring  at  the
sword?”

You know about that?! gasped Faeri. You were spying on me!
“Was not,” said the dragon.  “You were fairly disturbed, and
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when you're  that  disturbed,  you can try to  contain and block as
much  as  you  like,  but  I  will get  some  of  it.  And  when  the  orc
disturbed you, and you panicked, you practically screamed all your
concerns at me as loudly and clearly as possible. I was  trying to
respect  your  space,  but  when  the  orc  attacked  you,  I  stopped
thinking about whether or not you wanted me to know something,
and just thought about trying to help you, and, even if that hadn't
been the case, you still screamed it all at me. I'm bonded to you; I
can't  help but understand in an instant,  from the undertones and
nuances of your thought, what it  would take you half an hour to
explain to anyone else.”

“I  guess  that's  true,”  Faeri  murmured,  as  someone  stepped
through the door in the hut.

“How are you feeling?” the woman asked.
“Tired.  Like  my  head  is  scattered  through  half  a  dozen

different clouds,” said Faeri.
She sensed a smile on the woman's face. “Not too bad,” she

said. “You lost a lot of blood, and your dragon insisted on burning
all those things you enchanted, including the items for healing.”

You were lying to me! Faeri yelled at Chrysanthemum. Seeing
the expression on her face,  the woman asked, in clear confusion,
“What happened? Did I say something to upset you?”

“I didn't lie to you, silly. You are tired and confused and, as
you just said, your head feels like it's scattered across the winds.
How can you expect me to tell you everything in that state?”

Embarrassed, Faeri said, “N-no. I just don't feel too good. It's
nothing about you…”

“Great,” said the woman. “Are you thirsty? Hungry?”
“Both, I… think,” said Faeri.
“Great,” she said again. “Praise the Arrows of Light we found

you when we did!  Let  me just  go  and get  you some broth,  and
maybe some blackberry juice. Does that suit you?”

“Y-yes, of course,” said Faeri.  There's something wrong with
me, she thought.

Chrysanthemum  sent  her  a  wordless  feeling  of  love  and
acceptance.

How are you so perfect? Faeri asked her grudgingly.
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“I'm not, but I'm an obsidian dragon, not a human, and you
are the one having problems at the moment. Isn't it a good thing I'm
not having problems at the same time you are? It doesn't go over
well  when two have  problems  at  the  same time…” There  was  a
brightness in her voice that Faeri knew was an invitation for her to
laugh.

I  suppose, said  Faeri,  not  feeling  at  all  inclined  towards
humor.

In a few minutes the woman, whose name Faeri now recalled
to be Anajelien, returned. She stepped in, laid the bowls on a log,
and said, “Hi, Faeri. I'm sorry for being dumb earlier. Of course the
destruction of  your  work must  be upsetting.  I  have no idea how
much  it  takes  out  of  you  to  sing.  At  least,  you  must  be  happy,
Tereloriar and her child are doing well. Here. I'll help you sit up and
eat, so you don't pull those wounds of yours too much. Our healer
says you should probably lie still for a few days so they can start
knitting together before you do anything, and then you should only
do  gentle  things,  but  let's  get  food  into  you  before  we  discuss
that…”

She set about carefully rearranging bedding and blankets to
provide something for Faeri to sit up against, and then brought the
bowls of broth and juice over to her.

If I didn't feel so very tired that I almost feel like passing out
just talking to Chrysanthemum, I wouldn't let myself be treated this
way, thought Faeri, as she accepted the bowl Anajelien had brought
her and let the woman hold her hands over hers as she carefully
brought it up to her mouth to sip its contents.

Nightmare creatures aren't so common that the people won't
notice that an orc and I appeared about the same time, in the same
place, thought Faeri, as she sipped and swallowed.

“Don't  worry  about  it,” said  Chrysanthemum.  “There's
nothing you can do about it anyways, and it's not your fault.”

Do you know that? asked Faeri.
“I know there's nothing you can do about it as well as you

do,” said Chrysanthemum. “As for it not being your fault, I suppose
I can't  say with certainty  that  you have absolutely  no fault,  but,
really, Faeri, you are not being sane right now.”
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When she was done being fed, Faeri said, “I wouldn't think of
leaving you with your goods destroyed and no benefit.  If anyone
likes,  they  can  bring  me  a  few  articles  and  I'll  start  enchanting
them.”

“You haven't left us with no benefit. Tereloriar's child would
not be alive except for you. She might not be alive, either. Don't
think we value a few things more than that. You can enchant new
items soon, but for today you should only rest! After all, you already
told me that you feel as if your mind is scattered throughout the
clouds!” said Anajelien.

Faeri nodded her assent. To be honest, she did not mind. She
did not really want to try to sing right now. It took so much power.
Yet  she  hated  with  an  unnatural  vehemence  lying  here,  doing
nothing, having others take care of her. She wondered why she hated
it so much. She would not have thought she would have, if she had
been told this would happen to her sometime only yesterday – if it
was  yesterday;  she  did  not  know  how  long  she  had  been
unconscious.

Anajelien had hardly left the hut which had been given over to
her, before Faeri was drifting asleep again.

It was dark when Faeri woke again. She lay still for a while,
while her mind roamed, freer and more gathered and energetic than
it had whenever it was that she was awake last. After a while, she
reached out to Chrysanthemum.  You really think my enchantments
can be defiled? How do you know the nightmare can even do that?
Is easier to defile enchanted items rather than unsung ones – if that
was what the orc was doing? Do you think, if that's what's going on,
maybe I should not sing power into items anymore? How could we
protect them from the nightmare so that they don't become harmful
to those we are trying to help?

“It's your choice, Faeri,” said Chrysanthemum, “as it is your
song, but it does not seem to me to be a foregone conclusion. The
fact that the nightmare is attacking us for what we are doing is no
reason, in itself, to give it up.”

I  think  I  see  that, said  Faeri,  but  how  do  you  know  the
nightmare is defiling my work?
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“Why else would the orc go after it? If it wanted to destroy
things, it would burn the hut down,” asked Chrysanthemum.  “We
don't  have a clear idea exactly what the power of the nightmare
creatures are, but that they are defiling we do know. But as for your
question about whether or not it can defile unenchanted items as
well  as  enchanted ones,  I  don't  know.  I  don't  know of  what the
defilement consists. I only know not to take chances with what is
nightmare-touched.”

Then isn't it better to not take chances with making things that
it  might  be  possible  for  the  nightmare  to  defile  and  make  more
dangerous? asked Faeri.

“That… does not  follow, Faeri… Anything we do  could be
used by the nightmare for worse, if you look at it that way, but it's
just as bad if we do nothing. That's… just part of life. It is so hard to
find a way to say this. Isn't it… it is most clear to me, and to all my
kin… clearer  even to  my colored kin,  those  your  kind would  be
tempted  to  call  lesser.” The  mind-touch  Faeri  had  from
Chrysanthemum buzzed and jumped, as if the dragon were thinking
too many things to gather them altogether.  She had felt  her own
thoughts do that before, but did not know that it could happen to the
dragon. “It's because I'm trying to figure out a way to communicate
this to you,” Chrysanthemum told her as an aside, then continued.
“Life is… choices. There's no way to get out of it, and we can't know
what all the consequences are… We can only do what's right, the
best thing we can do. If this was right before the nightmare attacked
us, then what does that change? Whatever we do that's right, the
nightmare will try to touch and defile. But that is no reason to do
nothing. Every life is under attack by the nightmare – if it is indeed
under it, for I think that just as often life soars above the attack, but,
as in any battle,  positions change – but that is no reason to kill
oneself. Now,  that would be an action of the nightmare. It is as in
aerial combat. If you find yourself underneath your enemy, you fight
as well as you can, and you try to climb and reverse positions if
possible – you do not dive into the ground.”

But if the way we've been fighting has brought us underneath
our  opponent,  don't  we  need  to  change  the  way  we're  fighting?
asked Faeri.
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“We must be adaptable to whatever is called for, and that's
not a given. A change in the wind can bring you under, but that does
not mean your fighting style needs to be changed. And even if you
do need to adapt your style, that does not mean you stop fighting at
all until you figure out how. You keep on trying, and you look for
whatever  it  is  that's  better  –  and that  may  be  different  in  every
encounter.”

All of this seems… abstract. Not to the point. Not what I'm
talking about.

Chrysanthemum laughed lightly in the back of Faeri's mind.
“Maybe. As I said,  you don't even think well  about combat.  And
right  now  you're  wondering  what  any  of  this  has  to  do  with  a
possibility that what we're doing can cause more harm than benefit.
I'm sorry,  Faeri.  I  can't  think  of  any  analogy  other than one  of
combat. When you fight – when you strike, to wound or kill or gain
–  there's  always  a  chance  it  won't  work,  at  least  not  as  you
planned.” She  sighed,  and  her  sigh  reverberated  through  Faeri's
mind. “Here, let me show you…”

Show me? gasped Faeri.
“Yes.” At  that,  a  series  of  images  of  dragons  playing  and

practicing for battle, diving at each other, striking, biting, soaring
and climbing, and doing a variety of complicated things with wings
and tails  and whole bodies that  scared Faeri,  danced through her
mind.

“What  I'm  showing  you  isn't  that  dangerous,” said
Chrysanthemum,  in  answer  to  her  unspoken  fear.  “Younglings
almost never get seriously hurt doing this, but you are right – in a
real combat, this would be that dangerous, and even more so. This
is  all  practice  for  that, where  the  moves  are  even  more  daring,
sudden, unthought, and wild.”

Faeri's heart was racing, and her wounds throbbed, by the time
Chrysanthemum stopped the flow of images and memories. But how
is that related to our situation? she asked.

Faeri  could  feel  Chrysanthemum growl,  wherever  she  was.
“Do you really not see? As I said, it is your song, so if and how you
use it is your choice to make. But the fact that the nightmare hates it
does not mean that you should stop. The nightmare hates that which
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works against it, that which is good. So make whatever choice you
want, but you don't have to make it this moment. But you asked me
what I think, and I am telling you what I think.”

Faeri  acknowledged that.  Then she said,  There's  something
wrong with me.

This  time,  Chrysanthemum  addressed  her  statement.  “Yes,
there is. It's almost as if you want to fight with me, which I know
you don't. Faeri, you don't have to think I'm right, just like I don't
have to think you're right, but we need to trust one another. We need
to believe and accept one another. We need to stand together. You
know I wouldn't – couldn't – lie to you.” The dragon's mind-voice
was soft, soothing, gentle, and urgent, all at once.

Yes, said Faeri,  but I feel it. Even now. I keep asking myself,
'What do you know that I don't?' What is wrong with me?

“The  nightmare  is  hate.  It  works  against  love.  It  would
destroy  us,  and  destroy  our  bond,  the  better  to  destroy  us.  The
greatest danger, Faeri, is that we will let it inside ourselves – not
that we will make a decision that's strategically or tactically poor,
but  that  we  will  let  its  influence,  the  fear  and  the  hatred,  into
ourselves. That, I think, Faeri, is the danger to yourself and to your
song and through your song. That you, and your song, will become
the touch of the nightmare – not that the touch will be hidden side-
by-side with some of what you sing.”

Faeri  nodded,  even  though  she  did  not  need  to  for
Chrysanthemum to know she heard. And how? How do I fight that?

“We don't fear. You don't fear. I don't fear. I think that's where
we start, Faeri. Fear clouds our minds, steals our souls, opens us to
hate  and  evil.  That's  what  we  have  to  not do  or  be,” said
Chrysanthemum.

I  don't  know how, said Faeri.  And your analogies of  battle
don't help me.

“I'm sorry about that. But I think I know how for us to begin.
Trust me: not to be right, but not to hide from you what you know I
can't. Trust me, not to be perfect, but to be trying, as I also trust
you.”

Faeri  nodded,  then asked again,  How do you know all  this
better than myself?
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Chrysanthemum laughed.  “My  experience  is  different  from
yours, rider. I am an obsidian dragon, and I have been engaged in
this from before I hatched. And there is more I cannot tell you. No,
Faeri, let no doubts or fears arise in your mind. I am not keeping
secrets from you,  but there are parts of  what I  am that I  cannot
share with you. I am not human. How should you expect to know me
through and through? Could you tell me how you sing power?”

No, said Faeri, but it is so easy for me to be afraid…
“Then let us become so close that the fact that we are different

is no hindrance to our closeness – so close that you would not think
of me having secrets from you, nor me from you – so close that it is
as if you knew all I know, even though you do not know it, and the
same for me – the closeness not of sameness, but of love.”

I don't see how, said Faeri sleepily.
Chrysanthemum  did  not  reply  in  words,  but  sent  her  an

assurance that she would watch while her rider slept.
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Chapter Three
Song of the Sword

Several days later, Faeri was feeling much better and chafing
at the fact that the healer did not think it was a good idea for her to
ride  Chrysanthemum  yet.  She  leaned  against  the  dragon's  side,
underneath the curve of her nearly-white wing, inside the curve of
her body, so that the dragon could look at her with one giant saffron
eye. It  was a warm day that alternately made her sweat and feel
drowsy.

“You know what?” she asked slowly. “I think I know what we
need to do next.”

“Yes?” asked the dragon.
“Figure  out  a  way  to  fight the  nightmare.  Learn  to  weave

enchantments that, at the very least, interfere with the nightmare's
meddling but, hopefully, actually fight it,” answered Faeri.

“You know what?” said Chrysanthemum, tinging the words
with  yellow  laughter.  “I  think  you  have  already  done  that.  I've
looked through your memories of fighting the orc, and I think your
sword does that.”

You  do? asked  Faeri,  this  time  without  speaking  out  loud.
Then why was I – maybe, am I – so affected by the nightmare spell?

“Because  you  can't  completely  shield  your  soul,  not
externally. If there are any tendencies to fear or hate within you,
those will  always be cracks the nightmare can slip through, until
they  heal.  But  if  you think  about  it,  you will  remember how the
sword felt in your hand, the warmth of it. I think it was fighting the
nightmare spell itself. I think it reminds you who you are.”

“Hmm,” said Faeri. Then added,  I don't know how to repeat
what I've done with the sword with anything else. I didn't even know
I was doing it.

“There is that. But might you be able to learn?”
“I suppose.” I suppose it's even possible I've put something of

the same thing I have in the sword into other items, but I just don't
know which they are, or when or how I do it. I really don't know.
Maybe I  can't  do it  again,  with anything else.  Aren't  there some
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things you can do once and only once?
“Do  you  have  any  way  to  sense  the  enchantment  on  an

article?” asked Chrysanthemum.
“As far as I know, no.” Though I certainly sense something in

the sword. She was surprised by how Chrysanthemum had run with
her suggestion. Weaving enchantments that resisted the nightmare
had  been  a  dream-thought,  a  wish,  an  imaginable  solution,  not
something she had honestly thought feasible.

She  closed  her  eyes  and  leaned  farther  back  against
Chrysanthemum's scales. I think you're right though. I think I might
be  able  to  sing  to  other  articles  the  way  I  sing  to  the  sword.
Especially if I have the sword with me. I wonder, could I sing to the
sword, and through singing to the sword, to something else? I've
always felt like my song affects my entire audience – sentient and
personal,  or  not.   I  think  that's  why  I  won't  sing  in  front  of  an
audience. Even as a child, before you hatched to me, I almost never
sang when anyone was listening. I'd crouch over the sword, alone,
singing  softly,  but  as  soon  as  I  heard  any  signs  of  someone
approaching I always stopped singing, and I don't think it was just
embarrassment or nervousness anymore.

“No, I don't think it was, either, but then again, I think very
little is  just embarrassment or nervousness. Almost always, there's
something more under the surface. It  might be a bad thing, or a
good thing, or just a thing. It might be a bad response, or a good
one,  or  just  a  response,  but  I  wonder  if  it's  ever  just
embarrassment,” mused Chrysanthemum.

Hmm, thought Faeri, and then, Be that as it may, I really think
that  is an idea. I  think it  would work too, I  just  don't  know if it
would work enough. I  don't  know what the nightmare-touch is.  I
don't know if my sword is immune to it.

“Oh, I think it  is.  Immune to most of  it,  at  any rate,” said
Chrysanthemum. There was an underlying tone to her mind-voice
that warned: do not decide to ask me what I'm hiding from you. Of
course I have thoughts you don't! It was unspoken, and Faeri knew
that Chrysanthemum was not trying to throw her faults in her face,
but she could still sense it. It might have been a good thing, too. If
that undertone had not been there, her mind would definitely have
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gone in that direction, even if her explicit communication had not.
In fact, who knew, maybe that undertone existed in response to the
direction her own mind had been about to take. It was hard to tell
when one was mind-bound to someone else when a thought was or
was not influenced, one way or another, by the partner. That had
been  something  that  had  scared  Faeri  when  she  bonded  to
Chrysanthemum: the  feeling that  her  mind would  never  be  quite
entirely hers again, that her thoughts would never be quite pure, that
her personality was not just  hers anymore, but Chrysanthemum's,
too. If she ever again had a thought that belonged entirely to her and
came entirely from her, she would not know it from all the other
thoughts. That fear had been aroused, but differently, by what had
happened several  days  ago.  It  was  one  thing in  the  dragon-rider
bond; it was another if  she did something to someone that forever
marked her on their thoughts, forever tainted their identity. The taint
would be bad, laying in someone else's mind and making it so that it
would never be quite  their mind in the same way again, even if it
wasn't exactly bad in and of itself.

I think that's why I've never done this before, and why I'm so
reluctant to do so now, Faeri told her dragon. When I sing to an item
for someone, I have a very specific purpose in mind: to heal, or to
make plants grow, or to keep warm. The way I sing to the sword is
not like that. What if I leave some of my mind or something in the
enchantment, and it mixes with the other person's mind? Even with
the purposeful way I have sung to these gift-items, I'm a little afraid
of that. It's why I don't ever want to sing directly to someone's body.
A gift-item can always be thrown away; a body can't be. But if I sing
something stronger and less defined – something that doesn't have a
specific purpose guiding it and keeping most everything else out?
I'm afraid to do that.

Even  as  she  spoke,  Faeri  knew  that  Chrysanthemum
understood.  The dragon did not  reply,  but  the whole tone of her
mind made Faeri understand that she was considering this seriously.
She would not dismiss Faeri's concern, and neither would she take
Faeri's concern as final fate, something that could not be thought out
and,  perhaps,  addressed.  This  was  part  of  what  she  loved  about
Chrysanthemum:  the  dragon  really  cared  and  took  the  time  and
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effort to understand. She was never dismissive, and never fatalistic.
She considered Faeri's concerns, but never took them for granted.

I think I'm going to fall asleep… thought Faeri.
“Then fall  asleep,” said Chrysanthemum.  “You're  wounded

and need the rest, and I will watch and guard you.”
Thank you, Faeri responded.

A cold touch woke her. A moment later, she realized that it
was not  cold,  but  icy.  Icier  than any winter's  night  she  had ever
known before, and it was high summer. First searing pain, as if she
had stepped into a fire, then numbness.

With the cold, there came a voice, if voice it could be called.
High and wailing, Faeri knew at once that it was the source of the
cold. It  sang icy torture and death into her body just as she sang
healing into an object. Worse, it sang fear and despair into her mind.
As she feared to taint another's personality, so it sang to taint hers.
She could hardly resist its song: Chrysanthemum was lying to her,
was  keeping great  and terrible  secrets.  Since when had she  ever
thought that an obsidian dragon would share all her secrets with a
mere  mortal,  however  strangely  gifted  that  mortal  might  be?
Chrysanthemum was using her,  using her gift,  for her own ends,
ends kept to herself and her kin and carefully hidden from Faeri. It
was  no  accident  that  there  seemed often  to  be  more  behind  her
thoughts than Faeri could reach.

“What is it?” the dragon's voice intruded on her mind, and it
brought with it more pain: bars of torturous heat, of heat and cold
mixed together in a pure fury of agony. Faeri almost felt as if not
only her body, but her mind, would be ripped apart by the clashing
touch of coldest cold and hottest flame. But even seared in the heat
of  her  dragon's  mind,  her  own  was  too  ice-cold  to  form  an
answering thought.

She's afraid! She's afraid that her spell is about to be broken!
Afraid that I will discover that she's using me, and she won't be able
to convince me otherwise! By the Arrows of Light, she won't! Faeri-
not-Faeri thought.

“Faeri!” came  Chrysanthemum's  voice  again,  harsh  and
fierce, scorching through the cold of her rider's mind.
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You're hurting me! You hate me! cried Faeri.  I wish I'd never
met you! She was too cold to speak out loud or she would have.

“Faeri!” said Chrysanthemum again, and now her voice felt
both scorchingly hot and also distant, removed to an almost infinite
distance by walls of ice. “The sword!” she said, again.
I… can't… move, thought Faeri, and then, Why should I? I haven't
been in less pain since the attack… if only Chrysanthemum would
stop burning me!

“That's right! The attack!” said Chrysanthemum.  “What do
you think is attacking you now?”

A blast  of  fire  scorched  the  air  above  Faeri's  prone  form.
Every nerve in her body seemed to be on fire with cold and heat at
once  as  it  warmed  her  far  too  fiercely  and  swiftly  –  and
incompletely. She squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden light. It
felt like looking into the sun, only worse.  Chrysanthemum, you're
hurting me!

“You're about to freeze to death, and you're acting crazy, and
I  don't  know  why!  I  only  feel  a  shadow  of  the  presence  of  the
nightmare but… yes, it is strongest right over you, though I think my
fire hurts it. It is almost in you! Faeri!” The dragon's mind-voice
was more panicked and afraid than Faeri had ever heard it before.
She sounded close to tears – if she could have cried.

The fear ripped through Faeri's mind like daggers of cold.
“I'm sorry,” said Chrysanthemum.  “As you've reminded me,

I… Get the sword, if you can! Faeri, I love you! Whatever happens,
I. Love. You!”

I love you, too, responded Faeri, her mind warmed a little by
the fierce affection coming from Chrysanthemum. If nothing else, it
started to heal the wounds left by Chrysanthemum's fear. Her hand
slid down to the pommel of her sword. It was just a few inches, but
her whole body spasmed with cold as she moved her hand. The ice
gripped her mind in a vice. She felt it strangling her heart. Hard,
torturous cold swept through her body, across her chest.

Always the wailing continued, harsh and high and very cold,
draining  her  vitality,  draining  her  will  to  think,  submerging  her
thoughts in itself.

Her hand touched the sword, and convulsed around the grip,
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despite shooting pain at its touch. I hate – what – this is hurting me,
curse  you,  you  hate  –  I  hate  –  you  love  –  what?! Faeri's  mind
screamed in agony.

“Sing!” said Chrysanthemum.
What? cried Faeri.
“Anything. I can't fight this. Draw the sword and sing. I will

do what I can.”
Faeri felt her shift her huge bulk, and then she felt a blaze of

fire near her. The wind coming off it was scorching. She felt like it
would burn her skin off, but leave her heart encased in ice. She was
not even sure it was beating anymore, but the sword… if she was
going to die right now, she would die with the sword she had sung
such innocence, pleasure, and life into, in her hand.

As  the  sword  slid  out  of  its  sheath,  slowly,  reluctantly,
darkness raced through Faeri's mind. She would have let go of the
sword  if  she  could  have,  but  something  in  her  clung  to  it.  The
alternating stabbing, fierce pain, and utter numbness were beyond
any torture she could have imagined. She would have screamed for
all she was worth, but the suddenness and fierceness of the pain, the
coldness of the numbness, prevented her. She was hardly aware; her
mind fled from the pain and found no respite, only more pain.

At last, the sword was free of its sheath, resting in her palm,
against the earth.

“Don't  be  afraid.  Stop  fearing  the  pain,  the  cold,” came
Chrysanthemum's voice in her mind. The fire still  burned around
her. Then she felt the dragon move in closer, breathing small spurts
of fire. One scorched her cheek.

“Sorry,” said the dragon, “but this is the only thing I've found
that seems to drive it away. Now, get up, if you can, but don't drop
your sword. It helps. I'm certain, now.”

Faeri found Chrysanthemum was right. Her fire did help. The
pain of her burned skin was nothing to the torture and numbness of
the cold. Her heart still cramped with ice, but she managed to sit,
almost  passing  out  as  she  did  so  –  not  that  she  was  not  almost
passing out with every half-breath.

Chrysanthemum came in closer yet. Fire licked the edges of
her tongue and flowed over it, and she drew it across the blade of
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the sword. Faeri almost dropped the blade as all the skin on her hand
blistered from the heat, but she held to it – not by sheer willpower.
Sheer  willpower  was  not  enough,  not  when  the  will  itself  was
compromised.  Something  else  held  her  to  the  sword.  She  would
have called it comfort, but the grip was not comfortable. Perhaps it
was an island of comfort in her soul, however surrounded by seas of
torment it might be.

As  she  had  so  many  times  before,  Faeri  found  herself
humming  to  the  sword  –  very  softly,  such  was  her  difficulty
breathing and the pain in her vocal chords, but still humming. As
she held the sword, and as Chrysanthemum breathed on it, and as
she  hummed,  the  sword  drew to  itself  the  dragonfire,  and  Faeri
found her heart beating more easily.

Minutes passed, long, slow agonizing minutes, yet also filled
with the sense of peace, or whatever it was, that Faeri always found
when she sang to the sword.

Then Chrysanthemum withdrew her fire from the sword and
settled back, and Faeri  collapsed on the ground. Her whole body
burned. She panted, more from pain than from anything else. Tears
formed at the edges of her eyes, which stung. Chrysanthemum?

“Yes?”
How did you… know? I'm not mad at you… well,  maybe a

little,  but  I  know I  shouldn't  be… but  how did  you know… that
would work?

“A guess. I knew the sword helped. I knew my fire helped. I
knew you needed to be warmer. I know there's a connection between
you and the sword. I wanted to put the sword and my fire together,
and I also thought that the closest I could get to getting my fire into
you was to breathe it on the sword.”

Faeri  nodded.  Okay,  but  what…  now?  I'm…  I  feel  so…
horrible. I…

“Someone is coming to help you,” said Chrysanthemum.
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Chapter Four
Reconciliation

Faeri  woke  to  hear  birds  singing  and  to  see  a  little  light
filtering through the membranes of Chrysanthemum's wing.  Where
am I? she asked.

“Here, with me,” said Chrysanthemum.  “We haven't moved.
I'll  never let  you sleep apart  from me again.  Not when that  can
happen when I am around – though it is partially my fault.”

Your fault? asked Faeri.
“I sent you into the grip of the ice with my fear. If you had not

gotten  fear  from  me,  you  might  have  been  able  to  fight  the
nightmare  a  little  better.  I  have never seen  or  heard  of  any
nightmare creature like that one before. But you're going to be all
right now.”

How come I… I feel more comfortable than I… expected. I
still hurt an awful lot, but not as much…

“The one who came to tend you was no ordinary human. She
was something else entirely, and she did for you what no one else
could do,” said Chrysanthemum.

Oh, thought Faeri. Then, I'm hungry and thirsty.
“I've taken care of that, too. I called for the humans to bring

something to you,” said Chrysanthemum.
Thank  you  so  much, replied  Faeri.  I  know  you  don't  like

speaking to any human but me… Oh, Chrysanthemum, I love you.
I'm sorry for having been so… whatever it is I was.

“Oh, Faeri,” said Chrysanthemum, “All is forgiven.”
Faeri  would  have  thrown  her  arms  around  the  dragon  and

hugged her, but Chrysanthemum was far too big. Instead, she sat up
and found, in a moment, the platter that had been brought for her.
She drank a little and then, picking at the food, asked, Do you know
anymore about my, umm, healer?

“Very little,” said the dragon. “She spoke to me, assuring me
that she was coming and would care for you, and I knew that she
spoke truthfully. Almost as soon as I told you, I felt the approach of
sleep. When I woke, she had done and gone.”
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“Interesting,” Faeri  mumbled  through  a  mouthful  of  acorn
mash. Then she asked, How do the folk feel about me – and all this?

“They're undecided. No harm has come to them – or, at least,
they  consider  the  loss  of  the  articles  I  burned  as  insignificant
besides the value of the life you saved. They have no ill  feelings
towards you, but they are undecided as to what to think about what
you are. I think some of them – and this is one thing I have not been
telling  you  –  wonder  if  maybe  you  are  a  lesser  avatar  or
manifestation of the Arrows of Light, particularly Firi, though there
are some other possibilities I've glimpsed in several people's minds.
That is by far the most common, both because they associate your
power with a form of healing, and because your name sounds to
them  a  little  like  Firi.  Your  unique  appearance  furthers  your
association with the Arrows of Light.”

It's  not…  related,  though.  My  name  is  derived  from  the
language of my father's people, across the sea, thought Faeri. Out
loud, she said, “Oh. I suppose I should have considered that, but I've
never believed in the gods the way other people do. The way I was
taught by my father gives me a different perspective, but I've also
seen so many different religions traveling across Aneri. The Arrows
of Light are not much like the gods worshiped around the Green
Sea. So it did not occur to me that I would be considered some kind
of god-chosen or avatar.” Something else occurred to her, and she
lapsed into outward silence.  Though I  should have expected it. It's
not  like  there  are  that  many  obsidian  dragons,  and  even  fewer
obsidian dragons who bond to those who don't ride another dragon.
But even just being an obsidian rider would make me seem very
close to god-chosen… even if there was nothing else strange about
me. Chrysanthemum?

“Yes?” the dragon replied in an unreadable tone.
I'm really sorry. You can keep your secrets. I don't care. At

least, I shouldn't. You're so sweet and friendly, you treat me so much
like a friend and equal, that I tend to forget you're an immortal and
could even become the next Obsidian Guardian.  I  should feel  so
privileged just to be chosen by you as your bond-mate. Forgive me
for demanding secrets to which I may have no right – and which
you may have no authority to give.
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“It's nothing,” said Chrysanthemum.  “I don't  want to be the
Obsidian Guardian, nor will I be. As for being an immortal, you're
an idiot. You are my bond-mate, and you are one with me, and you
might as well forget about all that. I hate it when you feel like I'm
somehow superior. Be my rider, as if I were any other dragon. These
things you humans rail on about are nothing. But you are a little
silly to dismiss people's religions out-of-hand.”

I am? asked Faeri. I know there are things I don't know, but is
it any likelier that these people, who think such different things, are
more right about them than I would be if I decided to tell stories
about spirits in the woods and streams?

“But you would  know you were telling stories.  You do not
know  they  are.  What  do  you  think  tended  you?” asked
Chrysanthemum.  “And what do you say to my own existence – or
that of the Obsidian Guardian, or the Guardian of the Flame, who
chooses the Obsidian Guardian? For that matter, what do you say
to your own existence?”

Faeri stopped, mid-mouthful, and gaped. What?! she asked.
“You heard correctly.”
But that's… not possible! I'm not some sort of Guardian or

goddess or enfleshed spirit!
“You're not more  special than anyone else, just like  I'm not

more special than you. In that, you are right, Faeri. But, you know
you have a power which, as far as we know, no one else has ever
had. How do you know you're not a Guardian or something of more
or less the same sort?”

You mean, like the Obsidian Guardian? asked Faeri.
“No. Like you,” said Chrysanthemum.
Are  you  suggesting, asked  Faeri,  slowly, that  maybe  the

Guardians, or the gods, or whatever they are, were once ordinary
humans or dragons, maybe with some special power, before they
were chosen to be or somehow made Guardians or whatever? But
you  never  were an  ordinary  dragon,  and  isn't  the  Obsidian
Guardian always an obsidian dragon first?”

“I'm  saying  that  your  notion  of  'ordinary'  belongs  in
Nightshade,” said Chrysanthemum. She caught the  undertones in
Chrysanthemum's thought: as if  anyone except herself would ever
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think of calling her an ordinary human! Even without her power,
those yellow eyes, wild and bright with magic, and the emerald and
amber highlights in her hair would make her appear anything but
ordinary.

That's not what I meant, she growled mentally.  I'm a human,
not an immortal.

“My point,” said Chrysanthemum,  “is that you are prone to
dividing things up into ordinary versus extraordinary, mortal versus
immortal, human versus greater power. You believe there are other
things out there, spirits in the earth and sky, but then you dismiss
them, and think about them not. You half-believe, in some strange
way,  in  greater  powers,  like  the  Obsidian  Guardian  –  and,
sometimes,  me.  But  we're  all  creatures,  of  one  sort  or  another,
hopefully doing what we can best, but always,  in some measure,
either working on the side of the nightmare, or on the side of what
these people call the Arrows of Light and what we dragons often
call  the  Flame.  You're  absolutely  right  that  these  folk  you  help
should not think of you as being greater than they, as deserving of
their obedience or their trust, but you are a power of sorts, and we
are engaged in the  ever-constant  conflict  which they know exists
between the Arrows of Light and the Unforming Shadow.”

You don't need to tell me, said Faeri. I know what you're going
to say next. So what, I'm a human, not a dragon? I am a human –
not a dragon. But that doesn't mean dragons don't exist and don't
fly, or that humans aren't… well, humans. Everything has its place
in the world, and one place is neither more nor less important than
another.

She sensed approval from Chrysanthemum.
The problem is, I don't feel that way. It makes about as much

sense as what you were telling me about combat. It's all fine and
right; it makes sense  logically, but it just doesn't fit in – it doesn't
explain, it doesn't match, it doesn't seem right.

“Then don't think about it,” said Chrysanthemum.  “Just be
you.”

“Uh-huh,” said Faeri out loud. She needed to think about it, in
order to make the right decisions. If the nightmare was involved in
this, then more than lives were at stake – souls were at stake. But,
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she could just tell that Chrysanthemum was itching to tell her that
that was not the kind of thinking that would help her do things right.
Anyway, she asked, what exactly did we do with that sword?

“That's  something  we'll  have  to  figure  out,” said
Chrysanthemum.  “I  still  don't  know  if  we  did  anything  to  it  –
permanent, that is.”

“Hmm.” But, if the sword did that when we breathed fire on it,
then  I'm  pretty  sure  we  can  do  something  more  permanent.  I'm
pretty sure I can sing your fire into that blade. But not today. It
hurts so much just to eat.

She  ignored  Chrysanthemum's  unspoken  comment  that,  in
battle against the nightmare, sometimes she might have to do things
far harder while in far more pain. She grumbled to herself.  When I
realized  what  my  gift  could  do,  and  decided  to  travel  Aneri
benefiting people by it, I was not volunteering for self-torture! In
fact, I was not volunteering to be tortured at all, but there are some
things you can do nothing about…

Chrysanthemum  caressed  her  mind  gently,  communicating
empathy for her pain, but no pity at all.  I suppose I should have
known what I was getting into when an obsidian dragon hatched to
me! Chrysanthemum had never been a baby the way other creatures
were babies, or the way other dragons were babies. It was almost as
if she had had the experience of several life-times by the time she
even hatched to Faeri. Somehow, the way Chrysanthemum related
to Faeri caused her to practically forget this fact most of the time.
Chrysanthemum could not have related to her more like an equal,
despite  the fact  that,  in a lot  of  ways,  she was obviously  not an
equal. Faeri wondered if Chrysanthemum had so little understanding
of the way she felt about certain things in part because the black
dragon had been a creature of magic with a fully-developed mind
since before she hatched. She had no childhood such as, as far as
Faeri knew, every other being had. In most of the stories she had
heard, most of the great powers had had childhoods of some sort,
having been born  with  little  knowledge  or  power,  and having to
develop  into  their  knowledge,  their  power,  or  their  elemental
mastery. Chrysanthemum had no idea what it was like not to be a
power.  Faeri,  for  all  her  extraordinary appearance and song,  did.
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Chrysanthemum had known, from the beginning of her existence,
that she had a destiny. She had had no childhood, no babyhood, no
gradual growth into her power. Some development there may have
been, but even that was precious little. She had been born to be what
she was now, a power in warfare against the nightmare. Faeri had
been a baby who knew nothing but the voice of her mother, a child
who knew only hunger and pleasure, love and loneliness, play and
weariness. There had been a time when she had not known that she
was an enchantress. Even as she had begun to work enchantments,
she had not known, not fully and consciously as Chrysanthemum
had always known what she was.

Right now, her whole body ached, almost unendurably,  and
even the gentle strength she felt coming from Chrysanthemum was
not enough. She wished she could sleep, wished she could flee the
pain,  into  unconsciousness  or  into  some other  type  of  existence.
Although she  did  not  hurt  as  badly  as  she  would  have  expected
given that she knew that she was covered in frost- and fire- burns,
that had been before she moved and ate. Just getting the food into
her  mouth  was  agony  –  and  difficult,  as  well.  Her  hands  were
bandaged in a gauzy material which she knew was the softest thing
she had ever encountered, but which encumbered the movements of
her fingers – not that she would have wanted to move them because
of the pain. Now that she had been awake for a while, the constant
burden of the pain had grown to be too much.

I  should  have  been  given  a  choice, she  moaned,  knowing,
even  as  she  did  so,  that,  if  she  had  been,  she  would  not  have
believed that this could happen. She would have dismissed it as the
fanciful pronouncement of some crazy oracle of doom, despite the
fact that, as Chrysanthemum would have delighted to point out, she
did not really  know such people were crazy. And would that have
been better? Would it have been better not to do good because she
was afraid of pain? Would she even have done so, if she had known,
and had believed it? Or would she have chosen to do as she had
done anyway, coping with the dreadful doom placed on her – and,
perhaps, on all who chose to fight the nightmare – by ignoring it?

Still, I never, never, intended to get myself into a war. I'm not a
warrior of any sort. I just wanted to live my life and do something



The Gifts of Faeri, Copyright © 2020 by Raina Nightingale

good. I did not want to fight the forces of evil. I did not want to be
injured, and, the longer this goes on, the more I feel like I can't
imagine hurting anymore. But I can hurt more, can't I? I suppose
doing kindness is fighting the forces of evil, but must everyone pay
such a price in pain? I'm not sure not everyone  does! Either way,
I'm not doing anymore until the next time I wake up…

She knew that Chrysanthemum was not going to push it. She
also knew that, while the dragon might admit that she was probably
not ready to sing to the sword yet, she wanted it done as soon as
possible.  She  felt  Chrysanthemum  touch  her  mind  with  another
feather-light caress, one that told her the dragon did not condemn
her, and put some of her current grumbling and whining down to the
stress of the pain, but also that the dragon was determined that she
learn to overcome that. Fear of it would be another gateway for the
nightmare into her soul.
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Chapter Five
Warding of the Sword

When the folk came by to see to her needs with regard to food
and  water,  Faeri  called  to  one,  and,  when  he  inquired  what  she
wanted, she asked, “I've heard your people speak of the Arrows of
Light,  but  I  don't  understand.  Why do you call  them that?”  She
winced a little as she spoke, the burn on her cheek aching with each
movement of her jaw.

“What do you mean?” he asked slowly.
“Arrows are always shot by someone from a bow,” explained

Faeri as shortly as she could.
“I've  never  thought  about  that,”  he  said.  “I'll  have  to  ask

someone. Is that all?”
“Yeah,” she mumbled. She was curious; it seemed such an odd

thing to call the great powers. More than that, she hoped if she acted
curious,  but  somewhat ignorant,  about  matters  pertaining to such
mysteries, that they might think her but an ordinary human blessed
with a gift she shared with them.

How  did  I  ever  complain  about  lying  injured,  not  doing
anything, on a mattress in a hut? Faeri  scolded herself. At least,
then I was in minimal pain.  Most  of  the time I  was comfortable
enough not to notice much what pain I was in, as long as I didn't
move  wrong.  Now,  everything  hurts,  all  the  time,  and  it's  pure
torture if I move at all.

Faeri sensed approval from Chrysanthemum for her question
about the Arrows of Light and her method of dealing with the folk's
perception of her. A moment later, Chrysanthemum said,  “But I'm
not going to let you indulge your self-pity today.”

I know what you want, Faeri groaned mentally, but you don't
understand. I can't give it when I'm in this kind of pain. My song is
far too subtle; if I sing to the sword when I hurt so much, I'll sing
badly. What if I sing my pain into the sword?

“That's  an  excuse,  Faeri,” said  Chrysanthemum.  “I've
watched you sing to the sword often enough. I know what holding
the sword does for and to you. You  won't sing your pain into the
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sword.”
What do you know about singing? growled Faeri.  Didn't you

tell me you weren't keeping secrets from me?
“I,  too, am a creature of magic,  though not such as yours.

Most of your magic I sense, but do not understand well, but there is
that  in  the  sword which resonates  with  me as  well  as  with you.
Remember: it took  my fire. I've watched singing to it soothe you,
over and over again. If there was nothing special about the sword
before you began to sing to it, there is now. It resists the nightmare
like nothing else I have ever seen. I don't think you have to be afraid
of doing anything bad to it by accident.”

Chrysanthemum paused, and for a while Faeri replied nothing.
After a while, the black dragon continued. “I think I was wrong in
pushing the comparison to war on you. It is a war, but I'm not sure
that's what you understand best, or how it's best for you to think. I
am, after all, an obsidian dragon, and you are a human, so the way
that I think about this may not be the right way for you to do so. Or
not yet. It's difficult for me to put this rightly. But you should not
fear  the  nightmare.  Fear  is  of  the  nightmare:  even  fear  of  the
nightmare. I say this not to make you afraid, but because I want you
to understand, and I think I may have worked against ourselves in
what I have told you. But I think your natural tendency to avoid
pain is less of an opening to the nightmare than any fear, including
fear of the nightmare – including fear of being possessed by the
nightmare or influenced by it.”

Faeri  sent  a  questioning thought  to  Chrysanthemum.  How?
How did one not  fear something so eminently horrible and evil?
How could one not  fear such a thing, except by not  caring – by
being so evil oneself one did not care how horrible one became?
How could fear of becoming evil be more evil than fear of pain?

“You don't understand,” said Chrysanthemum, as if that was
not obvious, but there was nothing unkind about the dragon's mind-
voice. “It is fear that is the problem. When you respond to pain, or
anticipated pain, with fear, or the hatred that comes of fear, that is
the influence of the nightmare. And when you fear the nightmare,
when you fear becoming possessed by it, that is because your mind
touches the evil, instead of remaining only in love. Does that make
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more sense?”
I don't know, said Faeri. Not really, I think.
Chrysanthemum sighed, and Faeri flinched as her own body

moved  with  the  dragon's  sigh.  “You've  heard  of  the  medusar,
right?”

Yes.
“Each of  the nightmare creatures is  the lowest  point  of  an

imperfection – each one is the utmost expression of one facet of the
nightmare's interaction with the Light or the Flame. You, doubtless,
remember  what  the  medusar  does,  how it  conquers:  that  it  will
attempt,  through whatever means, to have its victim look into its
eyes,  and that it  will  then seem beautiful  and win the soul of  its
victim? The  nightmare  –  the  darkness,  the  fear  without  –  is  the
enemy. When you look at it, when you fear, then you're not being
yourself,  you're not  being the creature of  the Light  that you are.
Instead, you're being something that is controlled, at least in part,
by fear – even if it is the fear of becoming evil. You shouldn't  be
fearing becoming evil, you shouldn't fear the nightmare. You should
not be controlled or motivated by fear,  but by the Light.  Do you
understand now?”

I…  suppose, said  Faeri.  Surprisingly,  as  she  and
Chrysanthemum conversed, she found that it rather helped with the
pain than otherwise. It was not as if she had a headache of the sort
that makes thinking hurt, and their conversation was entirely across
their mind-bond.  If I'm afraid, then I might be guided to do or not
do things,  not  because they're good for me to do or not  do,  but
because I'm afraid of what will happen if I don't. But then, couldn't I
do something because it feels right to me, when it isn't at all, if I
don't take evil into account? It seems there is no way to be certain,
to be safe, Chrysanthemum.

For what felt like a long time – at least to one in as much pain
as  Faeri  was  –  Chrysanthemum's  thoughts  were  quiet  and  dark,
almost as if she were in a deep sleep, though Faeri could tell from
the  tone  of  her  mind  that  she  was  quite  awake.  Then
Chrysanthemum  said,  “It  is  not  entirely  my  fault  that  you
misunderstand  my  metaphors  of  battle.  We  have  spent  the  last
twenty-seven  years  wandering  Aneri,  giving  gifts  to  improve  the
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lives of those to whom we gift them. That is a good thing, Faeri, and
it is a thing the nightmare would fight, would corrupt, but it is not
the only thing. It is a preparation. It is a beginning. It is not the end.
The 'victory', Faeri, is love: to be loving, and generous, and kind. It
is just as possible to be selfish and cruel in the midst of abundance
as in the midst of poverty. Though we dragons know little of either.”

I see that, said Faeri.
“Do you also see how the work we have been doing is at once

essential, and not essential?” asked Chrysanthemum.
I… think so.
“But, also, these things are far more complicated than either

of us – than even the Obsidian Guardian herself – can understand,”
said Chrysanthemum. “It is a war for hearts – or it is the war made
by the decisions of hearts, and it is the destiny of each human or
draconic life, of each life that inhabits this world, of this planet –
and of far more than this planet. You are not the center of it, except
as each choice makes it, and you are not excluded by it. The habits
which you have,  and which many of  your  race have,  and which
some even of my own race are inclined to, of thinking of the 'great
ones' and the 'lesser ones', of those who decide destiny and those
who have it decided for them, do not come close to comprehending
the true balance of the cosmos.”

I… understand. Or if I don't understand, I accept that now.
And you do know a lot more than I do.

Laughter tinged the dragon's thoughts peach and green, as she
replied, “Good, Faeri. And, yes, I know much that you do not. But
that is not the same as keeping secrets from you. My very nature is,
to some degree, a secret from you, as yours is from me, and it will
take us all the time in the cosmos to understand each other fully –
or even to share with one another all the knowledge we have.”

True enough, said Faeri.  Not that you aren't entitled to some
secrets.

Chrysanthemum did not respond to her interjection.  “I think
you are ready to sing to the sword now.”

I am, said Faeri.  I think I know what I must, now. To herself,
she observed that Chrysanthemum did make mistakes, and did get
things wrong. Faeri just did not notice them when she was waist-
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deep in the mire herself.
She  shifted  her  position  against  Chrysanthemum's  side,

groaning with the pain, and drew the sword. It was still hard for her
to imagine why anyone had ever made such an ornate sword. What
was the use of all those jewels on the hilt and cross-guard except to
make  it  weigh  more  than  it  needed  to  –  not  that  they  were  the
heaviest part of it, but still, what use did they serve? Still, it was
beautiful, and the gems – red and green and blue – made her think
of a flight of dragons. The gold of the hilt contributed to the effect.

She raised it up, feasting her eyes on it. The gems sparkled, set
in  the  gold  and  silver,  with  unique  beauty.  It  stirred  her  soul,
comforting her, exciting her. Was that what she had done with the
sword? Sung into it the power to project to her the beauty she had
seen in it? Sung into it the beauty itself? Was that why it steadied
her  against  the  nightmare  –  because  the  nightmare  was fear  and
horror and hate, none of which had to do with the love of beauty?
What more  was there  to  sing into it,  except  the sense  of marvel
beholding it had invoked in her?

“My fire,” reminded Chrysanthemum.
Right, replied Faeri. How do we do that?
“Without burning you. I'm not sure. Maybe if you hold it down

I can breathe fire right by the tip, and you can pull it into the blade
with your song?” suggested Chrysanthemum.

I've never done anything like this before, said Faeri. I suppose
I could sing the power into it to attract fire into itself, but I'm not
sure how I'd remove that afterward, if we can bind your fire to the
sword.

“Could you do it  as  a process – so that  the drawing ends
when you stop singing to it?”

I think so, though I've never done that either, but it would be…
I'm not sure how I'd seal the fire into the sword if I did it that way,
either.

“You'll have to think about it,” said Chrysanthemum.
“Or  do it,”  replied Faeri  out  loud,  almost  by accident.  She

winced a little.
“I  know  nothing  of  your  magic,” said  Chrysanthemum

cheerfully. It was an old joke between them.
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Faeri acknowledged the jest with a feather-touch of thought.
She was so tired, she did not know if she could do this. She also
wondered if there might be more important things they should be
doing, like figuring out how to make her enchantments such that the
nightmare could not defile them. Perhaps, the nightmare desired to
defile  them  because  its  Nightmare  Lord  thought  that  her
enchantments would cover its defilement, making it less likely that
the victims would realize their articles were nightmare-touched and
throw them away to be rid of the defiling influence.

Wait  a  moment,  though, she  said,  in  reply  to  an  unspoken
thought she received from the dragon.  I  don't  know how hot  the
blade  got  when  you  breathed  fire  on  it  a  few  nights  ago,  or
something like that, but I want to ward the metal so it won't deform
when we do this!

She  caught  a  wave  of  mild  embarrassment  from
Chrysanthemum, and then the dragon withdrew from her thoughts to
let her work. She laid the blade across her knees, closed her eyes,
and sang. Almost at once she felt the power build in her voice, as
usual. This was a much more pleasing use of her power than the last
she had done, singing the baby out of her mother's womb. It was
more comfortable, it was safer, it was doubly what she was used to
doing. In a few moments, all thoughts passed from her mind, except
the song she sang and the image of the sword in her mind: not quite
the image of the sword as it appeared to her eyes, but something
slightly different  and more refined,  something laced through and
through with her song.

As she sang, the image in her mind, if it was quite an image,
grew harder and sharper. The power in her song and the image in
her mind responded as her song took effect. Elation washed over
her, and she knew nothing but the power, the purpose, and the song.
In this state, no pain could ever exist.

Finally, almost with reluctance, she dropped the song. There
was really no point in continuing it. No heat or cold, at least within
reasonable bounds, would ever morph or fracture this blade. It could
lie in the forger's fire without losing its edge, and it could be drawn
through the coldest ice without losing any of its flexibility. She had
done more than she had to, really, but it had been so delightful. She
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loved warding or enhancing things. It gave her a thrill.
It  also  exhausted  her,  she  realized,  as  she  exited  the  song-

trance. She felt like passing out, her head throbbed, and she was so
weary even the pain of her burns would not prevent her from falling
asleep  in  a  twinkling.  Had  she  ever  sung  to  quite  this  point  of
exhaustion before?

“Yes,  I  think once,” said Chrysanthemum.  “The time when
that scout found a raiding party on its way to that village, and you
stayed  up  as  long  as  you  could,  singing  enhancements  on  their
weapons and warding stones around the village. In fact, given that
you were not exhausted from wounds and pain that time, I think you
sang far past this point.”

Almost before Chrysanthemum was finished speaking, Faeri
was fast asleep. It was not like it was at all trivial to fall asleep when
someone is speaking to one inside one's mind.
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Chapter Six
The Arrows of Light

Faeri woke to the sound of footsteps as someone brought food
and water for her. She twisted around and winced in pain. A soft
voice  asked,  “Are  you  awake?  How are  you?”  It  was  the  same
young man she had spoken to the other day.

“As well as can be expected,” answered Faeri.
“That  is  well.  Anyway,  I  spoke  to  the  council  about  the

question  you asked about  the  Arrows of  Light.  They  say  it  is  a
mystery that cannot be revealed hastily. I'm so sorry to disappoint
you, Lady Faeri.”

“No, that's okay, I understand,” said Faeri,  even though she
did not understand. She did not understand most things that had to
do with religious matters, and she definitely did not understand the
secrecy which most tribes, clans, and peoples seemed to observe,
with varying rigor, about certain areas of their beliefs. What could
anyone possibly believe that could not be told?

She was discomfitted, too, by being referred to as Lady Faeri.
The word used was not simply an honorific of respect. It  was an
honorific of religious respect. How could she merit it, and yet be
excluded from their mysteries? Here was a strange thing, indeed!
Then, she stumbled on an answer that would explain this behavior:
they did not have the knowledge at all! 'Mystery' meant, at least to
this clan, 'things we do not know,' but they did not want to tell her
that, for some reason. Maybe admitting that they did not even know
why they called their deities what they did would be embarrassing,
or maybe make people wonder if those deities existed at all.

You know something, don't you? asked Faeri.
“I guess,  but not very well.  It  might be said that there are

things I keep secret from you, but that is because they are mostly
secret  to  me.  What  I  keep from you,  I  keep from you because  I
cannot give it to you. If I tried to explain to you what little I know,
you  would  misunderstand  it.  Suffice  it  to  say  that  they  are  the
Arrows of Light, because they are not the source of the love that is
freedom  and  which  the  nightmare  can  never  overcome,” said
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Chrysanthemum.
It's all right, said Faeri.  I'm sorry I ever got mad at you for

keeping secrets from me and accused you of not loving me truly and
deceiving me. Can we go on as if none of that ever happened?

“It pleases me. In so far as you think and feel as if none of
that ever happened.”

“When do you go?” the young man asked, when she had been
silent for a few moments, and his tone suggested uncertainty, not
primarily of when she would go and what  she would do,  but  of
whether or not he – and perhaps others of the clan also – wanted her
to stay or wanted her to do anything for them.

“I  am in  no hurry,”  said  Faeri.  “Your  healer  is  still  of  the
opinion  that  I  should  not  be  riding  yet,  and  I  feel  awful.  I  am
currently working on a way to safely enchant your articles, so that
they will  remain a  blessing to  you,  instead of  becoming a  curse
through the touch of the Unforming Shades.”

“We  thank  you  so  much,”  he  said,  bowing  a  little  in  the
fashion of his folk. “May I stay to watch what you do?”

Is this what makes all the clans and tribes think I'm one of the
Holy  Ones,  or  a  lesser  deity,  or  an  avatar,  or  something? Faeri
asked  Chrysanthemum.  “No,”  she  said,  choosing  her  words  as
carefully as she could through the headache she still endured. “It's…
it's not s… well, I've always wanted privacy to sing. I did as I do not
like to do, and never have done before, for Tereloriar. Without such
need, I shall not do it again.” Will they understand? she wondered.
Or will this just make them more in awe of me? Does it even really
matter?

“That makes sense, Lady,” he said. “Thank you again, and let
us know, however you want, if you need anything.” He smiled at
her, then turned away.

Faeri heaved a huge sigh mentally. She was so tired. Her head
burned. She did not want to sing any power today at all.

“Then don't, little one,” said Chrysanthemum. “We did much
yesterday, and I have no reason to think that threat is particularly
imminent. Even if it were, either of us can only do so much. Even
the Guardians can only do so much, though their limitations are
different from ours. Rest and recover. If you don't even know what
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you're doing next, I doubt you'll  understand it better by being so
weary your head withers.”

Ah,  Chrysanthemum, sighed Faeri.  She closed her eyes and
settled against the dragon. I think I need to sleep a few more hours
before I eat. Will you guard my food in the meantime, and help me
sleep?

“You should drink first,” said Chrysanthemum. “Then sleep.”
While Faeri drank heartily, not having realized how thirsty she

was,  she  asked  Chrysanthemum,  Aren't  you  thirsty?  You  haven't
drank in days.

“I'm an obsidian dragon. We don't like to do it, but we can go
much longer without water than you can, and suffer far less from it.
I  will  not  be  weakened or  pained from not  drinking for  another
couple of days. At that time, perhaps we can go to the river together.
If necessary, we can ask someone to carry you on a stretcher or
whatever you like. After I fill myself, I won't need to drink again for
another week, longer if all I do is lie here and guard you, mostly
against dangers that do not show themselves.”

Faeri  woke  to  darkness  and a  silvery  sound she  had never
heard before.

“It's  a  bow,  but  not  one  of  the  bows  used  by  men,”
Chrysanthemum answered the question of her sleep-confused mind.
She raised her wing to let Faeri see the sky.

A trail  of  light  zipped through the  darkness.  “That's  not  a
shooting star. That's one of the Guardians' arrows,” explained the
dragon.

Arrows of Light, thought Faeri, and then, What if that is what
a shooting star is?

Chrysanthemum chuckled softly in reply.
Shouldn't  you  be  concerned? Faeri  asked.  We  wouldn't  be

seeing this unless the nightmare is active, correct?
“Indeed,” said Chrysanthemum, “but I am not sure concern is

the right response. We are not alone in this. Someone – or someones
– else  are  fighting for us.  Worry  and fear  are  of  the  nightmare.
Instead, be glad. We are protected for a moment, while we recover.”
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I guess that is comforting, replied Faeri.  I feel… surprisingly
well.

“That is good.”
It is. Shall we, perhaps, sing to the sword?
“You shall sing to the sword. I am no singing dragon. I shall

assist you otherwise, as you require.”
Now it was Faeri's turn to chuckle softly. She stood, painfully,

bracing herself against Chrysanthemum's side.  Will you be able to
get your head to me like this?

“Easily.”
Good, said Faeri. She drew the sword and held it up before

her.  She  sang,  touching  it,  wanting  to  reassure  herself  of  the
qualities she had sung into it – yesterday? two days ago? In a few
moments, she had done so. Then she turned to something she had
never  yet  attempted.  This  time,  however,  it  was  not  something
frightening.  She  was  simply  uncertain.  She  took  a  deep  breath,
dismissing  the  uncertainty.  There  had  been  a  first  time  for
everything. When first she sang to the sword, she had not known
what she was doing, or even that she was doing anything. When she
had sung to the seeds, she had known what she wanted, as she did
now, but she had not known, not deliberately or consciously, that
there  was  power  in  her  song,  and  she  had  certainly not  done  it
before. In the last decade or two, she had grown used to doing, again
and again, only what she had done before, but there was no reason
she could not turn back, and grow her song in new ways, as she had
done as a child.

She felt Chrysanthemum's encouragement, and it steadied her.
She closed her eyes,  to better see the power,  and started to sing,
tentatively at first,  as always when she attempted something new,
leaning on Chrysanthemum, both physically and mentally.

Now, she said to Chrysanthemum, barely detaching her mind
from the song enough to speak to the dragon. Carefully, the dragon
curled around Faeri, bringing her head close to her rider. Faeri held
the sword, point down and as far away from her body as she could,
straining with the effort,  as she continued to sing low and softly.
Chrysanthemum lined up her head so that she faced cross-wise to
the direction Faeri did, and blew out a stream of fire which passed in
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front of Faeri, warming her legs, and curled around the tip of the
sword.

Thin  tendrils  of  fire  ran  up  the  sword,  forming  lines  of
radiance which resembled the lines of wetness sometimes left  by
water running over a surface. It was rather a slow ascent. The lines
began, red at the tips and edges, and slowly crawled up the blade,
their  pattern  almost  resembling  cracks,  glowing  brighter  and
brighter as they continued, till  they glowed white-hot, just  tinged
with yellow. Faeri sang, her voice throbbing with such intensity that
it resembled urgency, binding the fire into the blade. Power drained
from her, and her song dropped, ever softer and more throbbing, as
she sustained the flow of power from deep within herself.  In her
mind, in her song, the sword was no longer a blade of steel, but one
of fire contained and formed into a blade.

At  last,  Faeri  collapsed.  The  sword  ran  into  the  ground,
shooting sparks. For a moment she half-knelt, her mind still half in
the strange state from which she sang, deep and dark as the bottom
of a lake with swirling currents running slowly through it. Then the
full force of the power that she had sung out of herself hit her. A
fuzzy ache, so fuzzy it was hardly an ache, grew through her head.
Then she fainted.

She woke to Chrysanthemum saying,  “It's  all  right,  Faeri.
You're  fine,  and  we've  succeeded  for  the  moment.  I  felt  you
withdrawing  from  the  song,  and  stopped  breathing  fire.  You've
succeeded, but I think the blade is as hot as the fire it was forged in.
We will have to do something about that. But not right now, if you
can't.”

I can… but maybe not right now, said Faeri.
“That's fine. It's such a small thing and my scales are thick

enough I can move it a little if I must. I have it in a hole I dug right
now. It can't start a fire there. Sleep, rest, and eat, little rider.”

I haven't eaten much lately, have I? asked Faeri.
“No. The last time you woke I barely reminded you that you

needed to  drink.  It  seems the  combination of  your  body  healing
wounds and the power you are singing is messing with your head. I
should have made you eat before singing this night, but I forget –
I'm not much better at feeling your body than you are.”
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All right. I'll eat, said Faeri in a resigned tone. Is the food and
water platter undisturbed?

“Yes,” said Chrysanthemum.  “I have been careful.  Do you
want me to push it over to you with my nose?”

Sure, replied Faeri, laughing weakly.
At Chrysanthemum's insistence – which made sense – Faeri

ate everything. She was almost asleep by the time she swallowed the
last bite. The bows of light were still singing around them, and the
arrows of  light  still  crossing the  night  like a  shower of shooting
stars.

When Faeri woke again, the food and water had been restored.
She ate and drank and rested for a while against Chrysanthemum's
side, enjoying the day, which was bright and fair, with the green and
blue-green  of  the  leaves  bright  and  fresh  against  the  dazzling
radiance  of  the  sky.  Chrysanthemum? she  said.  I  thought  of
something. What if what we saw last night is why this people calls
its Guardians the Arrows of Light?

“You may be right,” said Chrysanthemum.
But why would that be some secret mystery they can't confide

in an outsider?
“That  I  can  answer  no  better  than  you  can,” said

Chrysanthemum. “I do not understand the motivations and thoughts
of humans very well.”

Faeri smiled. Unless that human is your rider.
“There are many ways in which I understand you no better

than you understand me.”
After a few hours, Faeri drifted asleep again. She was so tired

that after a while even the brilliance of the summer colors grayed,
and  all  thoughts  were  fuzzy  and  indistinct,  slipping  through  her
mental hands. Even Chrysanthemum's voice came to her as if gray
with distance and her own weariness.
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Chapter Seven
Fire Within

Faeri woke to the stench of fear and despair such as she had
never experienced before. “Chrysanthemum!” she called.

Faeri. I was about to wake you. Can you get to the sword?”
Even as she spoke, Chrysanthemum showed her where she had left
it.

Yes, I think so, said Faeri. What is the enemy?
“Vampires.”
Those are real?!
“It's all real, Faeri. Now don't get scared. Focus on me. I love

you. You love me. Love will outlast all. The sword.”
Faeri nodded and scrambled, ducking under Chrysanthemum's

wing.  The  sword  glowed,  like  a  bar  of  molten  metal  with  even
brighter cracks, from its hole. For some reason, now that it was not
in her hand, even the hilt burned. Faeri knelt on the edge of the hole
and extended her hand out, finger-tips poised as close as she could
get them to the hilt without burning herself. “I love you. I love you.
You  love  me.  Love  will  outlast  all,” Chrysanthemum continually
spoke into her mind.

Faeri wondered for a moment how Chrysanthemum knew that,
but  then  she  sang  to  the  sword,  power  flowing  across  the  gap
between her fingers and the sword. It responded, as if it recognized
her will, and the hilt cooled. She grasped it, and raised it up, just in
time to  see,  flowing out  of  the  night,  dark  against  the  stars  and
shining dully with the yellow light of the sword, one of the winged
vampires.  She  held  the  sword  up,  knowing she  must  not  let  the
vampire touch her,  must not let  it  score her,  and wondering how
Chrysanthemum could have such confidence that love would outlast
all.  Were  these  things  not  undead  nightmares,  and  did  they  not
create new undead out of anything they scored?

“Don't believe the lie! Fear is the nightmare's power! We are
love.  We are together forevermore. We are life,” Chrysanthemum
whispered urgently.

The beauty of the sword, warm and bright, with its intricate
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pattern of fiery lines of unequal brightness, caught Faeri's attention,
even as the vampire swooped to avoid the sword and to come at her
from  another  angle.  Above  her,  flame  seared  the  air  as
Chrysanthemum crisped others in mid-air. There was not time for
much song, but Faeri's mind shifted, and a single note caught in her
throat. Fire blossomed around the burning blade and reached out to
envelop the creature of the nightmare.

She jumped back, hitting Chrysanthemum's shoulder, to avoid
being struck by the burning corpse.  How wasn't I safe under your
wing? she asked, as she saw the cloud of them in the night.

“There are too many. I can't keep you safe alone. I don't think
even the Arrows of Light could. And I need you as much as you need
me.  Despair  was  never  meant  to  be  fought  alone,” said
Chrysanthemum.

But how? What's the purpose? moaned Faeri, even as another
vampire swooped towards her.

“That is the nightmare's lie, Faeri! I said, earlier, that it's all
real. It's nearly as true that it's all false. The nightmare is not called
the nightmare for no reason,” said Chrysanthemum.  “Fight. Love
me!”

Even instinct  helped Faeri  bring  the  sword  up.  The  flames
which  now  flickered  along  the  edge  of  the  blade,  instead  of
remaining only within, flared to catch the vampire. Chrysanthemum
shifted around her, and she stumbled, hitting the ground hard.

“Sorry,” whispered  Chrysanthemum.  “It's  hard  for  me  to
protect my wings. Riders should fight while riding!”

Then I'll do that, no matter what the healer says, said Faeri.
The silvery song of a bow split the night, and then a streak of

light passed over their heads. Chrysanthemum reared up over her,
pale wings flailing, and flashing so that they looked almost white in
the darkness. The wave of fire which erupted from her mouth and
nostrils  turned  them  flickering  shades  of  red  and  yellow.
Chrysanthemum spun, making the fire flash in a glowing, swiftly-
fading arc around her,  and settled with the barbed tip of her tail
inches from Faeri's feet.

Freed for a moment from the numbing despair, Faeri clutched
the hilt  of her sword and ran up Chrysanthemum's tail and back,
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trying to ignore the burning pain in her thigh that unbalanced her
while compensating for the injury in an attempt to retain enough
balance not to slide down either side of her dragon.

She paused over Chrysanthemum's haunches to take down a
vampire  with her  flaming sword.  Another  well-timed arrow – or
shooting star – freed her from several more trying to take its place,
and she continued her run up Chrysanthemum's back, then settled
into place just forward of her shoulders in the spot that seemed to be
built for her.

“Because it  is,” Chrysanthemum said.  “Body and soul,  we
were made one for the other.”

Is  this  happening  in  the  encampment,  too? asked  Faeri,  as
Chrysanthemum launched herself into the sky.

“No.  We  are  the  target  of  this  attack,” answered
Chrysanthemum. Then neither had time for such conversation, as
they engaged in the first true aerial combat of their lives – almost
their first true combat. With regards to their battle, each saw what
the other saw and knew what the other knew. Almost as one, they
moved their bodies.

Strangely, the battle was over almost as soon as they were in
the air. One moment the cloud of vampires surrounded them, diving
and  fluttering  and  swooping,  and  Chrysanthemum  dodged  and
breathed  fire,  and  Faeri  caught  on  her  burning  sword  those  that
came at  her  as  well  as  some of  those  that  came at  her  dragon's
wings. Then, there were only a few. A moment later, they were all
gone, and the air was clear, and the sense of despair and impending
doom was gone from the night.

“If you're all right up there, I'm going to look for a place to
get a drink,” said Chrysanthemum, settling into an easy glide.

Yes, I'm fine. It's just a little tiring holding this sword, and I
don't  think I  can figure out  how to get  it  to cool  on the outside
rightly while riding. But I'll manage. Now that the nightmare was
gone, she almost could not believe that it had happened. Even after
killing  the  orc,  even after  fighting  the  wailing  wraith,  she  could
hardly believe that it was all real. Somehow, she could accept the
orc, and she could sort of accept the wraith, maybe because both had
left scars on her body, but she had never believed in the existence of
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the vampires, and still did not feel certain that they did exist – or
that she had fought them. Fighting anything felt strange. This felt
like a dream. No, it's not just that the orc and the wraith marked me.
It was always easier for me to accept things like orcs than things
like vampires.  Somehow, the vampire  seems more… horrific,  yes,
but is that all? Like a… oh, I don't know!

“Yet, once you discover there are vampires, you're so ready to
believe them. The nightmare creatures exist, if it can be called that,
but  they  lie  –  they  are  lies.  Instead  of  believing  there  are  no
vampires, do not believe the vampires,” said Chrysanthemum. Her
train of thought flowed so naturally out  of  Faeri's,  that  it  took a
moment before the rider recognized that it  was Chrysanthemum's
thought, not her own.

You're  saying  those  who  are  scored  by  vampires  do  not
become vampires forever? Isn't that the whole point of the vampire?

“There's a lot I don't know,” said Chrysanthemum. “But I do
know the vampire is not stronger than the dragon. I know fear and
hate is not stronger than love. No bond made from fear and hate
can ever match in strength or constancy the bond of love that exists
between rider  and dragon.  That  bond will  outlast  death.  In  that
bond, neither of us can perish.”

So, you're saying if you're a rider and a dragon, you can't be
turned into a vampire? asked Faeri.

Chrysanthemum's thoughts shifted sideways, responding to an
undercurrent in her rider's mind.  “There's a lot I know, Faeri, that
you don't, but I need you as much as you need me. My knowledge is
nothing unless I am one with you, unless I have your love. Apart
from you, I can no more fight the nightmare than you can. And you
ask the wrong questions. There's so much we don't know yet, and so
much that it wouldn't help us to know. Never give into the despair.
Never lose hope. Never give up on love. Whether or not you can be
made  a  vampire  against  your  will  is  no  reason  to  let  yourself
become  one.  If  we  must  fight  for  love  not  unto  death,  but  unto
undeath, then let us still fight for love! The very fact we can fight so
hard for love is the proof of love's victory. How would it help you to
know that you cannot be overcome?”

It would mean I would cease to be afraid of that, said Faeri.
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“But what if, as long as the potential for fear – any kind of
fear – exists in you,  a little  piece of  the nightmare exists in you
too?” asked Chrysanthemum.  “What  if  the  nightmare  cannot be
fully defeated until… until we will all fight for love because we love
and not for any other reason,  and until  nothing can dissuade us
from this or drag us into fear – until to love is its own victory?”

Do you know this?
“I speculate, but as a dragon, not as a human. I cannot say

what I know, not yet, nor am I quite certain of some of it, but I can
ask you 'what ifs' that might point you in the direction I see.”

Are you not afraid, Chrysanthemum? asked Faeri.
“Sometimes I am, but when we're together not much, usually.

But I should never be afraid; that fear is the nightmare's power over
me. Oftentimes, I think you try too hard to explain everything, or
anything, Faeri. Let us just be. Let us love one another. Let us be
one,  and  not  occupy  our  minds  too  much  with  these  other
questions.”

Faeri contemplated that, while Chrysanthemum continued to
glide,  looking  for  a  place  by  the  river  where  she  could  land
comfortably. The cold air made Faeri shiver a little, and her thigh
and side burned with pain. After a while, gazing at the sword she
held out before her and away from her body with increasing strain,
she asked, Do you have any idea why fire is so effective against the
nightmare?

“Not all  fire  is,  but  while  only the Obsidian Guardian can
breathe the very Fire of Areaer, all dragonfire is from the Fire of
Areaer. That earthfire is sacred, guarded and blessed, and deadly to
the nightmare,  and even the small  amount of it  in the fire of all
dragons is powerful. There are very few nightmare creatures that
can endure or counter it, though I think any fire will kill vampires.
And it is dragonfire you have in your sword.”

It's so strange to think of myself having a sword, thought Faeri
to herself. To Chrysanthemum she said, Do you think we could hide
the dragonfire within all that we enchant, if we can figure out how
to get the sword not to be so hot?

“You would know the limits of the power of your song better
than I, but unless you come up with a more efficient way of doing it,
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I don't see how you will have the time or energy to first ward every
article against heat, then sing my fire into it, and then get it cool
outside,” said  Chrysanthemum.  “I  will  land  now.  Here  is  good
enough.”

She did so, and it was with difficulty that Faeri dismounted.
She  then  sat  down  and  contemplated  the  sword,  while
Chrysanthemum  got  her  drink.  Within  and  without, she  thought,
thinking of the way the fire resided within the blade, and only came
out at her request. She sang a quick touch to the blade, and the fire
receded within it. Already, her mind was thinking not only about the
sword, but about what she contemplated doing.  For one thing, if I
enchant a bow, for example, and the bow breaks, I don't want the
exposed inside to burst into fire, so we have to find a different inside
for this. In fact, I'm not even sure how well making it stay that inside
would work with the sword. But perhaps I should just do as I did
when I was young, and sing what I want, and not worry about the
way it works. Oh! she nearly exclaimed aloud. It was almost as if
considering singing gave her the inner sight of power that she had
when she sang, and which she could scarcely remember, if she could
remember, when she was not singing.

Her eyes drifted half-closed as she began her song.

In the morning, there was no sign of the battle that had raged
in the night or of their move to the river and back. When one of the
women – it was Anajelien this time – came to bring Faeri food and
water, she told her that she was almost ready to begin enchanting
their  articles  anew.  “I  have  a  way  to  enchant  them to  resist  the
Unforming Shadow now, so that it cannot touch them. I need only a
little while to recover my strength.”

“That is so good to hear,” said Anajelien. “But I want you to
know, we don't consider you in debt to us at all. What you did for
Tereloriar and her child is enough.”

“I know,” said Faeri, “but I have this song, and it's been my
pleasure in life to give its power to others, so when I discovered the
nightmare wanted to touch it, I had to find a way to… go on. I've
found that, now, so I will be pleased to share it with you, as well as
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with many more, and to go back to protect as much of what I've
done in the past as I can, too.”

Anajelien  smiled,  and  Faeri  knew  –  or  was  it  that
Chrysanthemum told her – that she was not one to consider Faeri as
other than a fellow inhabitant of her world, one to be treated as an
equal and a person, not as a portent or superior.

Slowly at first, one or two items a day, Faeri took up her work
again. She enchanted the sword so that it would be the carrier of the
dragonfire, instead of using Chrysanthemum's breath. Touching it to
the object she was enchanting, she sang a little of the dragonfire into
the object – or into the song bound into it. She was not sure exactly
how to describe what she was doing, and did not need to describe it.
At any rate, now there was a little bit of the earthfire within her
enchantments, or something so close to it  that it  could almost be
reckoned earthfire, and that would keep what was enchanted from
ever being nightmare-touched. It would not cause the object to burn
up, for it was not within it as ordinary fire that leaps from logs piled
on the hearth. It was still a terrible strain to sing the fire into the
song as  she  was doing,  but  much had been difficult  at  first  and
grown easier with the years and with practice, and she expected this
to do so as well. Also, she was still tired from wounds and healing,
and once that was finished she expected to tire less easily.

Several  weeks  later,  she  bid  them  all  farewell  and  many
blessings, and rode Chrysanthemum back the way they had come, to
guard those who already had enchanted items against what appeared
to be the clear intention of the nightmare, glad that her black dragon
had convinced her not to give up.



The Gifts of Faeri, Copyright © 2020 by Raina Nightingale

Chapter Eight
Warding the Gifts

At the first stop that Faeri made, the people had seen her only
a little while back, and she was able to convince them to accept
what  she  meant  to  do.  “It  will  cost  you  nothing,”  she  said.
“Chrysanthemum can  even  hunt  a  couple  bucks  for  you,  if  you
would like.” Chrysanthemum was large enough that hunting in the
mountains was not as easy an affair for her as it  was for smaller
dragons – though she did well on plains or swamps or in lakes and
the sea – but she still did well enough.

As  they  continued,  Faeri  encountered  more  and  more
reluctance and suspicion on the part of people who had been happy
to receive her gifts only a few months earlier. She continued to be
able to convince them to let her ward her gifts, but they refused to
answer any questions  she asked about  what  was wrong.  Do you
know what it is? she asked Chrysanthemum.

“Not really. Something has happened recently, something ill
and that they think is associated with your gifts – and it might be,
but because of the hatred of the nightmare. The fact that you are
coming back, to try to fix this – I think they do not entirely believe
that  you can,  but  they are somewhat reassured that  you realized
something was wrong and are trying to do something about it.”

Faeri  knew that  people saw the new scars she bore – until
recently,  she  had  had  no  scar  more  severe  than  a  faint  line,
noticeable only by accident or to someone who knew what to look
for – and wondered from what they might have come. Perhaps they
surmised that she had been fighting the nightmare.

At the next  stop,  when she sang the fire  of the sword into
them, Faeri noticed something about some of the articles that put her
ill at ease and that she suspected to be the touch of the nightmare. It
was so barely noticeable that she wondered how many of the articles
she had already warded might  have borne the  same taint  –  had,
since the dragonfire purged it away. Watching and considering it,
she reached out  to  Chrysanthemum.  How is it  that  dragonfire  is
from the Fire of Areaer and a purifier of the corruption? You speak
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to me as if you yourself could, possibly, be corrupted. How is that so
if your fire is this?

“Our fire may be part of why we are not so often deceived by
the nightmare to the extent that your kind often is. I do not know for
certain.  I  know  the  Fire  of  Areaer  is  guarded  not  only  by  the
Obsidian Guardian but by the Guardian who chooses the Obsidian
Guardian – the Guardian of the Flame. What the Fire of Areaer is
and is not, what its limits are, exactly why it is so powerful against
the nightmare, whether and how it can fail – these are things which
the  Guardian  of  the  Flame  may  know,  and  which  the  Obsidian
Guardian may know, but which even the obsidian dragons certainly
do not know.”

So this might not work? This warding could fail? asked Faeri.
“Almost anything could fail. We've discussed this before. You

are responsible for what you choose. Nothing more.”
I know, said Faeri. I just don't like it.
“I know, though I don't understand why. Yet if you try to be

responsible for what is not in your power – and what others do with
what you give is one of those things that is not in your power – then
you  will  not  respond  rightly  to  what  is in  your  power,” said
Chrysanthemum.

I suppose that sort of makes sense, but not really. I don't like
it, and it is so hard to accept it, said Faeri. But she did not expect
another response from Chrysanthemum, and the dragon did not give
her any except to send her, her love.

As  Faeri  went  on  further,  she  found many who would  not
accept her gifts for any reason whatsoever. She wondered at this,
knowing that her gifts had brought them a prosperity they could only
have dreamed of before. Why would they throw that away? What
had moved them to do so? Then, one day, a child threw a rock at her
and screamed that she was a witch who had tricked them into selling
their souls and then had led the nightmare into their homes. All her
protestations that it was not  she who had brought the nightmare to
them, and that she now brought them something that would help
them be free of the nightmare, did her no good, and in the end she
had to run from the stones. Chrysanthemum came then, roaring and
breathing fire, and the children who had gathered to stone her fled.
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She returned at night to enchant with fire the stone into which she
had sung the enchantment to make the fields prosper and drive away
pests. It was anchored deep into the earth, if not into the bedrock,
and only a team of obsidian dragons could hope to move it, if even
they could.  She wondered if  the  people  had forgotten about  that
enchantment, since they claimed to have thrown away and burned
all that she had given them, or if it was not worth it to them to move.
So this is how the nightmare fights us now, she thought.  Was what
we were doing that big of a deal? All I was trying to do was make
life easier for people. I thought the nightmare was after souls.

“As dragons well know, life is not like that. These divisions
you cannot stop imposing on things have their place, Faeri, but they
do not describe everything and can lead you astray. The nightmare
is opposed to good. What do you think souls are? How do you think
it gets souls? Is it not the power of fear and despair?”

I guess, but… began Faeri, when Chrysanthemum said, “What
is it with you? You don't believe the stories, but when you're forced
to accept  some degree of  truth to  them,  you grab the  narrowest
interpretation possible and then take that to its extreme. And for all
I try, I cannot understand what makes you do this. I cannot get into
your thinking enough to see it.”

If they're throwing what I did away, do you think maybe some
of them are just too embarrassed about it to accept anything from
me? Faeri asked on a different note.

“Some,  perhaps,” said  Chrysanthemum.  “I  will  pay  more
attention to that for you from now on. I do not understand humans
well!”

Faeri laughed with Chrysanthemum.
They continued, going from village to village, clan to clan,

nation to nation, and tribe to tribe.  Most rejected her, but a few –
sometimes a single family in secret, since only she could tell what
she had enchanted and what she had not – she was able to convince
to  receive  gifts  from  her  again,  this  time  warded  against  the
nightmare-touch. Now and then she encountered a clan who had not
thrown her  gifts  away and had,  as  yet,  no  suspicion,  but  as  the
months passed and became years, these became rarer. All rejected
her, sometimes vehemently and with violence, and not uncommonly
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she was only saved from being killed by them by Chrysanthemum.
No one dared to challenge the clearly displayed wrath of an obsidian
dragon.  Always,  however  she  was  rejected,  she  found  a  way  to
secretly ward any stones or other such things that she had enchanted
which could not easily be removed, if at all.

Eventually,  war  broke  out.  Several  kingdoms  took  up  a
crusade against  anyone they suspected of having accepted Faeri's
visits or kept her gifts. Faeri suspected that there were some, even
within their kingdoms, who still kept her gifts, for no one but herself
could tell what she had touched and what she had not. Yet when the
news reached her, she mounted Chrysanthemum and let the dragon
carry to her to a somewhat isolated place. Chrysanthemum, she said
as they flew, I never expected to be the cause of a war.

“You aren't. The nightmare is,” the dragon said.
You're right, I think. It might even be more of an excuse than

otherwise. Human tribes and nations fight amongst each other quite
a lot. I suppose it's just that I was not used to being part of it; I'd fly
from one  tribe  to  another,  heedless  of  their  wars,  and for  some
reason or another I was sacrosanct.

“Because  you seemed to them a  manifestation  of  whatever
power  they  associated  with  prosperity,” commented
Chrysanthemum.

Perhaps, said Faeri.  Nonetheless, I ignored their wars. Now
they insist on making those wars about  me. It seems I can do my
work  here  no  longer.  Perhaps  I  should  go  somewhere  else. To
herself she thought,  And I had hoped that what I do would mean
there would be less war, not potentially more or worse.

“Where?” asked Chrysanthemum.  “We've been over most of
the continent.”

I don't know. Surely, there are some isolated peoples in the far
wildernesses. But let's make one more stop at Enyin. Enyin was the
land in which Faeri had grown up, and she had made gifts to the
people of Enyin as to all the rest.  She hoped that, perhaps, those
who might have known her better might have reacted differently.
Carefully,  though. If  Enyin is not pulled into war, we don't  want
anyone to know we went there. As far as I know, no one outside of
Enyin even knows that's where I'm from.
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“Then perhaps it would be better to keep it that way, and not
go back?” asked Chrysanthemum.

Not  if  the  nightmare  has  touched  what  I  enchanted  there,
replied  Faeri.  We'll  come  in  by  night.  Dragons  are  a  common
enough sight. I'll see if my parents or someone I know is still alive,
and speak to them to find out how things are.

“You think your parents might  still  be alive? Wouldn't  that
make them rather old for humans?” asked Chrysanthemum.

I'm over fifty myself, and I could be thirty, said Faeri. My line
ages very gracefully.

A few minutes later, Chrysanthemum was gliding low over a
clearing, when they saw a group of people dart out into it and begin
waving, almost desperately.

“It is desperately,” said Chrysanthemum. “They're afraid, but
not of us. They want me to land. Can't they see I can't land with
them there?”

But  they  don't  know if  you  intend  to  land, said  Faeri.  She
leaned over the edge of Chrysanthemum's neck and yelled as loud as
she could, “GET BACK! SHE NEEDS SPACE TO LAND!”

Evidently,  even  if  her  words  were  not  understood,  her
meaning was guessed. The people backed up under the trees, but
Chrysanthemum still  had to perform some acrobatics to land in a
clearing of that size.

As soon as the dragon folded her light tan wings, the people –
evidently several families – emerged from the trees. “Faeri!” several
of them called.

Faeri  hoped  they  would  not  feel  hurt  that  she  did  not
remember  any of  them.  It  was  Chrysanthemum,  not  her,  who
remembered all the places they had been, and the dragon did not
bother knowing all the people in each place. Chrysanthemum might
have been able to remember them all, but Faeri certainly could not
remember so many thousands of people.

“Hi,”  she  said,  smiling  down  at  them  from  on  top  of
Chrysanthemum's massive shoulders. “What do you want?”

“We're  happy  with  what  you  have  given  us,”  said  one,
drawing closer.  “It  is banned,  now, and we fear the good luck it
brings will make people suspicious that we have not destroyed the
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articles that bear your gifts. We heard that you have been coming
through, and we wonder if there is anything you could do for us.”
She tittered a little, nervously. “Not that… we… not that you haven't
already done enough for us. We couldn't blame you…”

“No,” Faeri interrupted. She assessed the group. “Even if we
could rig up a safe contraption, I think there are too many of you for
Chrysanthemum to carry at  once. And I wouldn't  know where to
take you.”

“If… if you don't mind,” said a girl young enough Faeri was
certain she could have been no more than a baby when she was last
in this area, “if you don't mind, you could just protect us. That is, if
you  and Chrysanthemum don't  mind.   No one  will  challenge  an
obsidian dragon.”

“Even  one  as  peaceful  as  myself,” Chrysanthemum
commented to Faeri.

You? Peaceful? the rider asked.  Aren't you always telling me
analogies of war?

“For an obsidian dragon, definitely,” said Chrysanthemum.
Faeri's  mouth  opened  in  response,  despite  the  watching

humans.  Then  I'm  glad  you're  my  partner,  and  not  some  other
obsidian dragon.

Chrysanthemum laughed. “You already were.”
Mentally  sticking  her  tongue  out  at  Chrysanthemum,  Faeri

said, “Sorry. That was just Chrysanthemum talking to me. Yes, we
don't mind doing that. But where could we go?”

“I  hear  the  mountains  in  the  north  are  largely  uninhabited.
What do they call them?” asked the girl.

“The  Aravin  Mountains.  I  know.  It's  a  strange  name,”  said
Faeri. “And, I suppose we could try to go there. It's a long trek and
I…”

“If I push it, we're fairly close to Enyin here. I can make it to
Enyin and back in a little over two weeks. If we can find a place for
them  to  nest  for  that  long,  we  can  make  that  flight,”
Chrysanthemum added.

Faeri explained the dragon's plan to them. Nodding fiercely,
the girl said, “Certainly. I and my brother have a cave that should
do. I don't think anyone else knows it's there. It should work.”
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“Especially if I set up a warding spell to hide it. I've never
done that before, but I probably can,” said Faeri.

In  Enyin,  Faeri  found  that  her  parents  and  her  cousin  had
passed on. She found one small family – a father, a mother, and two
little girls – to take with them; Chrysanthemum “heard” them, and
knew that  the man kept  gifts  made for his  father and mother by
Faeri. The obsidian dragon could easily carry the five of them, and
so they made  a  large  dragon saddle,  and she  bore  them back to
where they had left the others. From there, they traveled northwards
on  foot,  avoiding  heavily  populated  areas.  Faeri  and
Chrysanthemum sometimes ranged, looking for others who desired
an escape from the madness around them.

Once,  while  they were  gone,  the  others  of  the  group were
ambushed  by  hunters  of  an  enemy  nation.  Faeri  and
Chrysanthemum barely arrived in time, with a few new people. The
passengers shrieked as the black dragon dived, breathing fire. For
whatever reason, this time the attackers were not respectful enough
of obsidian dragons to flee at once at  her roar and warning. She
swooped as low as she could, cutting it close because she was not as
mobile as the smaller dragons, and swiped across the attackers with
her tail.

“Two dead. The rest will flee now,” she said.
Faeri trusted her assessment, knowing that the dragon would

know, though she wondered  why. If they were willing to taunt her
rage, why would they be daunted by a few deaths?  I'm sorry you
had to kill, Faeri told her.

Chrysanthemum  lashed  her  tail.  “I  don't  mind.  I  am an
obsidian dragon. I'm just not as warlike as most of us.”

In other words, any other obsidian dragon would have swiped
them all?

“Yes – if she was good enough at close flying. In their minds,
they  deserve it.  They  dare  to  attack  innocent  humans  and  un-
offending dragons. And all of us, not just the Obsidian Guardian,
are the protectors of dragonkind.”

Faeri could feel a little of the rage that might motivate such
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actions.  That makes sense, she said, and then, If you're a protector
of  dragonkind,  why  did you choose me as  your  rider?  We're  no
defenders of dragonkind, no warriors opposing the enemy. I'm just a
simple  enchantress  doing  what  I  can  to  make  life  easier  for
humankind.

“We dragons know that the world is more complicated than
we understand. A thing is most often to some degree either more or
other than it seems – even to us dragons. And, as you know, my
mindset is not quite typical of obsidian dragons. There is a reason I
was  born,  and  there  is  a  reason  you were  born,  and there  is  a
reason we were born. There is a reason each dragon, each human,
each obsidian dragon is born. And I love you, Faeri. What kind of a
protector of dragonkind would I be if I rejected my heart? We were
made for one another, soul for soul, body for body, mind for mind,
little rider.”

Faeri smiled. I love you, Chrysanthemum… What will you do
when I die?

“We will die together, Faeri. I cannot tell you how I can be
certain of that, but it is in the power of my kind to choose that, when
we do not  wish to look for another rider,” said Chrysanthemum.
“But tell the people they are safe now. I'll come low for you. We'll
have to fly until we get to a clearing large enough for me to land.”

Gladly, said Faeri, and followed her instructions.
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Chapter Nine
The Battle of Skyre

When they reached the Aravin Mountains, they climbed high
into them, past the territory frequented by some of the clans who
looked to the Arrows of Light, and several other tribes with different
stories of the world. On a spur of rock, which faced to the south and
east, they found a system of caves and a relatively flat space, barren
of all  but  a few trees.  Here they built  the holding in which they
would store their food and to which they would all retire for the
winter.  It  was  enchanted  by  Faeri  to  keep  pests  or  molds  from
devouring or ruining the food they stored. From there they would
wander, to hunt or to gather or to build what farms they could in the
new land. Even with the songs of Faeri,  the first  few years were
quite  difficult,  for  few  of  the  people  had  any  experience  with
making a livelihood in environments similar  to the one in which
they now dwelt, and even though she enchanted their weapons to
help them hunt, and enchanted their fields to be fertile, or to attract
dew even when it  was dry and hot,  without  experience with the
climate and soil,  or  with the terrain and the habits of  the beasts,
much was difficult and often went awry. Without her enchantments,
they would, doubtless, all have perished in the first year. As it is,
they survived well enough, and as the years went on, and they got
used to their environment, they did better and better.

In time, the holding, and the territory around it, came to be
called  Skyre.  The  different  families,  and  a  few lone  individuals,
spoke different languages at first. In one of their languages, 'Skyre'
was the word for cliff, and it caught on. They began to speak of the
holdings  to  which  they  returned  to  weather  the  bitter  cold  and
sweeping  blizzards  of  the  winter  as  Skyre,  and  sometimes  they
spoke  of  the  territory  throughout  which  they  hunted,  and  built
houses and fields for the summer, as the 'lands of Skyre'. They had
occasional contact with some of the nearest clans and tribes, who
knew them as the Skyrens, but it was very occasional, and rarely
came to anything, whether in the way of trade or that of war. If the
tribes suspected Faeri of being among them, the threat of the wrath
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of her obsidian dragon dissuaded them from making war. Doubtless,
they sometimes saw the curious-looking obsidian dragon wheeling
in the skies above Skyre. Not all obsidian dragons had wings and
stripe exactly the same shade of tan, but there were not more than a
few obsidian dragons in Areaer, and Chrysanthemum's coloring was
peculiarly light, causing some people who only saw her at a distance
to think that she was black and white. Several times, Faeri had had
someone inquire of her whether obsidian dragons could have 'other
color stripes, given as they can have both brown and white ones'.
She  had  always  told  them  that  Chrysanthemum's  color  was  not
white, just very light tan. The dragon had laughed at her and teased
her that she should have said that she was as unique as the Obsidian
Guardian.  Faeri  wondered  now  if  she  was,  but  Chrysanthemum
responded to her wondering by saying,  “We all are, but I am no
Guardian.”

One  winter  day,  almost  twenty  years  later,  Faeri  and
Chrysanthemum were  wheeling  in  the  sky  above  Skyre,  when  a
roiling darkness came around the side of the mountain. With it came
such a feeling of dread, such a sense of fear, of hopelessness and
despair, that neither dragon nor rider needed to look closer to know
that  it  was no ordinary storm-cloud,  but  the  approach of  a  great
army of the nightmare.

Faeri  reached  out  to  Chrysanthemum,  and  met
Chrysanthemum  reaching  out  to  her,  to  immerse  themselves
together in the bond of love that united their souls. At the same time,
her hand reached for the hilt  of her sword and her fingers curled
around it. The warmth of the dragonfire that dwelt within it steadied
her a little. Chrysanthemum, she asked, what do we do? Could even
the Obsidian Guardian fight that?

“We can fight. Anyone can fight,” said Chrysanthemum. “And
I don't know if the Obsidian Guardian and her riders would have a
chance to defeat that. But I do know we can die.”

Die? asked Faeri. What does dying have to do with anything?
Cold fear shot through her.

“Don't be silly, Faeri. We will die together, and death will not
separate us or mar our love, and no – this is not what I was thinking
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of when I told you that I would die with you. As for what death has
to do with this, there is much I do not know, and more that I cannot
explain, but the nightmare is no ordinary enemy. When those who
fight it give their lives, knowingly and willingly, to protect what they
love, it has great power against the nightmare. I don't know if it will
be enough, but it is the best that we can do, and it is a power like
nothing else.”

Not now did Faeri  question Chrysanthemum about  whether
the  dragon  hid  something  from  her.  She  closed  her  eyes  for  a
moment, steadying herself. Die? she asked. I have to choose to die?

The  cloud  was  coming  nearer,  and  the  shapes  of  various
nightmare creatures, vampires, bats of stone, and other horrors, were
distinguishing  themselves  about  its  edges.  Chrysanthemum  was
circling over Skyre at a relatively low altitude, but one that would
give her plenty of room to maneuver without crashing into the spur.
“You will die with me,” she said, comfortingly.  “But we can't die
unwillingly. We can't die fighting the fact that we are dying, raging
against it,  clinging to life as hard as we can. We're not going to
throw ourselves onto a fang or an arrow. We're not going to try to
die.  We're  not  going to  suicide.  And I  will  help  you,  if  you  are
willing.”

How?! asked Faeri.
“If it had not come to this, I would have chosen to die with

you in another way, when the time came for you to die, Faeri. All
my kind must choose to die, sooner or later, unless we succumb to
the nightmare. And it is not what you think it is, but I cannot yet tell
you what it  is.” She sent Faeri  an emotional embrace of intense,
fiery  love  that  reminded  her  strongly  of  dragonfire,  but  also  of
something hotter and fiercer and deeper than dragonfire.

That is death? she asked.
“It is my death. It will be your death. But it is not yet. Not

quite. I say this now only to prepare you. You cannot be ready now.
You cannot be ready until the time comes. But I thought it better that
you should know – that you should not be fighting,  quite, for your
own life, though we will not throw our lives away. We will fight to
the very best of our ability. NOW!”

Chrysanthemum roared and breathed out a blast of her hottest
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fire.  Rage  such  as  Faeri  had  never  felt  from her  before  flooded
through both of them together – rage like fire, but hot with the fire
of love. It had nothing in common with the hatred of the nightmare,
and  completely  drove  it  out  of  Faeri's  mind  and  heart.  It  was
protective and fierce,  and was love rather than hatred.  It  was no
killing rage, and it was as much cry of victory as challenge.

As  Chrysanthemum  roared,  Faeri  drew  her  sword  and
whispered to it the song that caused it to blaze up in fire, but the
proximity of the nightmare, the deadliness of its influence even in
the  air,  seemed  already  to  have  partially  awakened  its  purging
flames. For a moment she wondered how it had come to this, how
she had become the rider of a guardian, even a lesser guardian. She
was no warrior and her heart was not for the sword. Fighting always
seemed strange, unnatural, unbelievable to her, though she never did
have any difficulty fighting the nightmare creatures.

“Then,  it  is  love,  Faeri,  rider  of  my  heart,  giver  of
prosperity,” said Chrysanthemum.

As one, they rose to meet the nightmare hordes.
In a few moments, they were hard-pressed on all sides. The

winged horrors  surrounded them,  diving at  them.  Faeri  protected
herself with the burning sword, and Chrysanthemum maneuvered to
spear most of those that attacked her wings on Faeri's sword. Soon,
her arms burned, for while the sword did not weigh that much, the
impact and weight of the nightmare creatures was often wrenching.
The air around them steamed with the heat from Chrysanthemum's
fire.  They were so alone, and the hordes opposing them were so
great,  that soon Chrysanthemum was taking impacts on all  sides,
driving her lower, as she tried to protect her rider and keep her from
being thrown off by the veritable clouds of nightmares that assailed
them. Even if Faeri could catch them all with her sword, she would
be burned to death by the ensuing fireball.

Soon,  Chrysanthemum's  wings  were  dripping  blood.  Dark
giants and monsters appeared out of the earth, and some of them
began  to  take  the  cliff  apart  and  hurl  huge  pieces  of  it  at
Chrysanthemum. Several of these struck her at once, while she was
unbalanced trying to get Faeri out of the way of a cloud of vampires
– Faeri was exhilarated by the fearlessness of this fight; they did not
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fear even the vampires! they fought, but without fear or horror, only
for love – and Chrysanthemum rocked precariously and dropped.
Faeri,  who had been pleasure-riding, and therefore bareback, was
knocked off, and struck the ground with sickening force.

“Faeri!” Chrysanthemum called.
If not for the dragon's embracing mind-touch, she would have

lost  consciousness.  As  it  was,  she  staggered  half-upright,  braced
against  one  of  the  boulders  that  had  struck  Chrysanthemum and
fallen back to the ground a few moments before Faeri had. Burning
daggers of pain ripped through several of her limbs, but she clung to
the rock and continued to fight, the burning sword making a halo
around her,  while  Chrysanthemum still  struggled  in  the  air,  now
having much greater difficulty protecting her wings.

Then, through the hordes of nightmares, a shadow, with eyes
and whip of flame, made its way towards her. Faeri's heart quailed
for a moment, and then settled itself, a strong, steady flame, or a
tree, steady in its deep roots through the most violent of blizzards. It
was  not  for  her  life  that  she  fought.  That  had  already  been
surrendered. She would never let the nightmare kill her, but she did
not fight to live. Suddenly, what no more than a half-hour before
had  seemed  inconceivable  was  now  as  natural  and  obvious  as
breathing. And it freed her from the nightmare so completely that it
almost made sense  how it  might  have  great  power to  defeat  the
nightmare, even though she still, for the life of her, could not see
how it worked.

It  took  all  Faeri  had  to  fight  the  Shadow,  and  it  was  not
enough. It got around her guard – which was no surprise, since she
had never trained with the sword – and she accepted that. Fighting,
by necessity,  involved trying to stay alive as long as possible,  to
avoid the enemy's blows, but her purpose, now, even in trying to
stay alive, was not to stay alive. Nor was it  to kill,  not even the
nightmare. That had already been killed in her own heart. It was to
protect, to love.

Faeri glanced aside, in a short, brief moment, to take a stone-
bat that swooped down on her, and out of the corner of her eye she
saw  three  beings  who  wore  a  humanesque  shape  but  were  not
human.  One was wrapped in black,  though Faeri's  eyes caught  a
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shimmer  of  color  about  her,  and  her  face,  all  but  the  eyes,  was
masked with black also. Another carried, drawn, a black sword, but
the  primary impression Faeri  glimpsed of  her,  in  that  short  half-
second, was of her red-orange eyes, which seemed like flames of
fire in the darkness. The third was tallest, and wrapped in billowing
waves of violet and lime. Faeri thought she held raised a bow, but
she had no more time to think of it, and had only the barest glimpse
of any of the three, as she turned to confront the Shadow.

A  few  short  seconds  later,  it  got  under  her  guard  more
completely than ever before. Its whip of fire wrapped around her,
and  she  was  pierced  all  through  with  fire  and  agony.  She  and
Chrysanthemum  dived  even  deeper  into  their  bond,  as  she,
entangled in the fire-whip of the Shadow, drove the burning sword
into what would have been its heart had it been other than a shadow.

It did not flare with fire, as other nightmare creatures did, not
being of a burnable substance, but it dissipated. Faeri hardly saw.
Darkness  closed  in  on  her,  and  she  felt  Chrysanthemum  reach
towards her with a scream. Then all was fire, bright like the sun and
seemingly as hot, a sea of fire that seemed the center and birthplace
of all life. She reached for Chrysanthemum, and found the dragon
struggling with everything she had against the hordes that assailed
her. Wounded, she had crashed to the ground. She did not feel Faeri,
or not enough to notice, but Faeri felt her, fought her last battle with
her,  endured  her  last  agony  with  her,  as  she  grappled  with  the
greatest of the stone giants. Vampires and stone-bats attacked her
wings, shredding them, and her vision was narrow with agony, and
the  deeper  soul-agony  of  the  loss  of  her  rider,  which  Faeri  also
endured with her, but she kept her attention focused on the stone
giant. It turned from her, to rip the largest chunk yet out of the cliff.
She leapt towards it, breathing out all the fire that was in her, and as
her flame reached it, her leap carried her right into the path of the
stone  it  threw,  taking  her  to  the  ground,  in  a  heap  of  pain  and
darkness.

“Chrysanthemum!” Faeri  called,  and  the  two  were  joined
again in the sea of fire as bright as the sun that  was the Fire of
Areaer.
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Oaeiae, Guardian of the Volcano, sheathed her black sword as
the  cloud of  nightmares  vanished.  She  strode  across  the  ground,
littered with their dissipating non-blood, and picked up the sword
Faeri had been wielding. In all the eons of her existence, nowhere
and no-when else did Oaeiae see such a sword. As her fingers closed
around it, she recognized it. In it lived a spark of the earthfire that
rose up strongest from her Volcano. There was far more in it, too,
spell-weavings that went where her understanding did not reach, as
well  as  many which  she  understood  fully  and  instantly,  but  that
foundation had far more potential than either Faeri or the obsidian
dragon,  Chrysanthemum, could have guessed – not  that  either of
them could have implemented or even understood it. A sword with
all that potential and such a direct link to the Fire of Areaer would
be  a  great  boon  to  all  those,  of  whatever  kind  they  were,  who
guarded Areaer against the nightmare.

Not wishing to be seen by the people of Skyre, should they
come to see what had happened, she took the sword and left.


