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				A half-played game of Talisman and Queen lies before me, the jewel pieces glowing as they sit on the black velvet embroidered with glittering silver thread. The Queen’s Heart, made of ruby, gleams at the center. Ranged about are the Talismans: mine, emerald; my opponent’s, sapphire.

				Anazian sits across from me, absorbing energy and my concentration. His power seems to suck the very air from the room. I can scarce breathe.

				The game is almost won. My heart tells me that with a single move, I will Secure the Queen’s Heart. But my brain is frozen, unable to make sense of the game pieces. A wrong move, and my enemy will take all.

				Anazian says, “Your move.”

				I want to strike him, because I already know this.

				“Perhaps you should give up and go home. Yes, that would be a plan. Home, where all is not as you left it.” The laughter turns brittle. “Go to your mama and papa, where you are truly needed. If it’s not too late.”

				With a gasping start, I awake. I’m needed at home, and I must go. Now.
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				Home. The dragon on which I flew could scarcely land fast enough. The stars shone brightly overhead as the moon set in front of us, and in the silver light, my parents’ cottage stood out against the dark fields.

				Xyla landed near the barn, but before I could dismount, I felt a thrill of tension tighten her muscles.

				“Something is not right,” she said, her voice in my head little more than a whisper. Which made no sense.

				Still, I opened up my senses to the life vibrations all around. Xyla was right: something was wrong. Discord filled the air, as if a hornet’s nest had been stirred.

				“I feel only one human here, and the life vibration is weak,” Xyla said.

				Only one? Were the others dead? I needed no further prompting. After sliding the long way down the dragon’s shoulder to the ground, I raced to the door of the cottage. It hung askew, the upper hinge torn almost completely away. I pushed it open, and that was enough to loose it entirely and send it clattering to the floor.

				“Mama!” I called. “Papa! Breyard!” They should all three be here. Then I came to a halt to let my eyes adjust to the dimness of the interior.

				Every piece of furniture lay broken, and all the dishes and windows had been smashed. Clothing lay strewn about, some ripped and more shoved into the fire where it still smouldered, stinking up the place. My mind could hardly grasp the destruction that my eyes saw before me.

				I went from room to room, tripping over the debris on the floor in my haste. Xyla had said there was one life vibration. Who was it, and where? And where were the others? In the middle of the mess, I stood still, closed my eyes, and concentrated. It was easier for me to perceive animals than humans, but this was my family, and I should be able to pick out their vibrations. Unless the person was someone else?

				Stop panicking, I told myself. Just concentrate. Yes, there, in my brother Breyard’s room.

				I found him lying unconscious under the broken pieces of his work desk. Dried blood from a gash near his temple covered much of his face. I checked for broken bones, but all felt sound, even his back and skull. As far as I could tell. His breathing was shallow, though, and his heartbeat none too steady.

				“Can you get him outdoors?” Xyla’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

				“I can and I will,” I replied. I’d have to do it myself, for there was no one near nor anyone I could trust to know about Xyla. It was illegal for anyone but the king to possess a dragon, and though no one “possessed” Xyla, it wouldn’t be safe if anyone from the village spotted her. I’d have to get Breyard out of here myself. Now.

				Summoning every bit of strength, both physical and spiritual, I bent down to lift my brother. He was older than I and a fit young man. Six months ago, I wouldn’t even have tried such a thing. But ever since I learned that I had maejic power, I’d discovered it could be called upon for many things.

				I rose to my feet, holding him in my arms, and managed to get him out the front door without losing my footing, and even to lay him down on the ground without dropping him. Xyla stood as near to the house as she could.

				“Watch him.” I said. “I have to check the outbuildings.” Although what I would do if I found Mama’s and Papa’s bodies, I had no idea.

				“Hurry,” Xyla said.

				I dashed over to the barn. The sheep didn’t seem upset, and when I asked about Papa, none said they’d seen him, and why was I disturbing them in the middle of the night? The other buildings were locked. Mama and Papa must not be here at all. What had happened?

				“Now!” Xyla cried. I ran back to her at full speed. “We must go now, before we are discovered. I will carry Breyard.”

				At that instant, a flash of green blinded me. Remnants of power sizzled in the air. Xyla’s scream rent my thoughts. Instinctively, I started to mount her. I’d had enough practice that I didn’t need to see. When my hands touched her skin, my sight returned. I shimmied up, and I’d barely gotten seated when she leapt into the air.

				Another flash of green, but this one wasn’t so near. It was lightning. A dragonmaster’s lightning. It missed, streaking under us. We climbed, and I looked down, trying to see where it had come from.

				Yet another burst barely missed us again, and now I saw that it came from atop the barrow after which our village, Barrowfield, was named. Why was a dragonmaster there? Xyla kept climbing, and the next bolt didn’t even come close. Being out of range, though, didn’t ease my anxiety. I now saw yellow flames blossoming below, and there was no doubt that it was the thatch roof of our cottage. Everything I’d ever known as a child would soon be lost to flames. Everything but the most important: my family.

				I asked Xyla, “Did the lightning hit you?”

				“No,” she said, “though it came close.”

				I breathed a tiny sigh of relief. “Good. We need to fly lower now. The cold isn’t good for Breyard.”

				“Neither is the dragonmaster’s lightning.”

				There was a quiver of fear in her tone. It seemed hard to imagine that a dragon could be afraid of anything, but Xyla had been imprisoned by dragonmasters once, and not long ago they’d attacked her and almost killed her. They might be only humans, but they had great power that could even control dragons.

				“You’re right, dearest,” I said, trying to convey a sense of comfort I didn’t feel myself, “but we’re far enough away now.”

				She didn’t reply, but I felt the angle of her flight change. I looked down and back to find the fire that was my childhood home had fallen far behind. Why? Why had a dragonmaster set fire to the cottage of a poor farming family? And where were Mama and Papa? Why had Breyard been left behind? The inevitable questions repeated themselves over and over like a canyon echo in my mind.

				Now I saw that we were very near to the ground. Ahead was a darkness that must be a wood.

				“I will leave you here with Breyard while I go for Yallick and Oleeda.”

				“Good plan,” I agreed. The mages were also healers and would know what to do.

				Then we were on the ground, right next to the trees. Xyla took off again as soon as I’d dismounted. Dry wood was plentiful, and it wasn’t long before I had a good fire burning. I covered Breyard with my cloak. It might be cold, but he needed the extra warmth more than I did. I checked him over again. I was sure that Xyla had been careful carrying him, but the abrupt takeoff followed by the cold of high altitude couldn’t have done any good and might well have done more harm.

				He lay unmoving, the dried blood on his face making it look as if he wore a mask. I shuddered and tried not to let my imagination get carried away. I couldn’t clean it up, for I had no water, and in a dark, unfamiliar place, I didn’t want to venture far to try to find any.

				As the sky began to lighten, it occurred to me that Xyla wouldn’t be able to make it to the mountain cave and back before the sun rose. Would she risk flying in daylight? Would Yallick let her?

				By the time the sun was well and truly up, I knew that Xyla and the others wouldn’t come until after nightfall. I watched Breyard’s still form. What was I supposed to do for him? His breathing was shallow, his heartbeat too fast. But I didn’t know what was wrong so couldn’t know what to do to make it right.

				In the clear light of morning, I saw that the gash was even worse than I’d imagined. It started above his right eye and went across his temple and deep into his hair. It was still seeping blood, though most of it seemed to have scabbed over.

				I put more wood on the fire. At least I would be able to keep him reasonably warm. And I could go search for water now, too. I didn’t have any food, for I hadn’t expected to need any, but my pack always held my traveling gear, which included a waterskin, a small cookpot, and my herbs. I could make tea, and even a cleansing draught to clean Breyard’s face of blood.

				Water wasn’t far away, no more than a five-minute walk into the wood. I should’ve known Xyla would make sure of that. After taking a very long drink and splashing the cold water on my face, I filled the skin and returned to the fire. As the water heated in the pot, I pulled my herbs and a clean tunic from my pack, then tore the tunic into strips.

				When the herbs had steeped in the hot water long enough, I soaked one of the strips and pressed it gently to Breyard’s forehead for a few moments to soften up the dried blood. Then, carefully and slowly, I dabbed at the gash, using a clean bit of cloth to dribble more water onto it. Once the worst of the blood was gone, the wound didn’t look quite as bad as it had, although it didn’t look good, either.

				After wrapping the top part of his head in more of the strips, I cleaned up the rest of his face. When that was done, I sat next to the fire with a sigh. I’d managed to kill less than an hour.

				My stomach rumbled. Nothing I could do about that. It was too early for even the earliest of Spring’s berries. And I had no hunting gear, by virtue of the fact that I had no hunting skill. I would just have to make the best of it. It wouldn’t be that difficult to make it through a day without food. Besides, there were plenty of herbs for tea.

				Partway through the morning, I pulled my meditation kit from my pack. Choosing a pale green candle for health and a dark blue one for resourcefulness, I went through the meditation routine.

				Clear my thoughts. In this still, solemn place, that was easy enough. I concentrated on taking slow, steady breaths, letting the tranquillity of the woods still my mind.

				Find my calm center. There. I nudged the worry over Breyard and our parents aside, and took another breath.

				Open my inner senses. I let the vibrations of life flow through me. Small woodland creatures, blooming shrubs, blossoming life, all but hidden to the eye, surrounded me.

				Absorb the power of the earth, the air, the life all around. Let it fill me and strengthen me and replenish my soul.

				The day passed at the speed of a snail. If even that. I drank endless cups of tea, checked Breyard over endless times, and paced around the fire endlessly.

				In the afternoon, I meditated again. Not very successfully this time, as my empty stomach kept intruding on my thoughts. After awhile, I gave up in annoyance at my inability to ignore something as insignificant as a bit of hunger and blew out the candles.

				The day had been reasonably warm for the time of year, but as the sun began to head down in earnest, it grew colder and I had to stay near the fire. At least it would soon be dark enough for Xyla to fly without being seen. Surely I didn’t have too very much longer to wait.

				I stared at Breyard’s face, willing him to give me some sign of improvement. Until recently, looking at him had been a bit like looking at my own reflection, except that he had hazel eyes while mine were dark brown. We shared the same thin nose and high cheekbones, and once upon a time had both had long, straight brown hair. Now his hair was almost shoulder-length and mine was bobbed at my jaw.

				But the biggest difference was the silver mark on my left cheek. A labyrinthine design called an Etosian knot, it had been carved into my skin by Rennirt, an evil lord who had tried to take my maejic power and make it his.

				I shook my head. Brooding on that mark wasn’t going to make it go away; I’d have to try to forget it. Or just learn to accept it. With a deep sigh, I rose to my feet and went to fill my waterskin one last time. It would take Xyla a few hours to get here.

				Three cups of tea later, I felt the dragon’s approaching presence. Relief flooded me that soon, proper help for Breyard would be here.

				Two huge shapes—not just one—came into view, blocking the stars with their wingspans. Xyla and Edin landed, and soon several human forms approached. Yallick, the mage who’d agreed to apprentice me. Oleeda, a master from the magic academy I’d run away from and who secretly was also a mage. And Traz, my ten-year-old traveling companion. I wondered how he’d convinced the mages to let him come.

				“Well, young lady,” Yallick said as he strode into the firelight and cast me the deepest, darkest frown he ever had. “What is this all about?”
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				Worrying about that girl will be the death of me. If it is not one thing, it is another. Or another. How her parents ever survived her childhood is beyond my power of imagination.

				Yet look at what she has done, what she has accomplished at so young an age ... not yet sixteen. I am proud, when I am not tempted to strangle her.

				And her parents will be proud, too, when they learn the full tale. The return of the red dragons from their long exile! A thing I never expected to see!

				Though go we to rest now, 

				say not thou “defeat.”

				The power of ages 

				again shall be meet.

				Ascent from the ashes,

				Descent from the stars,

				The power of ages 

				once more shall be ours.

				A strong one will quicken 

				and harvest alone.

				The power of ages 

				to lead us all home.

				They are home now, and they are mighty, but what of their power? We shall see; we shall see, indeed.
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				I swallowed and didn’t meet Yallick’s gaze. Never had those icy blue-green eyes of his pierced my soul as they did now. But an explanation of why I’d left in the middle of the night without telling him would have to wait. First things first.

				“Someone attacked my home. Mama and Papa are gone, and Breyard is hurt.” I gestured toward my brother and found that Oleeda was already tending him.

				“Xyla told us these things, of course,” Yallick said, holding my eyes with his. I refused to look away first. After all, I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was Yallick’s apprentice, not his slave, and I didn’t need his permission to go home to my parents. Yet he still managed to make me feel guilty.

				With a soft hrumph, he turned from me and crouched down next to Breyard. I moved closer.

				“What’s wrong with him? He’s going to be all right, isn’t he?”

				Oleeda had one hand on Breyard’s chest and the other on the crown of his head. “He has suffered a head injury,” she said, “but not a bad one. With the proper care, he should recover.”

				“I did the best I could!” Then I bit my lip. No one had suggested I hadn’t.

				Both of the mages looked up at me in surprise. The wrinkles around Oleeda’s eyes deepened as she frowned, and Yallick rose to his feet again. When he spoke, his gravelly voice was soft and kind.

				“Come walk with me, child. Traz and Oleeda can look after your brother.”

				He held out his arm in an expectant way. Had I felt any sense of compulsion, I wouldn’t have moved, but the vibration I felt from him was one of entreaty. I reached for his elbow, and he tucked my hand into the crook of his arm and led me away.

				We walked on for what seemed to be forever, while the pressure built up inside me.

				“How are we going to find—” I finally began.

				“Hush,” Yallick interrupted, patting my hand.

				Hush? How was I supposed to hush with all this anxiety roiling around inside me? Did he have a plan? And if so, why not discuss it in front of the others? I felt as if I were going to explode, but every time I took a breath to speak, the old mage just patted my hand maddeningly again. If he thought that would calm me down, he was greatly mistaken.

				Eventually he let out a long sigh. “You have been through much in the past few months, more than it would seem anyone ever should, especially one so young as you.”

				His words stung me into defensiveness. “I’ll be sixteen soon.”

				Yallick patted my hand. “Indeed. You are a young woman of whom your parents must be very proud. And,” he stressed the word when I opened my mouth to interrupt him, “I am proud of you, too. Perhaps even more than your parents, for they do not yet know the whole story.”

				“And what do you think has happened to them?” Why didn’t he seem to think this was a pressing matter? The longer we delayed looking for them, the harder it would be to find them.

				“Xyla said the two of you were attacked by dragonmasters.”

				“Yes, but what does that—” I stopped speaking as the obvious answer burst into my mind. My next words came out as a whisper. “Are you saying my parents were taken by the dragonmasters?”

				“It would seem so.”

				“But … but why?”

				“That, indeed, is the crucial question, is it not?”

				“Well, why do you think they would?”

				“I can think of many reasons, but would prefer not to speak of them until I know which is the correct one.”

				Typical sort of answer from the mage. I looked over at him as we walked in silence under the stars. His long white-blond hair was tied back as usual. Under the night sky, he looked even younger than Papa, although I knew that he was actually over eighty years old. Positively ancient.

				But for the first time, I wondered what it would have been like to know him when he was my age, when he was an apprentice mage learning about his maejic instead of the powerful—if clandestine—leader he was now. Much as I hated to admit it, I decided he’d probably been good-looking, maybe even as handsome as Grey. I steered my heart away from that thought.

				Yallick cleared his throat, which never managed to improve the sound of his voice. “We will address the situation of your parents presently. Right now, it is you yourself about whom I am most concerned.”

				“Me?” My heart started to beat a little harder.

				“You sound surprised. Have you forgotten in the space of a single day that you virtually ran away?”

				His voice sounded almost hurt, and my reply that he couldn’t tell me what to do died on my lips before I could speak it. Me, hurt Yallick’s feelings? Now there was an idea I would’ve thought laughable.

				“What I want to know,” he continued when I didn’t answer, “is what made you leave so precipitously, without even waking me.”

				I bit my bottom lip. When he put it like that, it seemed the obvious thing I should have done. And the truth—“I had a dream”—sounded stupid now. We walked on in silence as I tried to think of a way to answer him that didn’t make me look like a complete idiot.

				Yallick sighed. “I think it is time you understood something, Donavah. I am not your father, and though I am your teacher and bear a certain responsibility for you, you remain your own person. There are powers at work here that none of us entirely understand. If we talk about them openly and frankly between ourselves, we are more likely to gain enlightenment. Now. Will you please tell me what happened?”

				I tried to compose my thoughts in an ordered fashion. Best, probably, to be succinct about it. “It was a dream,” I said, speaking softly. I paused, waiting for him to snort derisively or otherwise express his annoyance with such a weak explanation.

				Instead, he spoke in a musing voice. “A dream?”

				Encouraged, I went on. “I’ve been having these dreams for weeks, where someone is playing Talisman and Queen with me. And they keep taunting me, saying over and over that it’s my move. Last night ...” My voice trailed off and I shivered at the memory. “It was Anazian.” Yallick stopped walking and stood frozen in place, looking straight ahead. I swallowed. “Something in his manner, the way he talked about my family—well, when I woke up, I just, well, knew with an absolute certainly that I had to get home. Immediately. Xyla was awake and said she’d take me.” Yallick still hadn’t moved, and I began to feel uncomfortable. “I see now, I should’ve woken you up.”

				“It would have been better,” he agreed. “And yet I understand why. Or at least I suspect that it was not entirely your own decision.”

				“What do you mean, not my own decision?”

				He didn’t answer immediately, and the silence stretched between us. “I think it better to say no more until I am sure.”

				I wanted to ask him why he’d brought it up at all if he didn’t intend to explain himself, but I managed to bite back the words. Instead, I asked, “What do we do now? How will we find my parents?”

				Yallick stopped walking, turned to face me, and took my chilly hands in his warm ones. “Your parents are currently beyond your reach. It will take a concerted effort to effect their rescue, and we shall do so. But in the meantime, I want you to regain your equilibrium. It is what they would want you to do.”

				“But—” I started to argue before his words sank in. “What?”

				He gave my hands a little squeeze. “Right now, you are my chief concern. I want you to take some time and focus your considerable energy on yourself, on your own spirit.”

				His gentle words brought tears to my eyes. “My parents,” I said yet again.

				“Shh. I do not ask you not to worry. I ask only that you trust me. Will you do that?”

				Looking down, I nodded. Yallick released one of my hands and tucked the other back into the crook of his arm. We walked without speaking back to the others.

				Where I learned exactly why Traz had come with the mages. Breyard was sitting up next to the fire with Oleeda on one side of him and Traz on the other. My brother wore a slightly dazed expression on his face, while Traz looked triumphant and Oleeda amazed. Yallick let out a tiny gasp of surprise, let go of my hand, and practically leapt the last few steps.

				Traz grinned up at him. “I told you so,” he said, laughter glinting in his eyes as he held up his staff, which he’d found on our first journey together and later discovered was a powerful artifact from another world.

				“All right, young man,” Yallick growled with gruff affection. “You have proven your point and need not gloat.” He crouched down next to Breyard, one hand on his shoulder and the other on Traz’s. “How do you feel, son?”

				Breyard lifted a hand to his forehead and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t understand. How did I get here? The last thing I remember—but no.” He shuddered. “It must’ve been a dream. Or a nightmare.” His shoulders slumped.

				Yallick and Oleeda exchanged glances. I felt a jolt of tension pass between them. What did they know that they weren’t saying?

				“Let us go. The sooner back, the sooner we can all have a hot meal.”

				We put out the fire and readied ourselves to go. Oleeda had brought a spare cloak for Breyard. He put it on, then he and Traz mounted Edin while Oleeda, Yallick, and I climbed onto Xyla.

				It was a long, cold journey back to the cave in the mountains. Generally, I loved flying dragonback—the wind rushing past my face, the way the ground sped by below, the great sense of power in the animal on which I rode. But now my mind was elsewhere. I wondered that I hadn’t felt the cold last night. Had that been part of Anazian’s enchantment? The thought that I’d been so thoroughly taken in made me feel hot with both anger and embarrassment. Yet something had obviously gone wrong with his plan. I just couldn’t figure out what. None of it made sense, but I had the feeling that the answer was important, if I could only puzzle it out.

				My thoughts wound themselves into knots as I tried to make sense of everything, but none of the pieces quite fit together. Why would Anazian go to so much effort to get me to leave the safety of the mages and go home? Why had dragonmasters kidnapped my parents and left my brother for dead? Why did Yallick act as if finding my parents wasn’t important? How did all this fit together?

				Finally, Xyla began to descend. Before long we were back on the ground. To my surprise, mages bustled everywhere.

				“What’s going on?” I asked Oleeda as she dismounted.

				“Why, we are getting ready to leave, dear. Surely you knew, did you not?”

				I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. Why?”

				Yallick slid down Xyla’s back. “The dragonmasters know where we are. We must go.”

				“But where to?”

				“The dragons have told us of a lake in the desert. Several of them flew there today and found that it is uninhabited.”

				“Of course. Delaron,” I said. That was the sage community on Stychs, a world exactly like our own; at least it was physically the same. The red dragons had somehow magically transported themselves to that world a thousand years ago, and when the dragonmasters attacked the mage encampment in the mountains a few days ago, Xyla had taken Traz, Grey, and me there to escape. We’d found the red dragons in their city of Delaron and convinced them to return with us. We’d stayed there several months, but when we returned to this world, Hedra, it was the same instant in which we’d left.

				“Yes,” Oleeda said. “The dragons say this is the name of the place in their world.”

				Yallick nodded. “So we will go there while we determine our next move. Let us go inside where it is warm.”

				He led the way, and Oleeda and I followed. Breyard and Traz came in a few minutes later. The meal was full of conversation about the move to Delaron, but I didn’t pay any attention. I wondered how we were supposed to find my parents if we went a hundred miles farther away from here—across the mountains, even. I didn’t care that Anazian would be far, far away and wouldn’t be able to torment me anymore. What did that matter if the dragonmasters were tormenting my parents?

				Later, as Traz and I packed our things, he burst out, “It was great!” he said. “Oh, I wish you’d seen.”

				“Seen what?” I pulled my thoughts away from Mama and Papa and our burning house.

				“Breyard. And Oleeda’s face, too.”

				“Oh, right. What did you do?”

				“All I had to do was touch his head with my staff and concentrate for a moment. No effort at all. His eyes blinked open, and he asked where he was. You should’ve seen Oleeda. She couldn’t believe it.”

				“I know how she feels. I couldn’t believe it, either, that time when you woke up after breaking your leg, and it was all healed.” I gave him my warmest smile. “I really appreciate it.”

				He gave a little shrug. “What’s the point of having power if you don’t use it?”

				What point, indeed?
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				It took forever for me to fall asleep. I lay trying not to toss and turn as everyone else’s breathing slowed into the rhythm of sleep. First, I thought about my parents. Why had dragonmasters taken them? Why had they left Breyard behind? Then Anazian’s handsome face floated in my imagination, laughing at me as I tried to escape his gaze. And how would we be able to resettle at the desert lake with no resources? Overriding everything: why were the dragonmasters after us?

				Eventually, my mind wearied of its frenzy, and I fell asleep.

				A woman stood before me wearing a brown robe, her face shrouded in a deep hood. I stood there on my guard, poised to flee if necessary. Yet there was no threat from her. Music filled the air, a high-pitched melody that pierced my spirit. A voice began to sing in harmony, and after a moment I realized it was the woman. She lifted her hand and beckoned to me, and when she turned, I followed.

				Her movements were silent, and I summoned my maejic so that I could walk silently, too. The woman led on, through the trees, silent as a ghost. After awhile, I recognized where we were going: just ahead was a stone circle, an ancient monument from time out of memory.

				I hesitated at the edge of the circle, wary of entering it with the unknown woman who now stood in the center. Just as I summoned the courage, someone placed a hand on my shoulder.

				“Donavah, what are you doing here?”

				I jolted awake to find that I really was standing at the stone circle, and Grey stood next to me. I shivered in the cold air. “Grey? What happened?”

				“You were sleepwalking. Chase got me up.”

				I looked around for the hound. “Where ...?”

				“I told him to stay at the cave. I was afraid he might try to wake you.” He put an arm around my shoulder and led me a few steps away from the circle. “Then I end up having to wake you myself. Are you all right?”

				“Cold,” I said. “I don’t understand what’s happening. I’ve never walked in my sleep before.” Then I remembered that night on Stychs when Shandry had followed me. We’d never told Grey about it, because I’d been on watch and didn’t want to admit to him I’d fallen asleep. 

				He glanced back toward the stone circle and shuddered. “There’s something evil there. Can’t you feel it? Something horrible would’ve happened if you walked into there. C’mon, let’s go back before you freeze.”

				He drew me close to his side, and I felt a little warmer. And not all of it was due to his body heat. It felt both good and confusing to be so near to him. My heart sped up a little, then I worried that he would perceive it. I told myself not to be stupid; after his relationship with Shandry, which had ended only days before when we’d returned to Hedra, it couldn’t be possible that he’d be interested in me, not that way. Could it?

				But as if my thought triggered something in him, too, Grey stopped walking. We were almost to the path but still under cover of the trees. Silver moonlight filtered through the branches, not providing enough light to see details clearly, but instead making everything glow with gentle luminosity.

				We faced each other, and Grey took my shoulders in his hands. My blood pounded in my ears as he bent his head toward me. For a split second, my mind said I should push him away, but when my hands touched his chest and I felt his heartbeat through his shirt, my own heart flopped over. I let him kiss me.

				Colors exploded in my soul, and the taste of his lips left me breathless. One of his hands rose to my neck, and the touch of his skin on mine sent a shiver of pleasure through me. I broke off the kiss for a moment and lifted a hand to touch his face. He smiled and pulled me close again. I closed my eyes as his lips touched mine.

				Then he let out a strange little gasp, and the full weight of his body fell against me. I staggered backwards.

				“How very touching,” someone said with a nasty laugh as Grey dropped to the ground. There, bloody knife in hand, stood Anazian.
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				Word has arrived from Barrowfield, and I am displeased. Oh, Tegar and Mellas are taken, and that is good. Yet not all has gone according to plan.

				Idiot Royal Guardsmen! I gave explicit instructions that none were to be harmed, yet they left the brat behind, dead. That he fought is no excuse, and I shall have the tongue and hands of the man who killed him.

				Further, the dragon and the girl escaped! Again! Responsibility for that can be lain on Tegar. Ironic, for he does not know that slaying several of my dragonmasters, while fruitless in regard to himself, saved his own daughter from capture. Temporarily, of course. I have already sent my son a bird with tidings. He will know what to do to correct the situation.

				Ah, I shall savor the look on Tegar’s face when he learns into whose power he has fallen, when he looks on me again after all these years.
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				I stood frozen in shock, unable to speak or think as I stared down at Grey. Before I could gather my thoughts, Anazian grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me toward him.

				“You will not escape this time,” he said, his voice threatening and assured. He stood tall, took a huge breath, and whispered a single word, one I’d never heard before but overflowing with power.

				A flash of blue light blinded me. It felt like something was squeezing me on all sides, and I thought my skull would crack. I screamed, but no sound reached my ears.

				Then the pressure disappeared, and I sucked in a breath of air. Anazian still gripped my wrist, and he started walking, tugging me along in his wake. I stumbled along behind, trying to gather my scattered wits.

				When I finally became aware of my surroundings, I saw that the trees had changed. No longer were they the pines I’d grown familiar with. Around us now was an oak wood, and just ahead, a forest of darkness: ancient, wizened trees I didn’t recognize whose canopy let no moonlight through at all. What had happened? Where were we? I pulled against Anazian’s hold on me.

				He stopped and turned to me. “I have no patience for any of your childish whining.” Despite the harsh words, his voice sounded breathless and a little weak, much as I felt. “You can come with me of your own will, or I can force you to do as I say. You choose.”

				I glared at him, though I was sure he couldn’t tell in the nearly pitch darkness. But of course, the truth was I knew I had no choice in the matter at all. He knew it, too. When he turned and started walking again, I forced my feet to follow. We entered the dark wood.

				The vibrations coming from the trees didn’t feel anything like those near the cave. As we walked, I concluded Anazian had somehow transported us from one place to another, and I had no idea whatsoever where we were. I reached out for Xyla or any of the other dragons, hoping we hadn’t gone far, but the brooding of the trees pressed in on me, reflecting my thoughts back. It almost hurt.

				We hadn’t gone far when we entered a small clearing. The moon had risen high enough to shine down onto a small thatched cottage and a stable. Anazian led me to the stable, opened the door, and went inside. He made a limp motion with his hand, then let out a disgusted sigh.

				“Took more out of me than I expected,” he muttered under his breath. He closed the door behind us, and I heard the bolt slide home. “Don’t move,” he commanded, and not wishing to crash into anything in the dark, I obeyed.

				A moment later there was a spark that grew into the flame of a lantern. Two horses in stalls nickered softly. Taking up most of the space, however, was a wagon on which stood a large cage made not of metal or lumber but of raw branches about two inches in diameter.

				Anazian took my arm and forced me to the side of the wagon. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then reached up with his free hand and ran it across the branches. They quivered for a moment, then softened and grew lax, leaving an opening.

				“Get in,” Anazian said, pushing me.

				“What?” I exclaimed in disbelief.

				He spun around and faced me, taking hold of my upper arms so tightly I was sure I’d have bruises. He brought his face near mine, and his eyes burned with a terrifying fire. In a low voice so threatening it almost stopped my blood in my veins, he said, “Do as I say, and do it now. My patience is gone. If you want to be both alive and in one piece an hour from now, get into the cage. This instant.”

				He shoved me at the wagon, slamming me into it and almost knocking the breath out of me. I didn’t need to be told twice. Forcing air into my lungs, I climbed unsteadily up, then squeezed my way through the opening. The branches seemed to give a little bit more as I passed, though the bark of them scraped my skin and snagged at my clothes.

				Once I was inside, Anazian ran his hands across the branches again, and they straightened at his touch. He stood watching me, a satisfied expression on his face. “That will do,” he said, turning away.

				“What are you going to do with me?” I asked in a small voice that shook with fear.

				Anazian turned back to me. “And you thought you were so smart. I daresay you’ll find out soon enough.”

				A hatred deeper than any I’d ever felt before flared in my heart. I bit back any more questions, not wanting to give him any more fuel for his humor.

				Anazian took the lantern and left. I listened without moving until I heard the sounds of the cottage door opening and closing. Sure that he was really gone, I pressed myself against the branches that formed the bars of the cage.

				They didn’t budge.

				I ran my hands across them just as Anazian had done, trying to find the flexible part. Perhaps I’d got turned around in the dark. I crawled to the other side and tested the cage. Nothing.

				One at a time, I pushed, pulled, and tried to twist each bar. With the same result: they were as fixed as if they were iron.

				Carefully, I tried to stand, but the top of the cage wasn’t quite as high as my shoulders. It, too, was made of more of the branches, and I tried to find a weak spot among them. To no avail.

				Now convinced I was caged like a beast, I wept. First, tears trickled down my cheeks, and knowing I was alone, I did nothing to stop them. But they offered no relief to my pent-up emotions, and soon I was beating my fists on the floor in frustration. I screamed at Anazian, demanding he free me and take me back where I belonged. I even threatened to kill him if ever I got my hands on him.

				But all this outburst did was leave my hands bruised and aching, and my throat raw.

				Eventually the storm subsided into quiet sobs and finally into silence. The vision of Grey lying on the ground filled my mind. Was he dead? Could he be alive? The horror of it all swept over me and took my breath away. Perhaps Chase had found him; surely he would’ve known from their link that something had happened. I imagined the brown and white hound using his cold nose to prod Yallick awake, then leading the mage to where Grey lay bleeding. Maybe Traz had healed him as easily as he’d healed Breyard. Yes, I was sure Chase wouldn’t let his master die cold and alone in the dark. But would there have been enough time? I moaned in despair that I could well be the cause of Grey’s death.

				Once I’d grown calm enough to think clearly, it occurred to me that I’d been acting like a witless animal, as if I didn’t have any power of my own. I sat in the center of the cage and closed my eyes. Not that doing so made a real difference, but following a long-established routine helped my concentration.

				When I summoned my maejic, though, nothing happened. I tried speaking to the horses, but they didn’t respond. I opened up to receive the life vibrations around me. When we’d passed through them, the woods had felt bitter and hateful; now, there was nothing. I tried to warm myself, something I’d learned while crossing the mountains on foot. By this time, I didn’t expect anything to happen so wasn’t prepared for the blast of power that rebounded onto me, churning through my head and heart. I sat frozen, willing it to pass. When it finally did, it left my head throbbing and my ears ringing.

				I lay down and tried to sleep. But a bare wood floor is hard to sleep on, and while it wasn’t as cold in the stable as it was outside, neither was it comfortable. When light started to outline the chinks in the board walls, I had had no sleep, and I needed badly to relieve myself.

				If there was a window in the stable, it must be covered over, for the whole day it never grew much lighter.

				And, indeed, the whole day passed. My stomach growled and I grew thirsty. These were things I knew from experience I could endure, at least for a short time.

				But nature’s call cannot be ignored forever, and eventually I found myself screaming once again for Anazian to let me out.

				At last, desperate for relief and unable to hold it any longer, I took my best guess as to which corner of the cage was lowest and did my business in it, hoping I hadn’t misjudged and wouldn’t be crawling around in my own mess before long.

				The hours crept by. I must’ve dozed at some point, because the stirring of the horses woke me up. They must be getting hungry, too. What on earth was Anazian playing at, leaving me trapped in this cage and even letting his own livestock go hungry?

				The stable walls had gone completely black again, and it was growing more difficult to ignore my hunger and thirst. To judge by the stamping and whinnying of the horses, they felt much the same.

				When, then, I heard the sound of a door slamming, I thought it must be my imagination, which, between the fear, the discomfort, and the renewed darkness, had already begun overreacting.

				But a moment later, the stable door opened and Anazian strode in carrying a lantern. He was clean-shaven and had combed his hair. Back before I knew he was a traitor, his vanity had amused me. Now it made my anger smolder deep in my breast. Here I was, starving, thirsty, and almost literally sitting in my own stink while he’d spent the day pampering himself. I bit back the words I wanted to spit at him and satisfied myself with staring insolently at him.

				He set the lantern on a table and walked past the cage as if it didn’t exist. He put hay in the manger and poured oats into a bin. Soon the horses were munching contentedly while Anazian spoke to them in a comforting tone, his voice so low I couldn’t hear the words.

				When he passed the cage again, he wrinkled his nose and made a face as, presumably, he caught scent of my mess. Next instant he was at the side of the cage, running his hands along the bars, which again grew pliant and flexed at his apparent command. This time, they left a larger opening. He leaned through and grabbed me by the collar of my shirt, dragging me out and tumbling me to the ground.

				“Fah!” he exclaimed. “How dare you?” He reached down and pulled me to my feet, where I struggled to keep my balance after spending most of a night and day cramped and unable to stretch out, standing or lying down, to my full length. “How dare you do such a thing?”

				I glared at him for a moment. “How dare you leave me in there so long?”

				He slapped my face so hard I pitched to the ground again. Whatever weakness had overcome him last night, he was over it now.

				“You will keep a civil tongue in that mouth or I will tear it out.”

				Another jailer had used that same threat against me once, and now, like then, I believed it. I struggled to my feet, wiping a trickle of blood from my mouth.

				“Now, sit there.” Anazian pointed to a stool next to the small table on which the lantern sat. I did as he said. He picked up a thick stick from the table and began rolling it between his hands. “Let us arrive at an understanding,” he continued. “I am in charge, and you will do as I say. You have had displays of some of my power, but believe me when I say that there is much you don’t know and can’t even imagine. I am itching to show off, so I suggest you not tempt me. Have I made myself clear?”

				I nodded. A lump had risen in my throat, and tendrils of fear began to snag at my heart. My breath came in ragged shudders.

				He breathed on the stick. “I daresay you remember the rapport I have with trees?”

				As if I could forget. What seemed like a lifetime ago, he’d embedded my hands in the trunks of two of them, leaving me to die from exposure to the elements. Except that Grey had found me, thanks to Chase, and rescued me. An image of Grey lying blood-soaked on the ground at my feet filled my mind.

				Anazian had paused, obviously expecting an answer, so I nodded again as I blinked tears back. He gave me a handsome smile.

				“Then this should come as no surprise to you.” He stepped up to me and held the stick to my neck.

				I let out a gasp of surprise. The stick was at least an inch thick and had been quite sturdy as he’d handled it; now, it bent as if it were a vine. He set it exactly in place, and I felt his fingers against my skin as he seemed to shape the thing. A moment later, he stepped back and admired his handiwork.

				“Yes, that will do nicely. Now, there’s a pail in the corner there, and clean straw in the stalls. Clean up that mess you made.”

				I rose from the stool and went to the dark corner he’d indicated. With my back turned, I reach up and fingered the wood that loosely encircled my neck. How had he bent it so easily? I shuddered. Then I picked up the pail, hoping no spiders or other crawlies were hiding in it. I almost asked for water, but decided that, assuming I would be spending the night in the cage again, I didn’t fancy having damp wood beneath me.

				I picked up a large handful of straw and went to the cage. Using the straw like a rag, I swept the waste into the pail, then used a fresh handful to wipe the area dry. When I’d got it as clean as I could, I stepped away.

				Anazian stood up and, using a foot so as not to have to touch it, he slid the pail over to the door. “Ruination of a perfectly good bucket, more’s the pity,” he muttered loud enough that I could hear. “Still, I don’t suppose it could be helped, after all. And it doesn’t really matter.” He took something from a shelf on the wall next to the door. “Change into this.” He threw it at me, and I caught it. A plain, white shift. “Now!” he shouted when I didn’t move fast enough.

				To my intense embarrassment, he didn’t allow me any privacy while I changed. I turned my back to him and tried to be as discreet as I could. Whether he actually watched me or not, I never knew, choosing not to look and see what he was doing.

				“Back inside,” he said.

				I wondered for a split second if I could make myself follow his order, but when he reached toward me, I pulled myself together and climbed back on my own.

				Shivering as he “closed” the opening again, I tried not to cry.

				He picked up my clothes and the lantern and left without another word.

				[image: spacer.ai]

				[image: ding.eps]

				It worked. It was hard to do, harder than anything I’ve ever done before, but it worked! Long I sought the knowledge, and acquiring it was costly in both gold and energy. But it was worth the expense and more. I long to share this knowledge with my father. I am very sure it will help us accomplish our great task.

				It is unfortunate, of course, that the spell takes a full day to prepare for and a day and a night to recover from. And it cannot take one as far as one might wish.

				Ah, but when it is needful, what a wonder it is to move instantly from one place to another!
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				When I tried to sleep, I couldn’t get comfortable and instead simply tossed and turned. When my hand touched the wood around my neck, I sat up.

				I examined it the only way I could in the dark: with my fingers. It wasn’t at all tight, though not loose enough to take off. It was a perfect circle and, strangest of all, had no beginning or end. How could Anazian do such a thing? I passed it endlessly through my hands, even dragging a fingernail along it, but could find not chink nor seam.

				The night grew chill. I sat shivering for awhile, still fingering the wood collar. My maejic hadn’t worked the night before, but there was no reason not to try it again. After all, maybe it had just been the shock of everything that had happened. First, Grey getting stabbed and maybe—no, probably—dying. Surely Anazian knew exactly where to strike so that there would be no hope that his victim could survive.

				Then there had been transporting instantly from one place to another. Now it occurred to me that perhaps that’s what had weakened the mage the night before. Hadn’t he said something to that effect? Maybe he hadn’t been ignoring the horses and me; maybe he’d been asleep or meditating, recovering from spending so much power.

				Finally, there had been the shock and indignity of being put into a cage. I hadn’t even thought to meditate. I might not have candles, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t go through the routine.

				Clear my thoughts. Breathe deeply. Find my calm center. Open my inner senses.

				Closing my eyes again, I took a calming breath and, concentrating hard, I drew on my power.

				A searing pain shot into my head, as if knives were stabbing my brain. Lights flashed riotously, and a roar filled my ears. Pressing my hands against my skull, hoping pressure might relieve even a little of the pain, I collapsed back into a heap on the floor of my cage.

				At least this night I slept. Pushed past the point of exhaustion, my mind finally lost itself in oblivion. At least for a few hours.
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				I awoke to the sound of the stable door opening. Anazian pushed a loaf of bread and a full skin of water through the bars of the cage. I wolfed down the loaf, wishing there were more, then drank my fill of water.

				In the meantime, my captor fed the horses, and while they ate, he let me out.

				“Help me load supplies,” he said. “We need to be on the road within the hour.”

				For the next little while, I helped him. The cage took up about half the space in the wagon. We now filled the rest of it with stacks of crates and bundles.

				“Where are we going?” I asked, surprising both of us. I hadn’t meant to voice my thoughts aloud.

				Anazian didn’t answer. Instead, he tied the end of a rope to one of the iron loops bolted to the wagon and handed the rope to me. “Hold this taut.” He didn’t speak as together we tied the pile down securely.

				“We will go outside now, and you will do your business there. I will not tolerate another mess. Do you understand?”

				I nodded, hoping I looked more submissive than I felt. As if it had been my fault!

				Outside, the air was fresh and cool. A blue sky overhead promised a pleasant day—for someone with the freedom to enjoy it, I thought bitterly.

				I did what I’d been allowed out for, and a few moments later was back in the hateful cage.

				Anazian opened a huge door along one side of the stable and hitched up the horses. He disappeared again. Maybe fifteen minutes later he reappeared, dressed in traveling clothes with sturdy boots.

				He led the horses out, stopped them once we were clear of the door so that he could close and lock it, and then we were under way.

				It felt good to be outside despite everything. Anazian walked alongside the horses, which I thought a little odd, but the path we followed was rough, and the horses couldn’t have gone faster than Anazian walked anyway. As the wheels rolled over the uneven ground, I pitched from side to side. I felt every bump and dip. Before long, my back and neck ached from the abuse.

				I staved off thoughts of Grey and whether he was still alive by concentrating as much as I could on my surroundings. The trees were not particularly tall, but their trunks were vast and black. The path cut between them, but they gave up the space grudgingly, and their branches intertwined overhead, their dark green leaves obscuring most of the light. Hatred flowed off them—and one didn’t have to use maejic to feel it—and I wondered how much of the dimness was caused by that.

				Almost by reflex, I found myself fingering the wooden collar again. It was quickly becoming a habit. Did this wood come from one of these trees? And what about the bars of the cage? And why was everything so silent? I could scarcely imagine it was possible for a forest to be entirely devoid of animal life, but I’d not yet heard the song of a bird or the skittering of rodents or even the tap-tap-tap of a woodpecker. All was stillness and silence, except for the noise we intruders made.

				We went over an especially big bump, and I bit my tongue painfully. I hoped it wouldn’t be long before we reached a proper road, where the wagon could travel more easily. Maybe we’d be able to go faster then, too. I had no idea where we were or where we were gong, but the sooner this journey was over, the better.

				A few hours later, at what I guessed might be midday, we stopped. Anazian took some things out of a bundle. Without saying a word, he gave me a small bit of dried meat—for which I didn’t thank him—and a cup of water. So far, it didn’t look as if he planned to starve me. He set the brakes on the front wheels, then walked off into the trees. I stared after him long after I’d lost sight of him in the shadows.

				Then something occurred to me that, once thought of, made me feel a bit thick for not having thought of it sooner. Anazian clearly wasn’t planning on letting me die. If that were his objective—as it had been once before—he would’ve been done with it already. He wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of caging me and taking me somewhere. No, he would’ve killed me instead of Grey.

				And the admission that Grey must certainly be dead settled like a heavy cloud on my thoughts and didn’t let go for a very long time. Would they bury him, or would they burn him on a pyre? Which would he prefer? What kind of friend was I not to know the answer to that question? And yet, why should I ever have asked it? Whenever my mind returned to its hopeful imaginings that the others had found him in time, had saved him, I told myself to stop being stupid. Accepting the truth now would make it easier to bear later.

				Anazian reappeared with a spring in his step that had been absent before. He even had a smile on his face. When he caught sight of me, he stopped mid-stride. What now? I wondered. After giving me a confused frown, he came to the side of the cage. I held my ground, quelling the urge to back away.

				“Come here,” he said. “Come closer.”

				I approached cautiously, unsure of what he wanted. He put a hand through the bars, which quivered at his touch, and stroked a thumb across my left cheek. A shiver went down my spine. Of course: the mark Rennirt had given me. In the past two days I hadn’t thought of it once; now consciousness of it came sweeping back.

				“What is this?” he asked in a quiet, bemused voice. “Fascinating.”

				I didn’t flinch from his scrutiny, but I didn’t look at him either; instead, I kept my eyes fixed on the trees behind him.

				“Well,” he said, finally taking his hand away from my face, “I see there’s a story to tell here.”

				Much to my relief, he didn’t ask me to tell it then and there. He released the brakes, took his place next to the horse on the left, and made a clucking sound.

				As soon as we were moving again, my muscles began to complain; I’d just got used to the comfortable stillness, and now it was back to jolting along.

				I lay down on my back for awhile. It was impossible to sleep, but I closed my eyes and tried to empty my mind of thoughts of Grey and Anazian and this tiresome journey, which was little more than half a day old yet.

				After awhile, I noticed a change in our surroundings. First, the leaves overhead began to thin, and the light coming through took on a green cast rather than grey. The high-pitched call of a bird pierced the air, and it was answered by another, farther off but still clear and musical.

				The air itself felt easier to breathe, as if it were free of the resentment that had been keeping it bound. It was exactly like the change of season from Winter to Spring, and it happened over the course of just an hour.

				I sat up, though my back and neck protested, and looked around to find we’d left the black woods behind. Now I recognized the trees surrounding us: oaks, birches, and pines. A movement caught my eye, and I got a glimpse of the bushy tail of a squirrel just before it disappeared.

				Unfortunately for me, the condition of the path didn’t improve, but my hopes rose for better things ahead.

				We traveled on until almost nightfall. Anazian led the horses onto a grassy verge, then set the brakes, took a waterskin, and started to walk away. His feet shuffled now, as if he were tired, and he stumbled over a raised tree root. Odd, I thought. Surely if he were that tired, he could’ve driven the horses instead of walking with them.

				When he came back, he shoved the waterskin, dripping but full, through the bars of my cage. “Drink your fill,” he said, his voice drained of all vitality. I did, watching him as he unhitched the horses and hobbled them, allowing them to graze freely.

				Then, finally, he released me from the cage. For the next half hour, I did most of the work setting up camp: gathering firewood, unloading a few of the bundles, and cooking the evening meal. With that, at least, Anazian was generous; at any rate, he let me eat my fill. When we were done, I, of course, had to do the washing up, too. The whole time, Anazian did little more than direct me as he sat very close to the fire. That seemed strange, for I wasn’t cold despite wearing only a thin shift, while he, dressed in buckskin and boots, sat shivering occasionally.

				Once all the work was done, he finally stirred himself. Full dark had settled by now. He opened one of the bundles he’d had me unload from the wagon and rummaged in it. I caught my breath in surprise when he took out meditation candles and holders. Surely he wasn’t going to let me meditate, was he?

				No, of course not. He, too, was a mage, so naturally it was part of his own routine to meditate. He’d studied, many years ago, with Yallick—been his apprentice, even. And he’d become a master. His being a traitor didn’t change any of that.

				“I need to ...” He didn’t finish the sentence. His voice still sounded tired, as if he hadn’t been strengthened at all by the food. He pushed himself to his feet and walked to a nearby tree, from which drooped a tangle of vines. Speaking in a quiet voice, he tore away some of the vines, then came back to the fire.

				“Put out your hands,” he said. “I can’t be having you loose while I can’t attend to you.”

				Grateful that he wasn’t making me get back into the cage, I did exactly as he wished. And tried not to despise myself for my compliance.

				He used the length of vine to tie my wrists together in a complicated and very secure way.

				“There. If you cause me any trouble tonight, next time I’ll tie them behind you. And leave you in the cage, too.”

				I had no doubt he meant it, but his words had little force behind them. He picked up the candles and disappeared into the trees again.

				I sat for awhile, simply staring into the fire. The faces of my friends seemed to dance in the flames.

				Traz, who’d helped me save my brother and who wanted to be a mage, only to find when we were on Stychs that he had a powerful magic unknown in our world: the danse.

				Yallick, the master mage to whom I’d apprenticed myself. He often seemed grim and unhappy, but I’d come to realize that he really did care for me and wanted most of all for me to grow strong in my maejic.

				Oleeda, another master mage. She was kind and understanding, though sometimes hard to predict. At any rate, she was less a cipher than Yallick was.

				Breyard, my older brother, whom, ironically, I always seemed to be looking after. He was a prankster and practical joker, but he, too, had maejic power. And something had happened to him during his own time on Stychs that had settled him down a little, made him more steady. I hadn’t yet learned what that was.

				Mama and Papa. They were exactly what parents should be: bossy and annoying and full of love and unexpected kindness. Papa, I’d figured out recently, was maejic, too, although he’d hidden this fact all our lives. Why? And why had dragonmasters kidnapped him and Mama?

				Grey. I tried to steer my thoughts away from him, but the memory of my last sight of him repeated itself over and over, leaving me, yet again, in tears.

				I lay on the ground near the fire and fell asleep. I came partly awake when Anazian returned. When his footsteps came near, I closed my eyes, not wanting him to know I was awake. To my great surprise, he lay a thin blanket over me. I almost thanked him but cut off the words. More sure now than ever that he didn’t intend to kill me, I fell back to sleep.

				But it wasn’t a restful night. Although only my hands were tied, I still couldn’t move naturally or get comfortable. My joints were stiff from having spent several days in that cage, and my flesh felt battered from the single day’s rough journey.

				And to make matters worse, my arms began to itch. Not severely, the way they would if I’d broken out in a rash, but here and there in tiny bursts, as if bugs were crawling on me. The bothersome sensation woke me up several times and even penetrated my dreams. It spread to the rest of my body: my legs, my back, my neck. But something kept me from being able to scratch. It was like a dream where you need to run away only to find your feet won’t move. A presence was there, threatening and watching and preventing me from moving. Slowly, something crept like a snake all around my body. I writhed around, thin tendrils tickling my skin and getting up my nose and into my mouth.

				I finally forced myself awake, only to find that much of my dream was reality. I couldn’t move. Something covered my face, preventing me from seeing anything. I could still breathe, but barely. Unable to help myself, I screamed.

				Anazian laughed in reply.

				“My, my. What do we have here?”

				He moved aside that which obstructed my vision, and I saw that morning had arrived. I also saw that I was encased, head to foot, in vines. They’d grown from the ones he’d used to bind my wrists. Overnight, they’d completely covered me.

				Anazian helped me to a sitting position but didn’t remove the vines. For some reason, the whole thing amused him, and he kept looking at me and laughing. Each time, my face burned hotter with embarrassment and rage.

				He cooked porridge for his breakfast, watching me while he ate. Then he took his candles off for morning meditation, leaving me to sit, unable to move as the growing vines covered my face again.
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				I try to concentrate on the danse, but it’s impossible. How can everyone just sit around as if nothing is wrong? It’s making me crazy. Lini says not to worry, but she doesn’t know Donavah like I do. She’s out there somewhere, alone, without any of us to help her. I just wish I knew what happened to her and Grey, why she was taken and he was stabbed and left behind.

				Oh, how I wish I could speak to the dragons. I’m sure I could convince one to fly away with me to find her. But as it is, I’m stuck here with nothing to do but practice danse.

				Well, all right, let’s be fair. That’s pretty good and I shouldn’t complain. Already I can feel the power grow in me when I move. It’s also pretty great to learn all about Etos. I still can’t believe my staff was made of wood from his tree!

				But when I’m not studying danse, all there is to do is work. And not easy work, either, trying to build houses and stuff. I’d rather work in the kitchens, but they say there are too many other things I can do that the real cooks can’t.

				And the thing I do most is worry about Donavah.
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				I knew Anazian would be back before long, but my anger boiled all the same. He would just laugh at me again. Well, perhaps I could turn the tables on him and kill his precious plant.

				Closing my eyes, I turned my thoughts deep inside myself and summoned my maejic, determined to free myself, at least this once, at least for a little while.

				As had happened last time I tried, pain ripped through my head. I drew up my knees and rested my forehead on them. I tried to take slow breaths, hoping that calming myself down would help. Eventually the pain subsided, and I sat exactly as I was, wondering what was going on. Why couldn’t I used my maejic?

				When Anazian returned, I said nothing as he pulled the leaves and restricting vines from me. Then he pulled me to my feet, his eyes dancing although he refrained from laughing out loud.

				Now that my hands were free, I rubbed my temples.

				“Ah,” Anazian said in a scoffing tone.

				“What?” I snapped, then waited for him to turn on me.

				He just laughed again with a condescending expression on his face.

				It didn’t take long to get ready to leave. Anazian hitched up the horses while I packed up the bundles we’d used and made sure they were secure. Once everything needful was done, Anazian made me get back into the cage, and another day of flesh-pounding misery began.

				I’d never imagined how uncomfortable and downright painful riding in a wagon could be. I felt every bit of unevenness in the road: in my muscles, in my bones, even in my teeth.

				This day went on much as the first, except that, unlike yesterday morning, the woods around us were bright and full of life. We stopped again at midday, and Anazian went off into the trees again. This time, I saw that he took meditation candles with him. Meditating three times a day? That seemed strange. I’d never heard of anyone doing that before.

				Then on we went through the afternoon. By the time we stopped for the night, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get out of the cage when Anazian released me. It took an effort of will, and I scraped my shin badly in the process.

				The mage was in a strange mood that evening. Once again he sat close to the fire while I did all the work. He kept muttering under his breath.

				As I put a bit of dried meat and herbs into the pot to cook, he said, “I forgot to tell you, didn’t I?”

				By now I’d grown tired of having to listen to one-sided conversations, so speaking as meekly as I could, I said, “Tell me what?”

				“Ha! I knew I’d forgotten something. So I’ll tell you now.”

				And I waited for him to do so. Time stretched out. I stirred the pot. Just about the time I decided to ask, he spoke again.

				“The woods back there.”

				I glanced over my shoulder.

				“No, no. Back there.” He waved an arm toward the road in the direction from which we’d traveled. “Those are nasty trees. Did you notice?”

				I nodded, my curiosity growing.

				He whispered his next words, and I had to strain to hear them. “They hate magic.” Then he nodded as if he’d revealed a great secret.

				I could well believe that what he said was true, but why was he telling me this? The whole time we’d been together he’d spoken to me only to give instructions or to mock, or both simultaneously. Why now did he seem to want to carry on a normal conversation?

				“And yet I tamed them,” he went on while I stared at him. “I worked them, and they submitted. To me. I bent them to my will, and then—” He broke off and started giggling. “I bent them, oh yes, indeed I did.”

				I was quickly beginning to wish that he’d return to his old conversation habits. His childish behavior unsettled me.

				He sat up straight and gave me a serious look. “The black trees, they are black straight to their hearts. They hate the magic that men do, and they reflect it back. There are few of them left in the world. That wood back there might be the very last of them. Most folk today believe them to have been wiped out completely. But I felt them; I knew they were there, and I sought them out.”

				Probably because your heart is as black as theirs, I thought as I gave the pot another stir.

				Then he scooted around the fire and came close to me. He put one arm around my shoulders and lifted the other toward my neck. I jerked my head aside, but all he did was touch the wood collar.

				He whispered again, his face close enough to mine that I felt his breath on my cheek. “Have you not guessed?” And in that instant, I did. “This wood, and the box in which I keep you safe. Both are made of the black wood. And that is why you can’t do any of your little maejic tricks. The wood simply reflects the power back onto you. Now, give me something to eat.”

				I shrugged away from him, got a bowl, and filled it with stew, then served myself and moved as far from him as I dared.

				Well, I mused, that explained the headaches. And why I couldn’t feel the life vibrations. But how strange that something as inanimate as wood could hate magic so. Yet, when I thought about it more, wood wasn’t really inanimate. It was a living and growing thing. On Stychs, I had met Etos, the spirit of a tree whose “body” was little more than a stump but whose soul lived on in mighty power.

				I touched the collar again. Now this wood, this wood that hated my power and probably hated me, too, this wood was my unceasing companion. By now I knew I couldn’t take it off, not by myself, not without any tools.

				When he finished eating, Anazian got another length of vine and came over to me. I slurped down the last of my meal before he bound my wrists together again.

				“I have told them to behave themselves tonight,” he said, as if I should be grateful, then went off for his meditation.

				Returning to the fire, I found a blanket and, curling up beneath it, I fell asleep. This time, I slept right through the night, and in the morning found that the vines had obeyed Anazian.
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				And so the journey went for the next few days. Anazian would be harsh, almost brutal, in the morning. He’d grow weaker during the day, and in the evenings, before meditating, his tongue would be loose. It was a disconcerting pattern, but at least I recognized it and knew what to expect.

				Three nights after his explanation of the wood, he sat giggling as I cooked. My exasperation reached new heights.

				“You really haven’t figured it out yet, have you?” he asked, sounding much like an arrogant child.

				“No,” I growled, wondering what he could possibly be talking about. “I haven’t. Why don’t you tell me?”

				“All right, I will.”

				I waited, keeping my attention on the food I was preparing.

				“I’m taking you to Penwick,” he finally said.

				“What?” I exclaimed. “The capital city?”

				“The very same.”

				My heart sank, and I blinked back the tears that rose to my eyes. Every bit of my body ached, no matter how hard I tried to ignore it. While I might not know our exact location, I was sure we were still in the eastern forests, hundreds of miles from the capital. I would never survive a journey that long.

				“Ah, but don’t despair. There is more you don’t know—probably haven’t guessed, probably couldn’t guess.”

				I didn’t reply, sure that if I tried to say a word, I would burst into tears. He came closer and patted my shoulder. I shrank away.

				“It won’t take long to get there.”

				I looked at him sharply. Was he suggesting that we would be using the Royal Guard’s network of messenger horses? That was the only way to travel faster than we already were. Unless he meant dragons? But no, that couldn’t be. Other than the red dragons, the only ones in Alloway were those kept by the king for the fighting pits. Held by magic against their will, I could scarcely imagine that even the dragonmasters had enough power to control one out in the open for long.

				With a mischievous smile, Anazian asked, “Want me to tell you?” His voice held an immature note of pride. “I’m folding the land!” And he laughed as if this were the greatest joke in the world.

				“Doing what?”

				“There, you see. Your great master hasn’t taught you everything.”

				Well, no, of course he hadn’t. I’d only been studying with him for a few short months. Anazian knew that. I wasn’t sure which I wanted to understand more: what he was talking about or why he acted so strangely every night.

				“I’ve been folding the land,” he repeated. “Making it so that each step we take moves us farther than normal. It doesn’t make much difference in the forest, for land on which many trees grow is difficult to fold. But you wait until tomorrow when we get free of the woods. Then you shall really see it at work.”

				And now I understood the answer to both questions, for using that much power all day would certainly leave one weak, requiring both physical and spiritual refilling of one’s stores. It also explained the three meditation sessions each day.

				That night, I tried to sort through what I’d learned. Why was Anazian taking me to Penwick? Maybe it was to turn me over to the king. The dragonmasters had been after the mages ever since Breyard and Xyla had escaped from them right under their noses. Maybe Anazian was trying to gain favor with King Erno by giving him me in my brother’s stead. Not a comforting thought, but it certainly explained why the mage would go to so much trouble to capture me and keep me alive.

				And why would time matter? Why expend so much power to shorten the journey? Was there perhaps a bounty on my head that would expire soon?

				All these questions and more kept my thoughts spinning long after Anazian had returned from his meditation and gone to sleep himself.

				And now I thought of something else. When he was weak and acting strangely, that was when he divulged things to me. I wondered whether he even remembered what he’d told me once he strengthened himself. For he never mentioned in the morning what he’d told me the night before. I would have to take advantage of this, see what more information I could get from him.

				I finally dropped off in the deepest, quietest hour of the night.

				[image: pause.eps]

				The next day, Anazian seemed anxious and agitated. He snapped at me when I didn’t get things loaded back onto the wagon quickly enough, and when he closed up the bars of the cage, he didn’t wait until I was completely through, trapping my left knee between them. I cried out in pain, but he just said, “That will teach you to hurry,” and left me there.

				If I had thought the travel was uncomfortable before, it was nothing compared to now. The branches were clamped on my leg just above my knee, so tightly I couldn’t even turn over so as to lie on my back. All I could do was prop myself up on my hands and knee, left leg straight out behind me. Within half an hour, my hands were numb and my elbows weary; an hour later, my right knee was bruised, probably to the bone.

				I tried to be strong, but in the end it was all too much and I broke down. Every bit of my body ached beyond what I’d ever imagined was possible to endure. The skin of my left leg was raw and probably bleeding for all I could tell, and my right thigh shook from the strain and could hardly hold up my weight. Yet trapped in such an awkward position, I couldn’t change anything.

				I hadn’t done anything wrong, and here I was being treated worse than a stray dog. Once I started crying, everything I’d been trying not to think about came flooding over me. Where were my parents, and why had they been taken? Why had Anazian kidnapped me, and why was he taking me to Penwick? Was Grey dead? Why weren’t the dragons and mages trying to find me?

				My sobbing grew uncontrollable as my mental anguish exacerbated my physical pain.

				The wagon stopped with a jolt that made it feel like my leg was being ripped off my body.

				“Would you just shut up?” Anazian said. “I tire of your pathetic noise.”

				“My leg,” I pleaded through my tears. “Please.”

				He let out a loud, exaggerated sigh. “Take it as a lesson.” He started to move away.

				“No!” I practically screamed. “Please, please! I beg of you! Anything. Just please—” My breath caught in my throat, cutting off the words.

				The pressure on my leg disappeared, and I fell onto my face. Anazian laughed.

				I lay there, still weeping but trying to get myself under control. Both legs throbbed from the morning’s abuse, and my arms felt as sturdy as damp straw. I curled myself into a tight ball as we started moving again. If only I could somehow lose myself in sleep, perhaps I could escape the agony for awhile.

				When we stopped at midday, I was too miserable to eat the bit of dried meat Anazian threw at me. I stayed curled up and pretended to be asleep, though I was sure he knew I was shamming. While he was off meditating, I really did fall asleep, where I dreamed of wild thunder and shouting voices.

				I was jerked to wakefulness when the wagon began to move, to find that the thunder, at least, was real. Except that it wasn’t thunder; it was horses’ hooves. All around me. Many horses, not just Anazian’s two.

				I opened an eye and saw the reddish-brown flank of a large bay. Confused, I lifted my head and looked all around. I was surrounded by men on horseback, ten at least.

				Their clothes were stained and patched, their boots scuffed and old. Each of them wore several weapons, while their heads were covered with masks and hoods. Perhaps a few were even women.

				The nearest one noticed that I’d stirred. He reined his horse closer and said in a hiss, “One sound of warning, little girl, and you’ll be dead before your next breath.”
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				This is war. And I’m glad. Whoever has taken my parents and my sister will pay dearly, if I have anything to say and do about it.

				I’m getting tired of waiting, though. Yallick counsels patience, but it’s not his parents and sister who’ve been kidnapped. Doing nothing is driving me out of my head. I want to send the dragons into the sky and mount an assault—but on whom? The mage is right, that we must not be hasty, but I’m not made like that. I want action, and I want it now.

				But look what happened to Grey. Whoever we’re up against is vicious, and I suppose Yallick is right to be cautious. So we must plot and plan and keep watch so as not to miss the opportunity when it comes. But I hope it comes soon ... the sooner, the better.
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				Before long, we turned from the main road onto a much smaller path, rougher than any we’d yet traversed. I rattled in my cage.

				After about an hour, quiet conversations began to spring up between the men. They must feel there was little danger that they’d be caught now, and I had to agree with that sentiment. What I didn’t want to speculate about was whether I was worse off or not. No matter what, if I could get these people to take the collar off, I could find a bird to get a message to Xyla, Yallick, and the others.

				It was full dark before we pulled into a settlement and finally stopped. By then, my very thoughts seemed to have been jarred out of me, along with my teeth and bones.

				People of all ages gathered around the wagon. Children began to climb on it while two men loosened the ropes. When the children saw me, they squawked excitedly, taunting and laughing at me.

				Wearing a dress that had once been fine but now was tattered and faded, a buxom woman looked on with a shrewd expression on her face before chasing the children away. “And what exactly are you intending to do with the girl, Gradden?” she asked.

				The man who’d spoken to me put a hand on the cage. “I suspect it’s poor takings today, Kayva,” he said, “but it’s better than nothing. We’ve had plenty of that lately, if you hadn’t noticed. Besides, we can sell the girl for a slave, and that’ll be good for some gold.”

				“You best be right,” Kayva said, though her voice sounded doubtful. “But good seldom comes of trafficking humans.”

				“What are you talking about, woman? Can’t you see that someone is already trafficking her? Better we get the gold than him. Hey! You there! Be careful with that. We don’t know what this take is. Let’s not be breaking things that might be fragile.”

				Kayva shook her head. “At least get the girl out of there and let’s get her tied up and gagged proper.”

				Even these words didn’t stir in me the reaction they should have. My entire body and mind were numb. They could kill me, for all I cared, and that would even bring a certain satisfaction that Anazian’s plan would be thwarted.

				But getting me out of the cage proved to be an impossible task. First Gradden tried to pull the wooden bars away from the frame. He didn’t seem much surprised when that didn’t work, and he called for something to use to pry the bars away. That didn’t work, either, and I wondered if I should tell him that the whole thing was probably held together with magic. I held my tongue, though, and let him carry on.

				The children stood around watching him, laughing every time he let out a curse until he bellowed at them to leave him alone. They scattered in every direction, but hidden though they might be, their continuing laughter proved they were still watching the spectacle.

				Nothing Gradden did, not even using an axe so large it could’ve sliced me in two with a single stroke, made even a scratch on the wood.

				As he stood leaning against the wagon, panting after his latest effort, Kayva reappeared with a plateful of food that steamed in the cool night air and gave off a delicious odor that stirred my appetite.

				“Here, eat,” she said to Gradden. “The others have already finished.”

				Gradden wiped the sweat from his forehead and took the plate. “I’ve never seen such a thing as this in all my days,” he said, shaking his head.

				Kayva grasped one of the bars and gave it a shake. “Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps she’s valuable after all.” She turned to me, and in the bright moonlight, I saw her look over my body in an appraising sort of way. “It can wait ’til morning,” she said. “I daresay we can burn her out if nothing else.”

				“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Gradden said around a mouthful of food.

				Kayva bent down and picked up the rope that had been left on the ground next to the wagon. “Come here, girl. At least we need to make sure you can’t make any noise.”

				“No, ma’am, please. I’ll be quiet. I promise. I don’t want him to find me.”

				Her eyes narrowed. “I bet you don’t at that. One sound from you, though, will change my mind.”

				I sat up for a long time, watching the settlement. Although the dwellings were all large tents rather than fixed buildings, the place had a lived-in feel, as if the group had been here a long time. I wondered how much of their clothing and goods had been stolen from unwary travelers. All of it, probably.

				Several youths started a bonfire in the center of the settlement, and soon people began to gather. The children played some kind of chase game while the adults stood in small groups or sat on rustic chairs.

				A young woman played a lap harp and sang, while an old man accompanied her on a pipe. Sometimes the rest joined in a song, other times they just listened. The man even played a solo on the pipe, a haunting melody that filled me with sadness. As if I didn’t already have enough of that.

				For the scene I observed broke my heart with its simple beauty. I found myself longing to join in, to be part of this community. Instead, I could only watch from the outside, ostracized, looking in.

				I watched for hours, ignoring the throbbing pain that coursed through my body. The children wearied and were taken to bed, and the oldsters turned in soon after. Finally, the musicians packed up their instruments and went to their tents. It wasn’t until only Gradden and Kayva sat at the fire still talking that I turned away from the scene, lay down, and went to sleep wondering what the next day held for me.

				I dreamed about the mountains. I’d been walking a long time, and my hands, toes, and nose were cold. A boy with whom I traveled slipped and fell and broke his leg. I felt sad, because I had no way to help him. Then he started dancing, and I was amazed because you’re not supposed to be able to dance with a broken leg.
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				Sometime in the night I was half awakened by a stifling sense of power. I lay with my eyes closed, trying to identify what might be wrong. I was thirsty—oh, so thirsty—and my lips were dry, so I licked them to moisten them a little. Mama’s voice seemed to whisper in my ear that that just made it worse.

				A fire crackled nearby. A fire? Nearby? That startled me fully awake. No longer in my cage, I now lay in the center of the camp. What had happened? Feeling a little queasy, I sat up just as Anazian walked out of a tent carrying a wooden crate.

				“Ah, awake at last, I see,” he said as he took the crate to the wagon. He came back and handed me a waterskin. “Here, drink your fill. It’ll make you feel better.”

				The water tasted wonderful and eased my thirst enough to make me aware of my hunger. Well, that would have to wait a bit.

				Anazian made several more trips between the tent and the wagon, and now I saw that he’d accumulated a good-sized pile of things. Some of the boxes and bundles didn’t look like ones we’d started out with.

				He came over to the fire and sat down with a sigh, flexing his fingers as if his hands were tired. “Well, I must honestly say you gave me quite a scare. Thought I’d killed you.”

				“What happened?” I asked in a croaking voice.

				“Have some more to drink,” he said. “Idiots. Thinking they can steal from a mage with impunity.” He shook his head. “I suppose they’ve learned their lesson now.”

				“Did ... did you kill them?”

				“Oh, some of them will probably die. Maybe all of them. But you and I will be long gone by then. How are you feeling?”

				Confused, mainly, though I didn’t tell him that. “Hungry. But my stomach is a bit upset.”

				“Hmm. Yes. Side effect of the spell. Better that you not eat for awhile yet. Just keep drinking.”

				“But what did you do?”

				“Followed them. Sent them all into a long hard sleep. And now I’m recovering my goods. All of them.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully at me.

				So that’s what I was—one of his goods.

				“You just sit there and rest. I’ll load the wagon and get everything ready to go.”

				This plan was fine by me. I was certain I couldn’t be of much use anyway. My body, especially my knees, ached, and I wasn’t sure whether I’d be able to walk, much less lift things. I fell into a waking dream of a comfortable bed, a warm room, and my friends all around me.

				“All right, time to go,” Anazian called, startling me out of sleep. I’d actually managed to doze off sitting up.

				I pushed myself to my feet and limped over to the wagon. The mage didn’t help me into the cage, but he didn’t rush me, either. Once he shut up the bars of the cage, he got the waterskin I’d left behind and slipped it to me. Then he actually mounted the wagon and drove it the usual way.

				“We won’t go far tonight, but we need to get at least a few miles from this place.” He clucked to the horses. “Slowly now, my beauties.”

				As I lay in the back, trying to ignore the bumps from the path, I thought about how he was acting. Typical bully: it was all right for him to abuse me, but no one else better try. I thought, too, about my own mixed feelings. Who knows what else those people might’ve done if they’d had the chance, but for a few hours, I’d longed to be one of them. I hoped they’d live.

				[image: pause.eps]

				I had days and days to ponder these apparent paradoxes. We left the forest behind a day later than expected, but leave it we did, and then our routine changed. Although Anazian still let me out of the cage morning and evening to eat and help with the work of setting up and breaking camp, he now required me to sleep in the cage.

				Not that I much noticed or cared. There was little difference between the hard floor of the wagon and that of the ground. And in the cage, I didn’t have to have my wrists bound together, so all in all, I found it preferable.

				With no cover from the trees, the days turned very hot and very long. From its rising to its setting, the sun shone down on me, and there was no shade in which I could hide from it. My skin reddened and burned.

				The folding spell took a lot from Anazian now, and we had to stop twice each day, instead of once as previously, for him to meditate.

				The third day from the forest, during one of these stops, I heard the distant sound of hoofbeats. I debated whether I should interrupt Anazian’s meditation or not. He could no longer use the privacy that had been afforded by the trees, but he typically walked quite a way away. That hadn’t bothered me until now, when the approach of horses brought back sharply the memory of what had happened last time we’d been overtaken in a similar situation.

				Whether it was a coincidence or he, too, heard them coming, he strode up to the wagon just as the riders came into view. My heart leapt in its first fearful reaction in days when I recognized the purple and scarlet uniforms of the Royal Guard.

				They reined in and, much to my surprise, greeted Anazian as if he were a friend. There were three of them, all officers with plumes in their helms. One asked how his mission went, and they all laughed when he made a motion toward me. I flinched from their glances. After all, I’d spent months on the run from them, and having them looking at me now made me feel exposed and vulnerable, as if I were naked.

				Anazian offered them food for themselves and grain for their horses—as recompense for his troubles, he’d taken extra supplies from the thieves, so we had some to spare—but they declined, saying they expected to reach their station before nightfall.

				“See you in Penwick, you old magician, you,” one of them called after they’d said their goodbyes. Then they spurred their horses into a gallop and were gone even faster than they’d come.

				Once they were well beyond hearing, Anazian muttered, “I’m neither old nor a magician, you fool,” and the venom in his voice surprised me.

				That evening as I cooked our meal, I remembered my resolve to try to get information out of the mage, a resolve forgotten after the episode with the thieves.

				Trying to make it sound like inconsequential chatter, I asked, “So those Royal Guardsmen were friends of yours?”

				That roused Anazian from his lethargy a little. “Friends? I hardly think so.”

				“Oh.” I waited a bit, then went on. “They seemed to know a lot about your business, so I thought they must be friends.”

				He laughed lightly. “If you must know, my ‘business,’ as you call it, had to be made known to the Royal Guard to ensure safe passage on the king’s roads. I would prefer it had been kept secret, but the decision wasn’t mine.”

				I let it drop at this point. Although tired, Anazian wasn’t as weak as he’d typically been the first evenings of our journey. Perhaps he was getting used to the routine; perhaps four meditation sessions a day kept him from being too weak to think straight at the end of the day. Whatever the reason, I thought it prudent not to push my luck too far. Besides, with two short questions, I’d received enough answer to give me something to ponder: the Royal Guard knew what was going on.

				Or, on further thought, perhaps they didn’t. I could well imagine they’d been told a lie. Still, the fact that they knew who Anazian was didn’t bode well. After all, less than three months ago, he’d been in hiding with the mages. How could he have become so well-known in such a short time? Then I chided myself. He hadn’t suddenly turned traitor overnight. It was something that had probably been in the works for years.
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				Early the next morning we came to a crossroads. Three large bundles lay in the middle of the junction. Anazian stopped the horses and went to examine the bundles. With a laugh, he dragged one to the side of the road, and now I could discern the shape of a human body. One dressed in purple and scarlet. Twice more he dragged a body aside and, when the roadway was clear, turned back to the wagon.

				A bird flew up just then, and Anazian removed a message from a tube tied to its ankle. It came over and perched on one of the bars across the top of my cage while the mage read the message. He stood still for a long time afterward, staring off into the distance.

				After awhile, he stirred himself and walked over to the cage. He beckoned me to come closer. I did, and he reached through the bars, grabbed the wood collar, and pulled me toward him, forcing my face to press against the branches.

				“Let that be a lesson to you,” he said. “Do not think to mock me. Do you understand?”

				I had no idea what he was talking about, but assent seemed the wisest course. Unable to nod, I had to speak. “Yes, yes. I understand,” I squeaked.

				“Very good.” He pushed me away so hard that my head struck the other side of the cage, making my ears ring.

				All day, I pondered this sudden change in his mood. I had done nothing, said nothing out of the ordinary. What had that message contained to make him so angry? From that moment on, he became completely unpredictable.

				[image: pause.eps]

				“I am taking you to join the circus,” Anazian said. I stared at him in disbelief.

				It was the day after the incident at the crossroads. He’d let me out of the cage that morning only long enough to relieve myself. Then he’d given me just a single cup of water before we got under way. It was now afternoon, and we were stopped in the roadway about a mile from the first village we’d come across. I felt sick. My muscles ached and my head swam. I could hardly see or think straight.

				So when Anazian said something abut the circus, I thought I must be hearing things. When I didn’t react, he reached through the bars of the cage, which gave enough that his upper body came through, too. He grabbed the wood collar and pulled me toward him; had he jerked it any harder, he might have broken my neck. That thought seemed to occur to him, too, and he stood for a moment breathing heavily but not letting go.

				When he seemed to have got himself under control, he took a leather strap and tied one end of it to the collar and the other to the upper frame of the cage. My heart sank. With only two feet of lead, I wouldn’t be able to sit, much less lie down.

				“Now,” he said, “the story is that you are a wild girl, raised by wolves. You can’t even talk. I’ve captured you and am taking you to Penwick to join the circus. Play your part well, or there shall be ... consequences. Do you understand?”

				I nodded.

				“Do you understand?” he repeated through clenched teeth.

				“Yes, I understand.” I was never sure anymore when he wanted me to speak and when to stay silent. He’d struck me across the face this morning when I’d answered a question aloud, and my lower lip was split and swollen. Well, at least that would help me look wild.

				I got through the next humiliating hour by pretending the whole thing was an elaborate game dreamed up by my brother, the practical jokester. It was actually just the sort of thing he would’ve come up with, and I imagined one day laughing with him over the story. That hopeful thought sustained me.

				Since he wouldn’t fold the land as we passed through the populated area, Anazian sat on the wagon and drove it. As we entered the village, people stopped what they were doing and stared. I could well believe that a person in a cage wasn’t a sight they saw every day.

				Children gathered round and followed. A large, mean-looking boy threw a stone at me. It hit one of the branches and bounced harmlessly away, but when Anazian ignored him, others picked up stones to throw, too. Some made it through and hit me, one striking me hard in the eye.

				I snarled and growled at the children, and not all of it was an act. I yipped when the rocks hit me, which made the children laugh and try even harder. Anazian’s shoulders shook with suppressed laughter.

				It took fifteen minutes to get to the village square. By this time, adults had joined the throng.

				To my horror, Anazian stopped the wagon at the square. How long did he think I could do this? Why couldn’t he just keep going?

				A man stepped out of the small crowd. “Beg pardon, sir, but what’s this about?”

				Anazian leapt from the wagon. He dug into one of the crates and pulled out a club, then stepped close to the cage. “Well, good sir, I’m glad you asked.” His voice took on the quality of a circus barker’s. “Come closer, those who dare, and see a sight you’re not likely to see again. This here is Wolf-Girl. Never until three days ago had she seen the sight of a man.” He struck at the bars of the cage with the club. My cue. I played my part, putting my heart and soul into it—a performance that would’ve made Breyard proud.

				A few of the braver boys stepped nearer, and I reached out at them, fingers poised to scratch if they came close enough. A few of the women screamed, and one grabbed one of the smaller boys and pulled him back to safety.

				Anazian explained to the villagers that he was taking me to the circus, and they nodded in agreement that that was the best thing for a freak like me. He baited me with the club again, and again I responded with a volley of barks, howls, and grunts, straining at my lead until my neck really did hurt.

				When the crowd felt they’d been sufficiently entertained to contribute a few copper coins in exchange, Anazian struck the bars one last time, then climbed back into the driver’s seat and clucked the horses into action.

				Once we were well clear of the village and the children who’d followed us were left far behind, Anazian stopped the wagon.

				“That was well done,” he said as he untied the lead. “You’re going to have a black eye.”

				As if I didn’t know. It had swollen shut already and added its pain to everything else. I just wanted to sleep, but that, of course, was denied me as the wagon trundled along.

				[image: pause.eps]

				I lost track of the passing days after that. I did what Anazian told me to do when he told me to do it. I played at being Wolf-Girl. I ate when given food, which was seldom enough. I drank when given water, which was only enough to keep me alive. I answered Anazian silently or aloud as he seemed to wish, and on the occasions he chose to strike me, I reacted with suitable submission.

				I began to think my memories of my family and friends, of magic and maejic and red dragons, were all a fevered dream. My only reality became this grey, torturous existence.

				One night, Rennirt found me. He had been a lord on Stychs, corrupted by magic power. He stood before me now, dark-skinned and handsome, his green eyes boring into mine. Then the image blurred, and instead of Rennirt, a small man stood before me, a silver blade glittering in his hand as he sliced fine lines into my face. I screamed in agony as blood dripped down. Hadn’t once been enough? Why did I have to relive it again?

				I awoke in a panic. My breath came in uneven gasps, and my heart pounded loudly. Something trickled down my neck. Then I remembered that I wasn’t in the black of Rennirt’s underground cell. And the dampness wasn’t blood but only tears.

				The next morning dawned bright and clear. By mid-morning, the temperature had soared. I asked Anazian for water, but he didn’t reply. Not knowing whether he’d not heard or was just ignoring me, I didn’t ask again.

				All day, I cooked under the hot sun. Sweat poured off my body, and places where skin touched skin began to chafe. My lips cracked and bled, but I couldn’t stop licking them. Mama’s voice no longer whispered to me.

				Anazian didn’t make me play Wolf-Girl anymore. I suspect he knew I couldn’t, not even if he beat me. I was vaguely conscious of him getting water down my throat, and I grew curious why he didn’t just let me die, since he seemed so intent upon it. That was in one of the few lucid moments I had in those last days.

				Then finally a day came when the mage covered the cage with sheets of cloth. For a short time I came to myself and wondered with bitterness why he’d waited so long to allow me to have shade. But soon it became stifling and hard to breathe. Perhaps the time had come to bury me. That would be good.

				[image: spacer.ai]

				[image: ding.eps]

				My Son~

				I have just received your latest missive, and I fear I must caution you against complacence. Much is at stake, and all could be lost if you fail now.

				You must resist any sympathy toward the girl. For our plan to succeed, you must be harsh. Harden your heart; be cruel; beat her if you must. It is imperative that she fear you.

				I have promised her to you, should she survive her coming ordeal. She will be yours, to wed, or to bed, or to enslave in your kitchen, whatever you choose. I care not, only bring her in accordance with our plan.

				My son, I look forward with delight to our impending reunion. All these long years I have missed you. To finally see you again—I count the days.

				~Your Father

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: seven.eps]
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				I woke up feeling groggy but comfortable. I opened my eyes, and it was like being inside a cloud. Everything was white and gleamed with the soft golden glow of sunlight. The air was cool, and a fresh breeze blew through the room.

				“Ah, awake at last.” The voice was deep and musical. Not Anazian’s.

				Feeling too weak to sit up, I turned my head toward the voice. An old man sat in a chair facing me. His silvery grey hair and incongruously black beard were trimmed short and neat, giving his face a very precise appearance. His green eyes twinkled at me. He wore a black shirt and trousers of fine linen, and he had several jeweled rings on his fingers, plus a gold torc around his neck. He must be very rich indeed.

				“Where am I?” My own voice was weak, scarcely more than a whisper.

				“Shh. You’re safe now.” He picked up a cup from a small stand and leaned forward. “Drink this, then rest more.” He held the cup to my lips and helped me to drink the cool, delicious water.

				With a sigh, I closed my eyes and fell back to a dreamless sleep.

				[image: pause.eps]

				When I next woke up, the light had a pink cast to it, though whether that was because it was sunrise or sunset, I couldn’t tell.

				The chair next to my bed was empty and pushed back against the wall, but I heard the rustling sounds of someone else in the room. I felt stronger now and sat up, expecting to find the elegant old man, and was surprised to find a woman instead. She was looking out a wide window through which the pink light flowed. I cleared my throat to get her attention, but she didn’t respond.

				The room was as beautiful a one as I’d ever seen. The four-poster bed was made of rich, dark wood, and the bedclothes were a crisp, brilliant white. The walls, also white, were decorated sparsely with a few pastel paintings. Even the stones of the fireplace were pale in color. A sturdy table with two pink-upholstered chairs stood beneath the window.

				I no longer wore the disgusting, filthy shift that Anazian had made we wear without letting me wash it even once. Now I wore a luxurious sleeveless nightgown whose soft fabric caressed my skin. The pale blue of it contrasted sharply with the deep red of my arms, burned by the long days in the sun. The scrapes and bruises I’d acquired proved that it hadn’t been some lingering nightmare. But now I was clean, and my skin and hair smelled faintly of lemons. My face felt puffy, and my nose hurt to the touch and was peeling, while my lips were dry and cracked.

				The woman at the window turned and looked at me just as I reached for the pitcher to pour myself more water. She broke into a smile and rushed over to take care of the task herself.

				“Thanks,” I said, giving her a smile that split my upper lip.

				Her deeply wrinkled face fell, and without a word she reached into a pocket of her apron and pulled out a small jar. This she opened and after dipping in a fingertip, spread a salve of some kind onto my lips. They stung for a moment. Then I drank the water, and I could practically feel my insides absorbing it.

				The old woman went to the door and stepped out, closing it behind her. I poured myself more water and considered going over to the window to look out, but I decided that getting up was too much effort. For now, I wanted only to relax in this unexpected haven.

				The woman came back, and I tried to start a conversation with her. “I’m Donavah,” I said. She smiled and nodded, then went to the wardrobe. “What is this place, can you say?” No answer. Well, the man hadn’t answered that question, either. I tried another. “How long have I been here?” Still nothing.

				She came over with a tray that had legs and set it over my lap. “So is it suppertime or breakfast?” She must know the answer to that. But all she did was nod and smile. Then she sat in the chair. At least it wasn’t facing me anymore, so I didn’t have to sit there feeling awkward with her smiling at me and saying nothing.

				After a few more minutes of uncomfortable silence, there was a tap on the door, followed by the man who’d been here before. He carried a tray of food and used a foot to close the door behind him. The woman leapt to her feet and relieved him of the tray, and, setting it on the table, began to move its contents to the tray on my lap.

				The man smiled, and I again caught the twinkle in his eyes. “I see you’ve made a friend of Nilla.”

				“Nilla? That’s her name? She didn’t say.”

				“Oh, dear. Of course you couldn’t have known.” He repositioned the chair so that he could face me and sat down in it. Now he wore a sleeveless purple embroidered tunic over his black shirt and trousers, looking even more elegant than he had before. “Nilla is deaf and mute, so she couldn’t answer your questions.”

				“Oh. I see.” My face reddened.

				“Well, eat your meal, and then we shall have a bit of a talk.”

				There was a thin broth with bits of carrots and potatoes floating in it, plus some thin, crisp wafers of bread that weren’t quite like anything I’d ever seen before. There were also two slices of proper bread along with butter and marmalade, and a bowl of early fruit, sliced and sprinkled with a dusting of sugar. Everything was delicious, but I didn’t feel much like eating, and the man had to coax most of it down me. He made a child’s game of it that had us both laughing by the time I swallowed the last bite.

				“There,” he said. “It will do you good.” He sat back, resting his elbows on the arms of the chair and pressing his fingertips together. “My name is Zhantar. Some put ‘Lord’ in front of it, but you need not worry about that.” I swallowed. Not that his being a lord surprised me, but having my suspicion confirmed was a little daunting. “And who might you be?”

				I swallowed again. “My name is ...” I hadn’t thought to prepare a lie. There had been a warrant put out for me, back when Breyard had been under arrest. After my part in helping him escape, it wasn’t likely that the warrant had been rescinded. Surely this lord must be in the favor of the king. What if he recognized me? After an awkward pause, I said, “My name is Dona.” That would have to do. I could only hope my pause hadn’t been too noticeable.

				“Well, Dona. You arrived at my house in a rather distressful condition. What can you tell me about that?”

				“I’d been captured, well, kidnapped I suppose is a better word. And kept—” My voice broke off as the indignity of it all swept over me. I couldn’t stop myself from crying, but I managed to say, “And kept in a cage, like an animal,” before I broke down completely. It was mortifying just to think of everything that had happened. I couldn’t tell Zhantar all of it; it would be too humiliating.

				Zhantar was patient and didn’t say anything. Nilla, her face dark with concern, took a handkerchief from another pocket and started to dab at my eyes. Zhantar touched her arm and made a flicking motion with his hand, and she took my lap tray and left the room. The pink light was gone, and now a fading grey light came through the windows.

				“And who are you, Dona, that someone would kidnap you? Are you the daughter of a great nobleman?”

				“No. I’m no one.” I dare not tell him about the red dragons, about the prophecy that I had helped fulfill in bringing them back from Stychs to Hedra. I couldn’t tell him about my maejic power. Nor could I tell him about who my parents were or about their abduction. “I think he said something about selling me as a slave.” Maybe that would be believable. Slavery had been outlawed in Alloway long ago, but rumor had it that King Erno kept many of them, regardless.

				Zhantar nodded. “Yes, perhaps that was his purpose. It is hard to know for sure, since you were found abandoned, wrapped in a sheet like a corpse, in one of the palace gardens.”

				I shuddered in horror, glad I had no memory of that. “Then why am I here, sir? I don’t remember the end of the journey much, not after he covered the cage.”

				“I suppose it is true that you should’ve been taken to the palace infirmary, since you were found on the palace grounds. But luckily, it was one of my servants who found you, so I had you brought to my house, instead. They can be so ... inquisitive up at the palace, as I suspect you can imagine.”

				I shuddered again at the thought of my narrow escape. “Thank you, sir. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay your kindness.”

				He smiled. “Do not give that another thought. Let there be no discussion of repayment. Sometimes, one simply does what is right. Now, I think it best that you rest again. I will send Nilla back in to look after you through the night. She has such a restful spirit, do you not think so?”

				He left, and Nilla returned. She closed the window and drew the curtains, then pulled the counterpane up over me. Sleep beckoned as I snuggled into the comfortable bed. Nilla put a hand on my head, and all the horrible memories fled.

				It wasn’t until much later that I realized I was still wearing the wood collar.

				[image: pause.eps]

				I felt better the next morning. Nilla brought a light breakfast, and I actually felt hungry enough to eat it.

				My skin hurt, though, from the sunburn, and it had started peeling in places. I couldn’t resist the urge to help it, and it was a strange pleasure to see just how much I could get off in one piece.

				I got out of bed, and though I still felt weak, I went to the window and looked out on what I knew must be Penwick. The house was high up the central hill on and around which the city had grown. It stretched out for miles in all directions. Off to the left, I caught a glimpse of the River Mull.

				I’d been to the capital once before, and only for a short time, and though I didn’t know its layout well, I remembered a few key things. The palace was built atop the hill, and its golden roof could be seen from almost anywhere. The huge stone arena that housed the fighting pit was near the palace. The dragons were stabled beneath it. I recalled the agony of Xyla when she’d been captured and kept down there. That had been for only a few days; I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for all those other poor dragons who lived their entire lives down there, unable to see the sun and breathe the fresh air except for the few short minutes of a fight. If there was any way I could, I would help those dragons.

				The arena wasn’t visible from my window, but I knew it couldn’t be far away, not when we were so near the top of the hill. Would I be able to hear the roaring of the dragons and the crowd? I hoped not.

				My hand drifted up to the wood collar. Why hadn’t they taken it off? I would have to ask Zhantar if he could send someone with the necessary tools. Then I could find a bird to take a message to Yallick. He and the others were far away now and it would take several days to reach him, but what was that compared to what I’d already been through?

				As that day dragged by, being alone with nothing to do gave me time to brood.

				About my parents.

				About Grey.

				About Anazian.

				About the dragons.

				My parents. Grey. Anazian. The dragons. And what was Breyard doing? And Traz? And the mages, especially Yallick?

				I wished for someone to talk to, to get my mind off the questions to which there were no answers.

				When Nilla brought my lunch, I found a note on the tray. Written on parchment in the blackest ink I’d ever seen, the note said, “I would be pleased if you would dine with me tonight. Nilla will see to everything.”

				Dine with a lord? Me? It was one thing to be an accidental guest in his house. But to actually share a proper meal? Now I had one more worry on my mind.

				In the middle of the afternoon, Nilla took me to a bathing room, where she assisted me as if I were a helpless child. Or perhaps a fine lady.

				When I stepped into the steaming tub, the sting of my sunburn almost took my breath away. But I steeled myself against it and lowered myself in bit by bit, to find that the sting quickly wore off. A bowl on the wide ledge held several cakes of soap, each a different color and scent. I chose the orange. As I used it, its scent of oranges and jasmine filled the room.

				I soaked in the water until it had cooled and my fingertips had wrinkled. The towel Nilla supplied was soft, but even so it irritated my tender skin. Then she applied lotion to my arms and legs, soothing the burn.

				Back in my room I found that clothes had been laid out for me: pale grey leggings, a forest-green tunic, and a black sash stitched with silver thread. It was too early yet to dress, so I sat in a chair by the window and looked out over the city.

				It was so beautiful. From here, you couldn’t see the narrow, dirty streets or the rough folk who peopled them. Had I not walked through those streets once, I would never have imagined, looking out from this height, that they even existed. Here, all was red roofs and sculpted chimneys, green treetops and the peacefulness of the afternoon sun shining down on the prosperous city.

				I knew it to be an illusion, knew that the world—and especially this city—held black secrets and blacker hearts. But for a time, it was pleasant to imagine how life could be if one were rich enough and ignorant enough of how common people lived.

				Eventually, Nilla helped me into the beautiful clothes. Then she brushed my hair and arranged it in a way I never had: pulled back away from my face and off my neck. She fiddled with it awhile before she was satisfied; I’d cut it short a few months back and perhaps it wasn’t long enough for the effect she was trying to achieve. Lastly, she gave me a pair of black slippers covered with silver stitching that matched the sash. Then she held the door open for me. I took a deep breath and went out into the corridor.

				[image: spacer.ai]

				[image: ding.eps]

				A half-played game of Talisman and Queen lies before me, the jewel pieces glowing as they sit on the black velvet embroidered with glittering silver thread. The Queen’s Heart, made of obsidian, gleams at the center. Ranged about are the Talismans: mine, glass; my opponent’s, blood.

				Anazian sits across from me, absorbing energy and my concentration. His power seems to melt my very bones. I can scarce breathe.

				The game is lost. My heart tells me that with a single move, Anazian will Secure the Queen’s Heart. But my brain is frozen, unable to make sense of the game pieces. I have misplayed the game, and my enemy will take all.

				Anazian says, “You lose.”

				I want to strike him, because I already know this.

				“You shall never go home. It is far too late.”
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				It was a long, intimidating walk to the dining room. Our footsteps, light as they were, echoed in the wide corridors, and as we passed the closed doors on either side, I wondered what lay behind them. And about how many people lived in this huge house. Sure there must be more than Zhantar, Nilla, and me.

				A grand staircase took us down to the main entryway, whose floor was inlaid with an elaborate mural. Brightly colored tapestries softened the stone walls, and fat candles had already been lit, though nightfall was still at least an hour away. The things in this room alone must be more valuable than my family’s home and all our possessions. Which brought back my last memories of the cottage, all its contents ruined and scattered, its occupants injured or missing. I tried to steer my mind from those thoughts. There was nothing I could do now, and if my mood were too somber, perhaps Zhantar would regret his invitation.

				Nilla led me into the dining room, the size of which almost took my appetite away. Fifty people must be able to sit at the long table, with room to spare. The dark-paneled walls had no decorations other than silver candle sconces, though I was somewhat relieved to see that only those at the other end of the room were actually lit. Nilla led me down there, past the tall carved chairs pushed close to the table.

				At the far end, three places were set. Ah, I thought, perhaps I would meet the lady of the house now. Nilla gestured to the place on the left of the head, then disappeared through a second door on this end of the room.

				I didn’t know what to do. Should I sit or remain standing? No one had ever taught me the proper etiquette for a situation such as this. Before I made up my mind, though, the door opened and Zhantar swept into the room. He was taller than I’d thought, and there was also something about him that seemed to fill up the entire room.

				“Good evening, young lady. It’s good to see you on your feet and looking so well.” He gestured to my chair. “Please, sit.”

				I did, and he took his own seat at the head of the table. I watched him out of the corner of my eye and followed his lead when he put his napkin on his lap. Glancing at the door, I wondered when our supper companion was coming, and who it would be. When the door started to open, I composed my face to meet the newcomer, but it turned out to be two servants bringing what I soon learned was not the meal but only the first course.

				Curious, I asked, “Is your ... wife going to join us?”

				Zhantar shot me a piercing look that made me want to cover my face and hide. “Why do you ask?” he demanded in a sharp voice.

				I swallowed. “I was just wondering who ... who would be joining us, and I assumed ...” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence—not with him looking at me as he was.

				“Ah, I see.” A little of the hardness went out of his eyes. “Of course. But no, my wife is long dead.”

				“Oh. I’m sorry.” I felt myself blush.

				Turning his head to the servants, who were organizing things on the sideboard, Zhantar said, “We are ready for the wine.” As my large goblet was filled, I stared. I’d never drunk this much wine before! We’d had it only seldom growing up, and when Mama had given us some, she’d always watered it down considerably first. When his own goblet was filled, Zhantar took it and raised it. I followed suit. “To ... to new beginnings,” he said. I mouthed the words, unable to get any sound out, touched glasses, and took a sip.

				I’d never tasted anything quite like this. It had a rich, deep flavor that sent a tickle up my nose. That one mouthful, I guessed, was more than I’d ever had at a time, and now I was faced with the prospect of drinking a whole glassful.

				The entire meal had an intimidating effect on me. The food was truly the best I’d ever eaten in my life, and it was plentiful. There was enough for a whole table of novices at Roylinn Academy, but Zhantar didn’t seem to notice the excess.

				I said scarcely a word during the meal, nor did my host seem inclined to talk. With each mouthful of wine, I felt a little more lightheaded. But it was the small glass of sherry with dessert that put me over the edge. One mouthful of it, and I could hardly keep my eyes open. I wondered what pleasure there was in drinking spirits if all it did was send one to sleep.

				Zhantar laughed. “I suspect you are not used to formal dining,” he said.

				“No, sir, I’m not.”

				“Well, that will change with practice. I’d hoped to spend some time in the drawing room learning more about you, but perhaps it will be better if you go to your night’s rest.”

				“I’m sorry, sir,” I said with a yawn, not liking to be rude and disappoint his plans.

				“Not at all, child. I should have considered your situation. Off with you now.”

				Nilla appeared as if from nowhere, although with my muddled head, it didn’t seem odd. She took me back to my room, then helped me change into my night things and get into bed. I fell asleep as she put the fine clothes into the wardrobe.

				[image: pause.eps]

				Silver moonlight shone through a gap in the curtains, filling the room. The shadows cast by the furniture were sharp and angular, and seemed to hide something. My door creaked open, and someone came in, closing the door softly behind.

				I lay there, watching the dark figure approach me, hoping they would think I still slept. A pale hand that glowed in the moonlight reached out from the cloak, stretching toward me. If I moved, they would know I was awake. I forced myself to remain still.

				Closer came the hand. I swallowed. But it didn’t touch me. Instead, it took hold of the wood collar.

				A brittle whisper broke the silence. “I know you’re awake.”

				I didn’t answer. I tried to breathe slowly to counteract my racing heart. Who was this person, and what did they intend to do?

				The hand pulled the collar, forcing me to rise up out of bed. I shivered a little in the chill air.

				“You will come with me.” And now I recognized the voice.

				Anazian! How could he have found me? How could he be here in Zhantar’s house?

				But, of course I had no choice but to follow him. Down the corridor, down the stairs to the entryway, through one door and then another, then down more stairs into a cellar. The stone floor was cold against my bare feet, and I shivered again. The door at the top of the cellar stairs slammed shut of its own accord, and everything went pitch black.

				My heart echoed around the unseen space. I tried to brace myself for whatever was to come next.

				But nothing came. Literally. Anazian’s footsteps rang on the floor for a moment, then stopped. Next I heard a rustling sound off to my left. Instinctively I turned toward it.

				Silence fell, broken only by my own ragged breath. Then behind me, a sound of metal on stone. I whirled.

				And so it went on for hours it seemed. Noises. Sometimes the feel of breath on my skin. Sometimes agonizing long periods of nothing. And when I couldn’t take any more torment, I screamed.

				[image: pause.eps]

				I woke up after the strange dream feeling tired and unrested. The heavy curtains let in little of the morning light, and I got out of bed and opened them, letting golden sunlight flood the room and wash the dark dream out of my mind.

				Rubbing my stiff neck, I looked out over the city, even more beautiful in the fresh morning than it had been the afternoon before.

				After breakfast, Nilla brought me clothes to change into. Not fancy clothes like those I’d worn last night, but casual ones—plain tan trousers and a short-sleeved blue tunic.

				Almost immediately after I changed, there was a knock on the door, and Zhantar entered.

				“I have tedious business to attend to today. Before I go, I wish to fortify myself with a stroll in my garden. Will you join me?”

				He didn’t need to ask twice. Being outside for a bit would do me good, maybe clear the traces of last night’s dream from my head.

				A path of crushed stone led across a neatly trimmed lawn, through the bed opposite the house, and on the other side was an orderly kitchen garden in which two men worked, one old and one young.

				The day had not yet grown hot, though the absence of a cooling breeze promised that would change soon. Still, the garden was restful, and when Zhantar said it was time for him to leave, I asked if I could stay outside longer.

				“I’m afraid not. My business calls, and I am not entirely convinced that your safety is no longer at risk. That man who brought you to the city could yet be looking for you. No, best you stay safe in your chamber.”

				And back inside we went, where I spent a tiresome day with, as before, nothing to do. Chastising myself for not asking for a book to read, I spent much of the day staring out the window on the peaceful rooftops, beneath which I knew seethed life and activity.

				A sense of unease crept over me. Why would a great lord such as Zhantar be so concerned for a friendless beggar like me? Much as I disliked thinking of myself that way, it was the truth. My friends were far, far beyond reach, my family was missing, and I had nothing to call my own—not even a change of clothes. If I could get away from here, I would certainly feel less awkward and beholden, but where would I go? I didn’t know anyone in the city.

				No, that wasn’t true. There was Tebina, the old woman who’d nursed me back to health when I became ill just before Breyard’s execution fight—the one I’d saved him from. She was a mage and would certainly help me. My heart rose, only to sink again. How could I ever find her in the maze of city streets?

				I sighed. If only I could get the collar off. I could send one message by bird to Yallick and another to Tebina. That was the obvious solution. I’d ask Zhantar tonight to help me get the collar off. Surely the gardeners had tools that would make quick work of it.

				[image: pause.eps]

				That night I dined again with Zhantar. Wanting to keep my wits about me, I drank only a little wine and no dessert sherry.

				As before, a third place was set, but no one else came.

				“Who are you expecting?” I finally summoned the nerve to ask.

				“Ah, that. My son is due in town one of these days, and I’ve had a place set for him in case he arrives. Do not concern yourself with the matter.”

				I thought that a strange explanation, but didn’t pursue it. After all, if I was going to ask Zhantar to help get the collar off, I didn’t want to annoy him with pointless questions.

				After the meal, we went to a small, cozy drawing room where two wing chairs were drawn close to the fireplace. As the weather was warm, only a small fire burned, more for atmosphere and light than for warmth. Zhantar picked up a decanter from the small table between the chairs and poured some of its contents into a crystal goblet. When he started to fill the other one, I tried to stop him, but he insisted.

				“This is some of the finest port to be found in this half of the world. You must try a little.” And he filled the glass halfway. Knowing it would be impolite to refuse again, I nodded my thanks. “There is something I would speak to you about.” He gestured for me to be seated, then sat down himself. “You have been in my house a number of days. More, probably, than you remember, for you were ill and insensible at first. My curiosity will not, however, forbear forever, and now I ask that you tell me your story.”

				That seemed only fair, though I didn’t exactly relish the idea. I would have to be careful not to mention my maejic. I didn’t like having to lie, but I couldn’t tell the whole truth, not unless I wanted to be turned in as a criminal.

				I took a small sip of the port, moving slowly to give myself time to gather my thoughts. My mind latched onto an idea I hoped would be believable. “My family’s home was attacked, by slave traders I think it must have been. They took us all away, but didn’t say where we were going. Along the way, they turned me over to this other man, the one who put me in the cage.” The tears that rose to my eyes were real, and from this point I could tell the truth.

				I didn’t tell him every humiliating detail, just enough to give him an idea of how I’d been treated. He sat silent for a long time after I’d finished, staring into the fire and sipping his port.

				When he finally spoke, his voice was low and intense. “So the wood bangle around your neck. You say this man put it there?”

				I touched the hateful thing. “Yes. I was hoping you might find someone to help get it off.”

				“Hmm. I will give it some thought. I know little of magic and will have to consult with one of the court magicians to find out—”

				“Oh, no!” I exclaimed, interrupting him. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t mean to be rude, but ...” But what? What could I say that wouldn’t make me sound as if I were hiding something? “I just don’t want ... to waste their time. They’re so important. I’m sure one of your gardeners could take it off quite easily.”

				Zhantar looked at me with an inscrutable expression. I feared I had said too much, been too vehement, raised his suspicions. But all he said was, “We shall see.” Then he surprised me with, “That mark on your face. Is that his handiwork, too?”

				My hand flew to my cheek. It had been days, maybe weeks, since I’d thought of it. What could I possibly say about it? The truth would be the very worst possible tack to take. “No, he’s not the one who did this. It was ... before.”

				Zhantar’s eyes narrowed. “Not by your father, surely?” I shook my head. “Someone in your village?”

				“No, not ... I ...” Panic started to rise in me. What answer could I give? Nothing came to mind. “I can’t ... I can’t ...”

				Zhantar sat forward in his seat and put a warm hand on my forearm. “I see that something is inhibiting you.” He touched the wood collar. “There is much that is going unsaid, I perceive. Forget about it for now. The mystery can wait to be unraveled.”

				He dismissed me then, saying I had given him much to ponder. I noticed that my port glass was now empty; I must have drunk it as I told my tale, though I didn’t remember having done so.

				[image: pause.eps]

				A young man came to me as I slept that night. He stood between my bed and the window through which silver moonlight flowed. A trim figure with wide, powerful shoulders around which fell long, wavy hair.

				My heart leapt. “Grey!”

				He nodded, and a moment later I was out of bed and in his arms. When I looked up to see if it was really him, he bent his head down, his hair brushing my cheeks, and kissed me.

				It began as a tender kiss, his lips sweet against mine, his tongue gently exploring my mouth. My heart beat in time with his. But soon his passion grew urgent. He slipped his hands under my nightshirt and caressed me, the palms of his hands hot and making my skin tingle.

				Caught up in an explosion of sensation, I tried to get my breath. I ran my fingers through his hair, touched his face, stroked his neck lightly with my fingernails. Shivering at his touch, I wished this moment would last forever.

				His hand cupped my right breast, and I gasped in delight. He let out a groan and staggered against me. I fell backwards, pinned beneath his weight as he bled all over me.

				And Anazian laughed.
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				So, it is you, you old coward. Where is my wife? What have you done with my son? At least my daughter is safe from you.

				Go ahead, laugh. Does it make you feel brave, keeping me in chains? And you wonder why I parted company with you and yours. I spit on you.

				Lock me in your deepest, darkest dungeon if you will, but victory will evade you in the end. You are the greatest of fools, engorging yourself on power that you don’t understand while the events you set in motion rage beyond your control.

				Take me away, for I have no wish to look on your face until I see you dispatched to Otherworld.
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				I had the same dream three times that night. In the morning, I awoke in floods of tears. Did this mean that Grey was really dead? Was there any hope he could be alive? Would I have to live through his murder over and over? Would I ever be able to go to sleep again?

				I dragged myself out of bed and opened the curtains, hoping that sunlight would help clear my mind, but it was raining. I sat in front of the open window breathing the clean, fresh air, but that wasn’t enough to keep my thoughts from slipping into their now-familiar obsessions. As the day continued gloomy, so did my thoughts. The only bright spot was the hope that perhaps today, I’d finally have the wood collar removed.

				Then partway through the morning, Nilla brought me several books. One was a history of the monarchy over the last five hundred years. Another was an encyclopedia of herbs and herbal remedies. The last was the one that piqued my curiosity: a treatise on the esoteric art of magic. The coincidence struck me that two of the three books were on topics of interest to me, although in my conversations with Zhantar, I’d not mentioned my studies of healing or magic.

				The treatise on magic was ancient, its leather binding worn, its pages stiff. I placed it on the table and, using great care, opened it. The odor of old parchment wafted from the pages, and I breathed deeply. The scent brought back memories of studying similar volumes with Yallick and banished the horrible dreams of Grey to the back of my mind.

				The book began with a history of magic power, and to my surprise and delight, it actually included maejic. On further reflection, I realized that was because maejic had been outlawed only recently. Still, a thrill of excitement coursed through me as I read about the first mages, how they’d discovered ways to absorb spiritual power and use it to affect human affairs and improve the lot of mankind.

				Then it explained how some of the mages chose to focus their skill on the more practical uses of power, such as healing and gardening, and this lead to a split of the practitioners into the two factions that eventually became know as mages and magicians. Each thought their own use of power to be superior.

				When Nilla brought my lunch tray, I moved the book to the bed while I ate.

				The afternoon sped by as I read more about magic, about how its power had been used by the political leaders, about the demise of the mages, and even a chapter discussing some of the secret societies that had formed only to be discovered and either disbanded or reabsorbed into the mainstream. Fascinating reading.

				I didn’t dine with Zhantar, but was summoned to the drawing room later in the evening. There was no fire tonight, just the light of a few taper candles on the mantel that left most of the room in darkness. Zhantar startled me by stepping out from the shadows.

				“Ah, you’ve come.” As if I might’ve disregarded his invitation. “Please, sit down.” He poured out port as he had done the night before.

				When we were both seated, he lifted his glass to me, then took a drink. “Ahh, yes. Quite. Well, I had a chance today to speak to one of the court magicians about that circlet you wear. It is his firm opinion that we ought not to cut it off.”

				My heart sank. This was certainly not what I expected to hear. And if I couldn’t use my maejic, how could I ever get word to Xyla and the mages where I was? How could I contrive to leave this place? I sat numb and silent, fingering the collar and hating it and Anazian more than ever.

				Zhantar went on, oblivious to my feelings. “I wish for you to meet with my ... associate, let him examine the thing for himself. Perhaps then he will change his mind.”

				“Me, go to the palace?” I squeaked in unfeigned fear.

				Zhantar smiled. “No, I would not ask that of you. It is an overwhelming place with far too many people. No, the one of whom I speak will come here. Will you meet him?”

				I didn’t know whether I wanted to or not, but didn’t see any graceful way of refusing. “Yes, I would be honored to.”

				“Very good. Now, I understand you made good use of the reading material I provided for you.”

				“Yes, I did. Thank you. I spent the whole day reading the one about magic.”

				“Indeed? Some would find that to be dry going. Any particular reason you chose that one?”

				I paused, realizing I would have to proceed carefully here. “Well, I was always fond of our village magician when I was a child. She even taught me a bit of magic. I guess that’s why the book caught my eye.” I hoped that sounded plausible.

				“Oh?” Zhantar’s eyebrows lifted. “You can do magic?”

				“A little,” I lied.

				“Well, that will interest my associate even more. They are always seeking likely candidates to join their ranks. Perhaps you might like to study formally? The magicians generally start students when they are younger than you, but I daresay it’s not too late.”

				The blood drained from my face. “I ... I don’t know, sir.”

				“Think well on it, child. Penwick’s magicians live a good life. Surely better than the one you were born to, or the one you appear to have almost been thrust into.”

				“Yes, sir. I’ll think about it.”

				“Good.” He leaned his head back in the chair and let out a sigh. “I have something of a reputation for finding those who make good magicians. Perhaps one could say I have a feel for them.”
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				I didn’t think I would ever fall asleep that night. I was sure Zhantar knew I hadn’t been entirely truthful, but what choice did I have? And asking me to think about becoming a magician! Things were getting over my head, and I wished that I’d never come here. The food, the clothes, and my beautiful room were all well enough, but the pitfalls that now gaped before me were deep and dangerous enough to ruin everything. What if this magician I was to meet tomorrow sensed my maejic? What if, somehow, the truth were discovered? If that happened, I’d be tried and executed, just as the king had tried to do to my brother. It would be ironic to meet my death in the dragon fighting pit.

				But perhaps my fears were for naught. Perhaps Zhantar took my tales at face value. Even if he did believe me—and with my guilty conscience, I thought that doubtful—there was still the matter of the meeting tomorrow. This would be no simple village magician; Erno gathered the most powerful ones in the land to his court.

				When I did sleep that night, it was fitful and uneasy. I didn’t have any of the strange dreams I’d had the nights before, but when morning finally came, I didn’t feel rested. After what felt like a full night of anxious thought, I was still no nearer to having a plan.

				Nilla, as always, brought my breakfast, and while I ate it, she laid out a pair of black trousers and a long-sleeved grey tunic. Once I’d changed and she’d helped me with my hair again, I paced the room. The books were gone, though I couldn’t have concentrated on reading anyway. My thoughts were as unproductive as my motion: unceasing but accomplishing nothing.

				When I answered the knock that finally came, it was neither Nilla nor Zhantar who stood there. It was a man I’d never seen before, tall and broad-shouldered and muscular. Dressed in a silver and black uniform, he looked more like a guard than a servant.

				“You’re to follow me, miss.” His voice was deep, and though his tone and manner were deferential, they didn’t reassure me.

				I followed him down the corridor and the stairs. He stopped before a closed door that I’d not been through yet. Instead of opening it, he knocked, then motioned for me to stand before it. He left me and disappeared through another doorway.

				My heart was in my throat, beating so fast I felt lightheaded. Fear pulsed through me, and I seriously considered making a dash for the entrance. Then the door swung open, and Zhantar stood there smiling down on me and extending a hand to draw me into the room. I forced my feet to follow.

				This room was utterly terrifying in its grandeur. The hand-carved furniture was ornate, upholstered in black satin and red velvet. Two chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their crystal drops catching the sunlight and scattering rainbow colors everywhere. The beautiful marble fireplace had to be the biggest one I’d ever seen.

				I noticed all this at a mere glance, because the figure standing near one of the sofas held my attention. His black tunic and trousers had been tailored to show off his physique, while his black boots looked both expensive and new. And he wore a black cloak thrown back over one shoulder but with the hood up and his face lost in its shadows.

				A hand on my shoulder, Zhantar guided me to stand before this man. My knees shook so hard I could hardly walk. I clenched my fists to keep my hands from trembling. How had I ever got myself into this position? For this man was surely a dragonmaster.

				“This is the young lady of whom I spoke,” Zhantar said in a casual tone, seemingly unaware of my turmoil.

				“I see,” said a muffled voice from within the hood. “Come closer,” he said, and somehow I made myself do it. A hand—long fingered, well-groomed, and elegant—touched the wood collar. The fingertips strayed to the skin of my neck, sending a thrill of dread through me. I feared and almost hoped my heart would stop.

				“There is power in this wood.” His other hand came up and he passed the circlet several times around, the heat of his fingers caressing my throat. “You see that it has no beginning and no end. Like power itself. And like power, its integrity must not be breached.”

				He let go of the wood, and it dropped heavily into place, as if it were made of iron instead of the light wood it actually was. My hope of freedom fell with it. Then he touched my left cheek, his hand gentle but firm.

				“There is an interesting tale here. I have never seen nor heard of such a thing. Will you tell me?”

				I opened my mouth, but no words came out. I shut it again, closed my eyes, and took several shallow, ragged breaths.

				“Perhaps another time,” he said, and relieved, I nodded.

				“My ... associate tells me you can do magic, that you might wish to join us. Is this true?”

				I licked my lips. “I can do a little magic, yes, sir.”

				“And you might wish to join us?” he repeated.

				“I don’t know, sir.” It came out as a whisper.

				“What? Don’t know if you would like to live in splendor and in the king’s favor? Don’t know if you want to have the power of the universe at your beck and call? Surely this is false modesty. Do you not know who it is who stands here before you?”

				By now, my whole body shook, and I had no way to control it. I was afraid I would faint away.

				Zhantar stepped up and gripped the magician’s shoulder. “Donavah,” he said, a smile on his face and a gleam in his eye, “let me introduce you to my son.”

				The magician’s beautiful hands reached up and drew back the hood.

				It was Anazian.
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				Oh, my son, my son. Well met at last, at long last. Let me clasp you to my bosom, let me touch your face. Oh, it is really you. I see your mother in your smile and in the light of your eyes.

				Oh, my son, my son. You have done so much, sacrificed so much of your life in our cause. My pride in you swells my heart nigh to bursting. It is really you? Are you really here? I pray your indulgence, let me touch your face yet again, assure myself I do not dream.

				Oh, my son, my son. We sit here poised on the cusp of victory, a victory of which we would have little hope if not for you. Join me in a celebratory cup. Let us lift our glasses aloft and toast one another. Let us taste the sweetness of anticipated victory.

				Oh, my son, my son.
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				Everything froze. My heart. My breath. My very thought. In an instant of clarity, I saw it all, how I had been toyed with by these two powerful men.

				Then my flight instinct took over.

				I spun on my heel and made a dash for the nearest door. Laughter followed me. I turned the handle, but the door didn’t budge.

				Looking over my shoulder, I found the two of them advancing toward me. I smacked the door in frustration. The other doors would also be locked, but perhaps a window would offer escape. I ran to the nearest one and tugged with all my strength, but it might have been nailed shut for all the good it did.

				Desperate, I slammed my fist into the glass and shattered the pane. My hand passed through, glass shards slashing it. But I had not chosen well, for the window I’d broken was a small one, far too small for me to get out. Footsteps drew near.

				A weapon. Perhaps I could protect myself from them that way. Disregarding the blood flowing from my hand, I ran to the fireplace, snatched up the poker, and turned to face my adversaries. Grasping the poker in both hands, I held it in front of me.

				They approached. I held my ground, back to the marble fireplace, ready to smash their heads if necessary to escape. They stopped just out of range.

				Zhantar smiled, and it no longer looked benevolent. “Now, Donavah, do you not think this is poor repayment of my hospitality?”

				I stood breathing heavily, eyes flicking back and forth between him and Anazian.

				“Come now,” he went on. “Surely you can see that your behavior is quite absurd. This is no way to treat your host and his beloved son.”

				“I never told you my name,” I said. Did he think I was a complete fool?

				He raised his eyebrows. “You are right, Anazian. She is a sharp one. Now, Donavah, no one needs to get hurt. Put that down, and come speak to us in a rational manner.”

				I just gripped the poker tighter.

				Anazian waved a hand lazily in my direction, then unclasped his black cloak and threw it over the back of a nearby chair.

				The poker suddenly heated up, burning my palms. With an involuntary cry of pain, I dropped it, and it clattered loudly on the stone floor. The odor of hot metal filled the air.

				Zhantar shook his head. “You are only making this harder on yourself. You must know that it is futile to try to escape. And if you keep trying, we will be obliged to make your life far more miserable than you have yet known.”

				I still stood my ground, trying to ignore the pain.

				“My father,” said Anazian turning to Zhantar, “let her stand there as long as she likes. The loss of blood from those cuts will weaken her soon enough. Let us sit and enjoy the spectacle.”

				Oh, how I hated him. How I hated them both.

				I could not give in and submit, nor would I be able to resist them long. My right hand was indeed bleeding profusely from several gashes. Even now I could feel myself weakening. I leaned back against the marble. It was cool, and I pressed my palms against it. But that didn’t really help, and I grew dizzy. I imagined I could smell my own flesh burning. I struggled to stay standing. My breath came in gasps, and Anazian laughed at me.

				I don’t know how long I stood there, but as my strength waned, my hatred waxed. They might have me cornered this time, but they would never beat me down.

				Eventually, I slid to the ground. Everything went black, and I passed out.
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				I wandered in a hazy dream world. Anazian played Talisman and Queen with Zhantar as I looked on and tried to guess their next moves. They didn’t speak as they battled it out, trying to Secure the Queen’s Heart.

				Rennirt licked the blood from my hand and swelled with power, his green eyes glittering beautifully in his dark, handsome face. Grey, a knife hilt protruding from his back, held me close and tried to kiss me one last time as he died. I wept, and Chase licked my tears.

				Everything went white. Anazian’s laughter filled my ears, going on and on for endless hours until I screamed for him to stop. Angry, he filled my mouth with stones that burned my tongue and stole my maejic.

				Zhantar stood before me, and I pummeled his face with my fists. He simply smiled at me and offered more wine. I tried to push him away, but someone had tied my hands behind my back. He approached, and I couldn’t move. He threw the wine at me, and it etched a labyrinth into my face.

				Xyla snatched Breyard from the ground and ate him, his bones crunching between her teeth. Traz beat her with his wooden staff, so she ate him, too. Then Yallick mounted her, and they flew off into the sky, where Mama and Papa danced against the backdrop of the setting sun.
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				I woke up back in my room, my blistered palms painful and one hand swaddled in bandages that smelled of healing herbs.

				“And finally, those eyes open,” said a voice I recognized. Still a bit drowsy, I couldn’t quite place it, nor did I care to try. What I wanted was to go back to sleep, but without the unsettling dreams.

				Then a man leaned over me, offering a cup from which to drink. An old man with short-cropped white hair and black beard. Zhantar! And now his smile looked shrewd and threatening rather than kind and concerned.

				I lifted a hand and knocked the cup away. It clanked and rolled across the floor. I paid for this action with a sharp wave of pain, but it was worth it to see the look of surprise that replaced Zhantar’s smile. He shrugged and sat back down in the chair next to my bed.

				“My son suggested that perhaps it would be wise to bind you, wrist and ankle, to the posts of your bed. His methods are rather more brutal than mine, I give you that. But perhaps more effective.”

				The implicit threat in his calmly spoken words was clear. I would have to go very carefully. I closed my eyes and willed myself to fall back asleep.

				“There will be none of that, young lady,” Zhantar said. “I wish to speak with you, and you will listen. If you give me any trouble, my son will be happy to take over.”

				Reluctantly, I sat up in bed, but I refused to meet his eye.

				“Now, before we begin, let us make something perfectly clear. I know who you are, I know what you are, and I know where your friends are.”

				I tried not to let my reaction show. Could it be true? No, he must be bluffing. He couldn’t possibly know where the mages had gone.

				“So the question is, what are we to do with you?”

				“Why not just kill me?” I growled. “Or is it that your precious son can’t manage to do it no matter how hard he tries?”

				Zhantar moved closer to my bed and leaned over me. “Killing, my dear, is too good for you. If you do not keep a civil tongue in your mouth, I will personally make sure that you wish for a very, very long time that you were dead.”

				I averted my gaze.

				“Now, allow me to introduce myself properly. I am Zhantar, DragonLord.” He paused to let that sink in. He wasn’t just a dragonmaster, he was the chief of them all. I was still trying to take that in when he went on. “The fact is that I am intrigued by your power. It is very great. Oh, it was amusing to watch you lie about having ‘a little magic.’” He let out a small laugh as he resettled himself in the chair. “As if a little magic were sufficient to bring the red dragons back from Stychs.”

				I gasped aloud. How did he know so much? Did he indeed know everything?

				“I propose we begin again, this time being honest with one another. For let me remind you that you have not been entirely truthful with me any more than I have been with you.”

				I just glared at him.

				“Well, I shall go forward as if we have an agreement. I hope you will come to find I am worthy of the truth in return.”

				His arrogance left me almost breathless. How could he possibly imagine I would ever come to trust him, when I was being held captive in his own house?

				“Ah, I perceive from the indignant lift of your chin that you object to the treatment you have received here. I confess that my means have been duplicitous. But I ask that you listen to what I have to say, then you can judge for yourself whether the ends called for them.

				“But first, you need to eat.” He rose from the chair and went to the door, where he spoke quietly to someone on the other side. He then went to the window and stood looking out. I tried to put the pieces together.

				Well, at least I now knew why Anazian had turned traitor. The thought struck me that maybe he hadn’t “turned” traitor at all but had been a plant from the beginning. That would explain why the mages had been “discovered” by the dragonmasters—their betrayer had lived among them for years.

				Now the timing of the attacks made sense, too. When Xyla and I had joined the mages, Anazian must have guessed at the significance. Perhaps Yallick had even told Anazian about his suspicions that I was the one spoken of in the prophecy. That would certainly explain why Anazian had tried to kill me, as well as why the dragonmasters had attacked the mages in the mountains. Small pleasure it was to consider the irony that their attack was the very thing that sent Xyla to Stychs to get the red dragons.

				But what about now? Why had they captured me and brought me here? Wouldn’t it have made more sense to kill me?

				Nilla came in with a tray. Her normally placid face looked tired, grey, and worried. She frowned as she watched me eat, and when the injuries to my hands made it hard to handle the spoon, she fed me the broth herself.

				When she’d gone, Zhantar resumed his seat.

				“A new age is dawning,” he said, as if there had been no interruption. “The time of the kings is ending, and we who are powerful in the arcane arts rise up to take their place.”

				This was not at all what I expected, and despite myself, I listened keenly to him.

				“You have great power, girl, and you know its flavor, its feel, its scent. You know what it is to use the power for good. That is what we intend to do, to wield the power for the good of the people.”

				I stared at him. He was talking about treason. Real treason. Not breaking some petty rule to which the king had attached the name “treason,” but the real thing. And with a sinking sense of doom, I realized how neatly the trap had been sprung. Having told me this plan, he would never, ever let me go.

				A smile blossomed on Zhantar’s face. “I see you understand.” He rubbed a hand along his jaw. “That is enough discourse for today. I will leave you now. To think.”

				He rose in a fluid motion and a moment later was gone. I heard a bolt slide, locking me in.

				To think, indeed.

				I would never leave this place. Not as a free person. Zhantar seemed to think that he could convince me to join the dragonmasters, but he would learn how wrong he was. I would die first. I gasped at that thought. But, yes, I would die first. I would never give in, so sooner or later, while I was yet young or when I was old, I would die in captivity. Just like so many generations of dragons. Cooped up, trapped in a net, enslaved to someone else’s will. That unhappy thought accompanied me to sleep.
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				I was awakened I don’t know how much later by my door slamming. Anazian stood there, no longer dressed in his fine black clothes but wearing simple tan trousers and tunic, and holding a basket in one hand.

				I leapt out the opposite side of the bed. My vision went black from getting up too fast, but I backed up until I was against the wall. When I could see again, he hadn’t moved, but he was giving me a lopsided grin.

				“Get back into bed, Donavah.”

				“Come and make me.” It was the first thing that came to mind to say, and childish though it was, at least it wiped the smile off his face.

				“Few things would give me more pleasure,” he said in a low, threatening voice. “But I daresay the pleasure would be all mine and none of yours. I suggest you think carefully before giving me such an invitation again.”

				I felt the blood drain from my face. A fleeting thought passed through my mind, wondering whether I could be sure of dying if I were to jump out the window. But such a thought was not only distasteful but also unworthy. It certainly couldn’t be construed as a victory for me, even if it did deny my adversaries victory.

				Anazian took another step. “Come here. Now,” he said in a low voice. “Or I will make you.”

				I stood a moment longer trying to gather my wits and courage. Then, slowly, I went back to the bed and sat on it, every muscle tensed.

				He set the basket on the table next to the bed. “I have come to tend to your hands. Move over here and sit quietly.”

				He took my left hand and examined it. Waves of pain washed over me as, with an ungentle touch, he slathered salve over the blistered skin. The right one was even worse. When he unwrapped the bandages, I saw that the gashes from the broken window had been deep enough to require stitching. Anazian smeared an ointment on them that stung, then more of the other salve on my palm.

				He put his things back into the basket, then took my chin and forced me to look up at him. With his free hand, he stroked my face. His fingers lingered on the mark on my left cheek. He traced the design with a fingernail, sending a shiver down my spine. “I will find out the story behind this,” he said. “But now, business calls.” He took his basket and left the room.

				Tears of frustration sprang to my eyes, but I dashed them away. In that moment, I came to myself as if from a long, exhausting dream. I was in a tight spot, no point in denying that. A tight spot from which it didn’t appear likely I would extricate myself. But that didn’t mean I had to act like a victim. I needed to start thinking clearly, paying attention to what was said to me, and forming a plan. Range their Talismans around me as they might, I would make Anazian and Zhantar dance a merry dance if they wanted to Secure the Queen’s Heart.

				Nilla brought my breakfast and left. I ate slowly, trying to make the meal last as long as possible. After I dressed, I stood at the window, gazing out at a grey sky that suggested rain later. I heard a noise behind me. Whirling round, I found Zhantar sitting in a chair, one leg crossed over the other and hands folded primly on top of a large book in his lap. I turned my back on him and stared out the window. How dare he slip into my room like that! I concentrated on remaining calm and not letting the DragonLord rattle me.

				“Good, good,” said Zhantar in a pleased voice that aggravated me. “Now, sit.” He gestured at the other chair.

				Not wanting to push too much and overstep myself, I paused only a moment before sitting down.

				“You have a pleasing voice, and I wish you to read to me.”

				He lifted the book from his lap. Its ancient leather binding had no writing or decoration that I could observe. The edges of the pages were cut unevenly, and ribbons of many colors spilled out from where they marked pages. Zhantar opened to a page marked with a wide scarlet ribbon, then turned the book around and placed it on my lap. He licked his upper lip, gave me a sly look, and placed a finger at a particular point on the page.

				“There, let us see what you make of that. Begin reading.”

				[image: spacer.ai]

				[image: ding.eps]

				The words contained herein are for the eyes of the worthy. Read on, if you dare, but beware the consequences.

				Knowledge is a dangerous thing. It can lift a ruler up in one breath and cast him down in the next. Like a double-edged sword, it cuts both ways

				If knowledge you seek, be pure of heart and of pure blood. None others shall find what they seek. Instead, they shall find death and destruction, or, if favor shines on them, they shall simply find nothing. For knowledge must be guarded, hid from the undeserving, protected from those who might corrupt it.

				Read on, if you dare, but I deny all culpability if what you find is not that which you seek but instead ends in death and destruction.
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				I read from the book. But as I did, a strange thing happened. I couldn’t remember a word I’d read. Startled, I looked up to find Zhantar leaning forward and watching me with an eager expression on his face.

				“Carry on,” he said, making an impatient motion with his hand.

				When I looked back down to the page, the words I’d already read had disappeared. I stared.

				“Read,” he demanded, tapping the page.

				With an uncomfortable feeling that something was very, very wrong, I resumed. The next hour had an unreal quality to it, as I read out pages and pages of whose contents I had no memory. When I paused to turn a page, Zhantar didn’t speak or move; he sat as still as a statue, he green eyes glittering with a hunger I didn’t understand.

				After an hour, he stopped me, took the book, and set it on the table.

				“You are still alive, I see,” he finally said.

				“Yes,” seemed to be the only possible reply.

				He nodded thoughtfully. “I am not surprised. No, indeed, on the contrary, I am pleased. You are one of us.”

				Anger boiled out of me. I leapt to my feet and walked to the opposite side of the room. I took several deep breaths to keep my voice from shaking before I said, “No, I am not one of you. And nothing you do or say can change that.” I gathered up as much courage and dignity as I could, then turned to face him. “You might as well just kill me now.”

				He beamed. “Ah, now this is much better. I had begun to believe that my son had brought me the wrong girl.”

				“Maybe he did. Maybe your precious son isn’t very good at getting things right. He certainly didn’t manage to kill me the first two times he tried.”

				My temerity in saying these words astonished even me. Zhantar’s eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched.

				“Have a care, girl. There is much I will tolerate from you, but if you push me too far, you will regret it.”

				I turned my back on him. “There is little more you can do to me.”

				He laughed. “Oh, there is much I can—and will, if necessary—do to you.” A long pause stretched between us. “But, come, Donavah. I have no wish to do things to you. How much better if we did things together? For despite your bitter words, you are one of us. And when you know the truth, you will confess it. Will you not listen to what I have to say?”

				I didn’t answer.

				“Or perhaps you would prefer for me to turn this conversation over to my son.” He paused, making sure there would be no mistaking his meaning. “Come,” he finally spoke again, and now his voice took on a kindly, coaxing tone. “We needn’t be adversaries. I understand why you feel as you do, and I don’t blame you. But I hope ... well, what I hope can wait until another time. Come, sit back down.”

				And I did. I despised myself for fearing Anazian so deeply that the mere threat of seeing him was enough to frighten me into submission. 

				Zhantar placed a hand on the book that still sat on the table. “This is an ancient tome written by Wals, DragonLord of old and passed down from each DragonLord to the next. Wals was a mighty man, living far beyond his natural years. He gathered knowledge of all sorts, both arcane and mundane. And he recorded the deepest, darkest secrets in this book.” He stroked it reverentially. “This very book, from which you just read. And you lived.”

				I frowned but stopped myself from asking what he meant, sure that that was exactly what he wanted me to do, and sure, too, that he would tell me whether I asked or not.

				He gave me a piercing look that in a way reminded me of Yallick. His voice dropped in volume and increased in intensity. “That book is Wals’ Cursed Book of Knowledge. Cursed, because anyone unworthy who even looks on its pages, much less tries to read it, will die. A slow, painful death.”

				I couldn’t help it: I looked at the book in astonishment. How could a book kill someone?

				“If you don’t believe me, I can arrange a demonstration.”

				“No!” I exclaimed, turning my attention back to him. “No. I believe you.” And, in truth, I did. There was something earnest in his manner, in the way he held himself, the way he spoke the words, that told me he was speaking the truth. There was only one way he could know for sure. I shivered.

				“And I will now tell you another thing. I have never read from the book.”

				“You coward!” He wouldn’t read it himself, but he’d set it before me!

				He laughed. “Oh, Donavah. I do so much prefer you like this. You are much more interesting than the mousy little Dona who thought herself safe in a rich lord’s house.

				“But you misunderstand. It is not cowardice that kept me from reading the book. You see, it shows its words only to Wals’ direct descendents.”

				Those words froze me in my seat. I could hardly draw breath.

				Zhantar rose to his feet. “I think that is enough for our first talk. I daresay you have enough to think on for awhile. I will return in the afternoon, for I have another treasure to show you.” He picked up the book and left.

				[image: pause.eps]

				I left the lunch tray untouched. Memories of the morning’s events swirled through my mind. A book that could kill people, and—in its own way more shocking—revealed that I was a descendent of some ancient DragonLord. The thought left a disgusting taste of bile in my mouth.

				Nilla came to take away the tray, and she frowned when she saw I hadn’t eaten. She carried it over to me, but I put up my hand and shook my head. A tiny voice of common sense suggested that going hungry wasn’t going to help, but I silenced it. I didn’t have any intention of starving myself; I just didn’t feel like eating now.

				When Zhantar eventually returned, he carried a basket whose contents were covered with a black velvet cloth. He set it on the floor next to the table, then turned to look at me.

				“Have you given thought to what I said earlier?” he asked.

				“I have. And as you well know, it doesn’t mean much of anything.”

				He raised his eyebrows, much as I would’ve expected Yallick to do had I answered him in the same way. “Do go on.”

				“There are probably thousands of descendents of Wals. It’s hardly significant if I’m one of them. It means exactly nothing.”

				“True enough that there may be thousands. But only one brought back the red dragons.”

				I opened my mouth to reply, then snapped it shut when I realized there was nothing I could say to rebut that.

				Zhantar’s face took on an eager light. “Do you not see? You have proven yourself to be a dragonmaster, whether you wish to acknowledge the title or not.”

				“No one can truly master a dragon.”

				He laughed at that. “You think not? Tomorrow, I shall disabuse you of that notion. For now, there is something I want you to see.”

				He sat in one chair and motioned for me to sit in the other. He took the velvet cloth from the basket and covered the table with it. Then he lifted a crystal sphere, about eight inches in diameter, out of the basket and placed it on the velvet. I stared, wide-eyed.

				“You recognize this?” he asked.

				I nodded. As a matter of fact, I’d seen a sphere exactly like it. Oleeda had it in her quarters back at Roylinn Academy’s retreat house, and she’d used it to view a memory I’d long repressed. Is that what Zhantar intended to do, to view my memories for his entertainment?

				“A marvelous instrument, this is,” Zhantar said in a silky voice. “It can reveal what is, what has been, and to the truly skilled, what will be.” He gazed into the cloudy depths of the sphere for a moment, then slowly lifted his eyes to me in such a way that he could have been caressing me. I shivered. “Let us see what it has to tell us today.”

				He held the sphere cupped in his hands. Where his skin touched the surface, colors began to appear and spread. Slowly, like morning haze burning away under the strengthening sun, the murk disappeared, leaving an image behind. Unable to resist, I bent closer to see better. The sphere filled with a view of Penwick, the golden roof of the palace gleaming in the bright sunshine.

				“Yes, yes,” Zhantar said. He blew softly on the sphere, and the image changed. Now the palace filled the crystal. The image was so clear I could see the leaves on the trees fluttering in the breeze. Eyes closed in concentration, Zhantar nodded twice, then blew again.

				Now the sphere showed a room, long and narrow, down the center of which ran a table. Women sat working at this table, women who looked weary and dejected. Some had blackened eyes or bruised cheeks. All sewed. None spoke. Watching them work, I could feel their sadness as if it were a physical thing, their bitterness as if they knew I looked on their misery and wished me ill for it.

				Then I noticed something else. The nearest woman had her back to me, but something about her looked familiar. Her dark, plaited hair hung down her back, which was hunched over her work. She gave her head a little shake and lifted the back of her hand to her forehead in a gesture that I knew.

				Mama!

				It struck me like lightning and seemed to stop my heart. As I watched, she reached down to rub her ankle, which was shackled to the chair.

				“Mama!” My spirit screamed the word, but my mouth merely whispered it. I slipped from the chair to my knees, trying to get as close to the crystal as possible, to try to understand where she was ... and why.

				“Do not touch the glass,” Zhantar said in a quiet voice.

				Just then, a woman in a uniform walked up behind Mama. I heard the woman shout, as if it were from a short distance away, “Get back to work, you lazy dog,” and she clouted her across the back of her head.

				“No!” I shouted. “Leave her alone!”

				Zhantar let out a low chuckle. “We can hear them, but they cannot hear us.”

				“Where is she?” I cried, rising to my feet and looking back and forth from the DragonLord to the sphere. “What’s going on?” Tears poured down my face. Mama! Chained to a chair, being beaten. Oh, Mama!

				“She is in the palace, of course. As a slave.” As matter-of-factly as if he were telling me that the grass was green and the sky blue.

				“A slave? Why?” I walked to the window, then back to the table in agitation. “Why would someone make her a slave? And where’s Papa? Is he a slave, too?” I dashed my tears away, only for them to be replaced.

				Zhantar watched me with narrowed eyes. “I do not deem the time right to reveal your father’s plight. Not yet.”

				I scarcely heard his words as I knelt down to look into the crystal again. But the image was fading, turning back into white haze.

				“Now, let us talk about your mother. She leads a weary life. Sewing all day from sunup to sundown. Not allowed to speed the passing of time with chatter. Crammed into tight sleeping quarters with little food. And it’s all your fault.”

				“My fault?”

				I gaped at him for a moment, then with no thought of the consequences, I flew at him. My attack caught him off guard, and I managed to strike him hard in the face before he realized what was happening. But my outburst of rage hadn’t accounted for him being a very powerful magician.

				Before my second blow could land, he raised a hand, palm outward as if pushing me away, and I sailed through the air, crashing against the far wall and falling in a heap. The collision knocked the breath out of me, and for a few seconds I concentrated on trying to get it back.

				But I couldn’t breathe. Zhantar, his eyes blazing, stood over me, hands on hips, just watching. It was as if someone had their hands around my throat, choking me. My lungs burned and my tongue seemed to swell. I tried to stand up, to do something that would break the casting of the spell, but the best I could do was rise to all fours.

				I forced my lungs to expand, but nothing filled them. Tumbling over onto my side, I looked up at Zhantar in terror. He stood as immobile as stone staring at me.
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				When consciousness returned, I lay where I’d fallen. After a few moments of trying to get my bearings, I pushed myself to my feet and went to lie down on my bed.

				What had gotten into me, to attack Zhantar like that? Yes, his mocking had enraged me, but what a stupid thing for me to do.

				No food was sent to me that night, and I had to make do with just water. I went to bed before it got dark and fell into a heavy sleep.

				In my dream, I fell upward. I sped through a purple sky, with lights of every color flashing around me. A voice, ancient and deeply rooted as the hills, spoke. “Why do you disturb my rest?” The words shook my very soul and arrested my flight. Now I floated, slowly spinning in place, trying to fight off dizziness and the tightening pain that coursed through my body. A voice of ancient power told me its story, infusing me with its own strength. A strange sensation passed through me. It started at my toes and worked its way upward, making me feel both warm and cold, weak and strong. I wanted to laugh and weep, sing and dance and stand quiet and still, all at the same time.

				Then it all faded away, and I wept for what I’d lost.

				I woke up with tears on my cheeks and damp spots on my pillow. Sitting up and stretching my arms, I thought about the dream. It was such a keen reminder of the strength Etos had given me—strength I’d lost.

				Or had I?

				Perhaps the dream had been sent to remind me not of what I’d lost, but of what I had. For I was strong. Strong enough to gather sufficient power to bring the red dragons back to Hedra. Strong enough that Zhantar wanted me to become a dragonmaster. Strong enough, surely, to find my way out of what I faced now. I would just need to be canny and careful.

				It was well that I made this resolution.

				Nilla brought my breakfast tray, her face looking grey and worried. She hustled me into eating quickly, and I wondered what could be up. When I finished, she took the tray away, but was back only minutes later carrying a large bundle of clothes. Black leggings and tunic, rich purple and blue sash, black boots that fit perfectly, though I hadn’t been measured for them. And, to go over it all, a floor-length black cloak. I resisted putting this on last, knowing full well that it would make me look like a dragonmaster, but Nilla kept looking toward the door and nearly wept with panic. I relented and let her put it on me.

				She took a small metal compact from her pocket and opened it. It contained some pink powder, a bit of which she rubbed into my cheeks. She then ran a brush through my hair and pulled it back neatly into a queue.

				The door opened, and Zhantar swept into the room, resplendent in his black clothes and cloak, his gold belt and torc, his jeweled fingers and handsome face. He looked every inch the DragonLord. The power radiated from him so that I could practically taste it.

				“I see you are ready,” he said in a harsh voice that left me in no doubt of his continuing displeasure.

				I felt myself cower away from him, then remembered my dream, remembered Etos. Straightening up and lifting my chin a little, I looked straight into his eyes. “Ready for what?”

				The muscles in his jaw tightened, and it was several heartbeats before he replied. “Ready for your lesson. The one you earned yesterday.”

				I swallowed and looked away, deeming it wise not to stand so firm that his only choice would be to break me. He took it as acquiescence.

				“You will come with me. You will behave exactly as I expect you to. And if you are tempted to disobey me in any way, you will remember how very easy it is for a fire to start in the king’s sewing room and how unlikely it is that many of the slaves could be unshackled in time.”

				My stomach churned at this reminder of what had happened to Mama. Was he taking me to see her? No, that couldn’t be it. He certainly wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble with the clothes just for that.

				“Now, come, my novice. Follow me.”

				His novice? How dare he be so presumptuous! But mindful of his threat, I bit back the sharp words that rose to my lips and followed him out of my room, down the stairs, and outside.

				A splendid carriage stood ready in front of the house. Shiny and black, reflected sunlight sparkled off it. It was drawn by a perfectly matched pair of pure-black horses. A footman held the door open for us, and I climbed in and took a seat in the carriage’s luxurious interior. Another time, I would have enjoyed such a ride as this, but today, I would almost have preferred to be in Anazian’s cage.

				We passed through beautiful, tree-lined streets. The horses’ hooves clipped merrily on the cobbles. Overhead, the sky was bright and cloudless.

				Zhantar reached over and, taking my chin in his hand, forced me to look at him.

				“You will behave as if you are my novice. Should you deviate in the smallest way ...” He didn’t finish the sentence, but instead snapped his fingers. A spark flew from them, glowed for a moment in the air, then went out. His meaning was clear. “And, Donavah, so that you know, my son argued long for me to let him teach you the consequences of daring to lay a hand on me. I was sorely tempted to let him have his way. But my heart tells me that subtlety will be more effective with you. It would behoove you to learn your lesson this time, for if there is a next time, Anazian might persuade me.”

				I felt myself flush. Zhantar didn’t speak again until we arrived at our destination. Looking back out the window, I saw the brightly colored awnings of a marketplace.

				The carriage stopped, and a moment later the footman opened the door. Zhantar stepped out, then turned and offered his hand to assist me. I would have preferred to spurn his offer, but his eyes, glittering green in the sunlight, reminded me of the part I must play. I composed my face into a pleasant smile, took his hand, and stepped out next to him.

				Above me, high into the sky, rose the greenish stone walls of the king’s arena.
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				The weeks grow long, and despair grows ever greater in my soul. Surely if Donavah were alive, we would have heard something by now.

				I sit in a blackening mood, watching Traz learn the danse with Lini, watching Breyard work on flight patterns with the dragons. But to what end is it all? What can be accomplished if Donavah be lost?

				No, I must shake off these feelings of doom and dread. I must not imagine the worst has happened. And if, indeed, it turns out that Donavah’s sole purpose was to bring the red dragons back from Stychs, she has done a mightier thing than I shall ever do.

				But no one can blame me for wanting a better reward for her than an early death.
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				My breath caught in my throat. My smile faltered. No, surely he wasn’t going to make me watch executions in the dragon fighting pits. Oh, subtlety indeed. How could I bear such a thing?

				“Come, my dear,” he said, keeping hold of my hand with one of his and gesturing toward the grand entrance with the other.

				All around us, rich, well-dressed men and women—lords and ladies all, no doubt—drifted toward the arena. Some greeted Zhantar, the men with a heartiness that I recognized to be a cover for their fear of his power, the women with shining eyes for the handsome figure he cut.

				I felt many eyes on me as we went along our way. Zhantar tucked my hand into the crook of his arm, and I could feel excitement and tension in him. People moved aside for us, and I soon found how deeply I disliked being on the receiving end of this sort of deferential behavior. Zhantar didn’t seem to notice it, as if he were accustomed to it or, perhaps more likely, as if it were his due.

				We had to go through a long tunnel that passed under the tiered rows of seats, but it was high and wide and well-lit with torches. When we came out the other side, I had to suppress a shudder. Last time I was here, I’d seen a dragon eat a man. That horror came full-blown back into my mind, as did the memories of Xyla rescuing Breyard and the dragonmasters attacking me. There would be no Xyla now to save me from their clutches, no Traz to use his staff to break the magic net that held the dragons captive. I was as trapped as the dragons beneath my feet in the stables. Their misery was so great that despite the collar that blocked my maejic, I could still feel it in the air.

				We stepped out of the tunnel and onto the wide walkway that surrounded the actual fighting pit. For now, people milled around, hailing one another, chatting, and making wagers on the fights. The upper tiers had already started to fill.

				Zhantar led me to the left. Folk continued to greet him, but all moved aside to let us pass through. We arrived at a box, the only place where there was cover from the sun, and went in. The seats here had armrests and were upholstered with fine leather. They would have been fitting had they been found in a rich family’s sitting room. One was especially ornate, with a high back and elaborate designs of intertwined dragons carved into the wood. I thought it must be Zhantar’s, for surely it was splendid enough for the DragonLord.

				He instructed me to sit in a chair in the front row, but he didn’t sit himself. Instead, he paced the box, back and forth, back and forth, reminding me of Marileesa, my best friend back at Roylinn Academy, who had a fit of nerves before any singing performance. Did Zhantar feel the same way before a public performance of his own?

				I tried to ignore his pacing and instead took in my surroundings. We had a clear view of the fighting pit; indeed, these must be the very best seats in the arena. To the left was the opening through which the prisoners would enter the arena, one at a time, and on the right was the huge opening for the dragons.

				Zhantar’s hands gripped my shoulders from behind. “You will watch,” he hissed in my ear, “and you will give every impression that you are enjoying yourself. Do you understand?” I nodded reluctantly. “Speak it. Say the words aloud.”

				“I will do as you say.”

				He snapped his fingers again as a reminder. Then a fearsome sight met my eyes. A tightly clustered group of Royal Guardsmen approached.

				Has this all been some convoluted scheme to deliver me to the Royal Guard? Were they coming to cast me into the fighting pit? My heart beat faster, and my mouth went dry as they drew closer and closer. When, at the sharp bark from an officer, they stopped right in front of the box, it was all I could do to force myself to stay where I was and not leap to my feet and start running. As if that would do any good. No, if they were here to arrest me, I would behave with a dignity and pride that would make even Yallick proud. Not that he would ever hear of it.

				But no one accosted me. The Guardsmen all stood at stiff attention, their eyes straight ahead. I might have been invisible for all the notice they took of me.

				Then, at another command, they repositioned themselves, and a man dressed in the silliest, gaudiest clothes I’d ever seen stepped from the midst of them.

				“Pay obeisance to your king, fool!” Zhantar hissed so that only I could hear.

				Heart in my throat, I slid off the chair and went down on one knee, bowing my head as King Erno entered the box. I hardly noticed the footsteps as the Guardsmen marched away.

				“Ah, Zhantar, you old rascal! How do you do this fine day?”

				I watched the DragonLord from the corner of my eye, and when he straightened up, I did the same, though I tried as much as I could to melt into the background.

				When the king spoke, I noticed that Zhantar’s shoulders stiffened. He smiled at Erno, but it was a brittle smile that conveyed nothing of friendliness. The king, however, seemed oblivious to this as he slapped the DragonLord heartily on the back.

				“I am well, Your Highness, and I hope you are even better.” Zhantar’s words were icier by far than any he had ever used with me. My eyes slid to the king, and I marveled that he seemed not to take any notice of that which was so clear to me. If I were queen, I would take umbrage at any of my subjects who took that tone with me. Zhantar went on. “I have brought my new novice to observe the working of my dragonmasters.”

				The king looked at me, and I needed no prompting to bow once more; I had no wish to meet those eyes. If this man suspected that I had maejic power, he would have the Guardsmen take me to the dungeons to await trial and execution. If he knew who I truly was, like as not he would have me thrown straight to the dragons without even bothering with a trial. Would Zhantar say my name? I died a thousand deaths in a few seconds as I wondered what would happen next.

				“A novice, eh?” And the king, quite unexpectedly, giggled. “Soon to be one of your dancing puppets? Sit, girl. Enjoy the show.”

				I slipped into my seat, hoping this was the right thing to do.

				More people entered the box now. None were introduced to me, and I guessed they must be high-ranking noblemen and women and court officials.

				No one paid any attention to me, for which I was glad, and I observed as much as I could. Erno didn’t seem inclined—or maybe even able—to concentrate on any one conversation for long. He laughed at odd times and sometimes broke off mid-sentence to stare at some distant point.

				Zhantar held himself aloof, not participating in any of the conversations but simply watching everyone, his face flinty and his eyes hard and cold. I had no doubt whatsoever that he hated King Erno with his entire being.

				The seats were beginning to fill in earnest now, and I concluded it must be nearly time for the day’s events to get under way.

				Then another contingent of Royal Guardsmen approached. Fear leapt again in my heart, but as before, I needn’t have worried. This time, they accompanied a beautiful young woman.

				“Ah, Rycina, my love,” bellowed King Erno. “Come, give your papa a kiss.”

				She blushed at this command but did as asked. I couldn’t help but watch her with keen interest. Xyla had hatched from the egg that was supposed to be her betrothal gift from Prince Havden of Ultria.

				I soon saw that Rycina was nothing at all like her father. Where his attire was ostentatious and showy, she wore a simple pale green gown that was pure elegance. Excessive jewelry contributed to his foppish appearance; her few pieces, though expensive and well-crafted, served to enhance her beauty. And while he spoke in a blustery manner about things of little import, her discourse was quiet, demure, and intelligent. The people in the box gravitated toward her.

				With one very noticeable—to me—exception. Zhantar watched her with even more hatred than he had for the king.

				Then a hush swept over the crowd, and stragglers began to hurry to their seats. Figures dressed in black—just as I was—poured out of the tunnels and into the arena. They marched in single file along the walkway, peeling off one at a time until a hundred or more of them were spread out evenly around the pit.

				Zhantar watched the dragonmasters with a smile—a real one now. His eyes glowed not with hatred but with pride. I wondered if he was going to join in, but he stood in place, simply watching his magicians do their job.

				The dragonmasters, as if at some silent signal I couldn’t detect, began to perform their routine. Their spells would create a magic net over the arena, preventing the dragons from flying away. Their movements reminded me a little of the danse—the powerful magic practiced on Stychs—but it seemed to be more martial in nature, more of precision and exactitude and less of motion and grace.

				When they stopped, all with their hands raised above their heads, a tocsin rang out. This, I knew, was the warning bell. All must be still during a dragon fight, so everyone must be in their seats before it began.

				Erno made an expansive gesture to those in the box. “And now, my friends, I thank you for joining me this fine day. Let us enjoy the entertainment before us!” His eyes shone in what could only be called blood-lust. What a coward! Then I immediately tried to suppress that idea. It wouldn’t do for treason to slip out of my lips. I must guard my thoughts, lest they be reflected on my face and get me into trouble.

				The others in the box took their seats, the king taking the beautiful dragon chair, though the animated chatter continued. I expected Rycina to sit next to her father, but she chose a chair in a back corner. It seemed to me that she even turned it a bit, as if to obscure her view, even if just a little, of the pit. I found myself wanting—almost compelled—to watch her. Then Zhantar pinched my arm hard enough to bring tears to my eyes. I glanced upward at him and he jerked his head toward the pit. Focusing my attention there, I blinked back the tears. It wouldn’t do for the king to notice them and ask their cause.

				The tocsin rang out again, and now my ordeal began in earnest.

				The door to the left opened, and a woman was pushed through it. She was naked and her head was shaved, and she carried a small shield but no sword. Anger swelled in me. Why all this spectacle to execute someone? Surely a human with only a shield couldn’t hope to “fight” a dragon. My lip started to curl in disgust, but I caught myself and schooled my expression into one of neutrality.

				King Erno giggled with glee. “One of those pesky mages,” he said. “I keep thinking I’ve rooted them all out, then my dragonmasters find more. Well done, Zhantar!”

				The DragonLord bowed his head. “It is my honor to serve you, my king.” Was I really the only one who heard the spite and sarcasm in his voice?

				With a loud clang that made me jump, the door on the right opened. Out came a silver dragon, swiveling its head left and right as it scented prey.

				The woman—a fellow mage!—didn’t quail. She showed no signs of fear at all. Casting aside the shield, she strode to the center of the pit. Pride surged through me as I realized that she had chosen to embrace her fate and that she would supply as little sport to the crowd as possible.

				Her movement caught the dragon’s attention. For a tense moment, it stared at her. She, in turn, watched it as she continued walking forward without changing direction or speed. In a lighting move that elicited a collective gasp from the crowd, the dragon leapt on the woman. The first and only time I’d watched a dragon fight, the dragon had toyed with the poor man like a cat with a mouse. That didn’t happen this time. This one snatched the woman up and a moment later swallowed her.

				It took a second for everyone to realize the fight, such as it was, had ended. Then the crowd roared while the dragonmasters began to move, using their power to force the dragon back to the stables. Everyone in the box burst into cheers and applause. Swallowing back the gorge that rose to my throat at what I’d just witnessed, I clapped my hands, too. Or at least made a show of it, as they were sore and one was still bandaged. I could not, however, bring a smile to my face; fortunately, Zhantar didn’t notice.

				King Erno pounded the arms of his chair. “No! It can’t be over that fast!” He turned a petulant expression onto Zhantar. “You must make it more fun. I demand it.”

				“My king, you know how it is with the mages. Always the same. Put it out of your mind. The next one is naught but a rapist, and he shall not have the means of convincing the dragon to be done with him quickly.”

				Erno’s pout turned to a grin, and he licked his lips. “Yes,” he drawled. “Of course.”

				I tried in vain to wipe the memory of the fight from my mind while those in the box chatted excitedly about the next criminal. At least in his case, from what I could gather, his crimes were real and proven. Not, I reminded myself, that anyone deserved to be executed in such a fashion as Erno had the taste for.

				The tocsin rang out. The arena stilled, and the conversation around me died away.

				The door opened, and out stumbled a naked man. He seemed hardly able to walk, and I was close enough to see the bloody pulp that was all that was left of the offending member.

				The coppery-colored dragon that came out now was young, not yet full grown. Perhaps drawn by the scent of fresh blood, it crossed the pit in one bound and set to rending the man bit by bit. This was more to the crowd’s—and the king’s—liking, and great shouts and guffaws of delight punctuated the air.

				The battle seemed to go on for hours, though it was probably only minutes. The young dragon seemed to know how much damage it could do without actually killing its victim—knowledge no doubt acquired from the dragonmasters. The man’s screams rent the air, drawing delighted squeals from King Erno. It took all my strength of will not to show my true feelings, while Zhantar looked on the fight with impassivity.

				When it was finally over and the dragonmasters were forcing the dragon back to the stables, Erno rose to his feet, clapping his hands happily like a small child watching the antics of a puppy. I glanced around at the others, who followed the king’s lead in praise of such entertainment—all except Rycina whose look of revulsion mirrored my own feelings.

				The princess rose to her feet and approached the king. “Papa, I have just remembered an urgent matter of business that I have left undone. I pray your pardon for leaving so early, but I really must go.”

				Erno’s face fell. “Must you really, my pet? Surely you can send someone to take care of it.”

				She bent down and kissed him on both cheeks. “No, Papa, I’m afraid it is such business as I must see to personally. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

				He pouted as he stroked her face. “I will tell you everything you miss.”

				Zhantar stepped out of the box and signaled someone. A few moments later, a group of Royal Guardsmen marched up, and Rycina left with them. I watched her go. She would be queen someday, and if what I’d observed today was any sign, she would be a very different sort of monarch from her father. I, for one, wasn’t fooled by the excuse she gave for leaving; I was sure she simply had no stomach for this. She’d probably come only because she had no choice and stayed only as long as necessary. Zhantar watched her departure, too, an inscrutable look on his face.

				After the fourth fight, refreshments were brought to the box. My stomach was tied in knots from having to watch and, worse, having to pretend I was having a good time, and I couldn’t eat. Luckily, no one offered me anything.

				Later, when the sun had long passed its zenith, I had grown numb to the executions. I forced myself to smile and applaud, all the while letting my mind range far from this horrible, horrible place. A change now came over the dragonmasters. I couldn’t tell precisely what it was, perhaps a droop to their shoulders or a slowing of their movements. Zhantar stood more erect than ever, and he stared at the pit with fierce eyes.

				The door opened and out came a man dressed in armor and carrying a shield and sword. I didn’t understand. All of the other prisoners had worn a few rags or been completely naked, depending on the nature of their crime. A few, murderers primarily, had had weapons, though this seemed to be more for the purpose of prolonging their deaths and entertaining the crowd than for any real defense. This man, though, looked like a warrior.

				Erno clapped his hands. “Oh! I forgot! Our pirate is today!”

				Zhantar shot the king such a look of pure, freezing hatred that it chilled me to the core. When the large door opened on the other side of the arena and the dragon came out, I understood at last.

				This dragon had once been white, but now its hide hung limp and grey from its frame. It moved slowly and stiffly, as if each step caused it pain. There was no light in its eyes, no heft to its wings.

				This dragon had been sent to the pit to die.
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				My heart is torn in two. I can’t stop worrying about my family, and sometimes all I want to do is mount one of the dragons and tear off in search of them myself. How can everyone expect me to just stay here doing nothing? When I think about it, I want to scream.

				Everyone—Yallick, Oleeda, all the dragons—counsel me to be patient. Do they know something they’re not telling me? Only Traz betrays any hint of rebellion. An occasional gleam in his eye gives it away. That boy has something up his sleeve.

				But then there is the time I spend with the dragons. It’s a beautiful and wondrous thing, the way they respond to me. Practicing maneuvers, it’s as if they know my thoughts before I myself do. When I direct them in the dance of the sky, everything is right and my heart feels whole.
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				In its own way, watching the dragon die was even worse than watching the men and women. How long has this poor beast provided entertainment to the people? They had rooted for its success many, many times, yet now they turned on it, cheering anew with each gash from the pirate’s sword.

				It was not easy work to slay a dragon single-handedly. Even one as old and infirm as this one would not meekly lie there and let its throat be slit. The pirate slashed at it over and over while it struggled to get away, until it bled from a hundred places. When finally it crashed to the ground for the last time and the pirate thrust his sword into its heart, the crowd went wild.

				I wept, and no threat from Zhantar could’ve stopped me. But he didn’t notice me wiping my eyes with the edge of my cloak; he stood still as a stone, staring at the carcass of the once-majestic creature. A new thought occurred to me: did he actually care about the dragons?

				People began making their way down the arena stairs and out. Two rows of Royal Guardsmen stood shoulder to shoulder across the front of the box, while those inside indulged in more refreshment. I managed to get my emotions under control, and the one time someone offered me food, I declined politely. Zhantar remained aloof from the group, too.

				Finally, the arena had emptied and the king left with his entourage of Guardsmen. The others left, too, until soon only Zhantar and I remained, and he hadn’t moved a muscle. Eventually, though, he stirred.

				“Let us go,” was all he said, and his voice was soft and bitter.

				The walk to the carriage and the ride back to the house went by in a haze as my mind kept replaying scenes I’d witnessed that day. I wished there was a way to purge them forever from my memory.

				Zhantar said nothing the whole time, not even when he delivered me to my room. Once the bolt had slid into place, I stripped off the repulsive dragonmaster clothes and put on my simple nightshift, then threw myself onto the bed and let my emotions have free rein.

				It had all been hateful, from seeing a fellow mage meet her death so bravely, through the various and sundry criminals who had actually done something wrong even if they didn’t deserve this, to the disgusting murder of the poor dragon whose only crime had been to grow too old to kill helpless people anymore.

				Did Zhantar think he could ever convince me to join the dragonmasters? Why did he want me to? What did I have that he desired so much?

				And King Erno. What of him? He had surprised me, for never did I expect that Alloway’s monarch could be such a fool. Fearsome, regal, powerful: these were things I expected a king to be. But petulant, childish, and weak?

				I had believed, too, that the dragonmasters were in league with the king, that they did his bidding and served him. But I’d never have thought that the DragonLord would despise his king so deeply.

				Not that it was hard to imagine a man like Zhantar despising one like Erno. But for what reason did Zhantar subject himself to such petty usage? On second thought, that was easy to guess. This life as DragonLord was far more glamorous than being a village magician or, worse, a traveling one. Yes, for a life of ease such as this, some people would put up with much.

				Not me, however. Nothing would induce me to become a dragonmaster. And thus my thought came full circle, then spun around again and yet again.
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				Next morning, Nilla wouldn’t meet my eyes when she brought my breakfast tray. At least I was hungry now and ate enough to please her on that score. She took care of my hands, too. 

				The rest of the morning was spent in Zhantar’s company. He brought his crystal and the Cursed Book of Knowledge. First, he showed me Mama again. It crushed my heart to see her looking so dejected, ankles chained to her chair. But she was still alive, and I swore to myself that somehow, I would find a way to free her.

				Zhantar wrapped the crystal in the black velvet and placed it on the bed before handing me the book and instructing me to read. Which I did until lunchtime. Occasionally he would stop me and sit quietly, pondering what he’d heard. And as before, I remembered none of it. When he finally took his things and left, I felt strange, as if several hours of my life had been blotted from my memory.

				A routine developed that went on for days and days. In the mornings, Zhantar began instructing me in magic, while afternoon were reserved for reading that horrid book—hours that dragged on and on.

				“We will begin by reviewing the basics,” he said.

				“I can’t do magic,” I replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

				He scowled. “What do you mean, you can’t do magic? Of course you can. You said so yourself.”

				I touched the wood collar. “Remember this? Anazian said it keeps me from using my power.”

				“Ah, yes. The black wood. But you misunderstood. It only prevents you from using your maejic power.”

				And I discovered he was right. I could do anything he asked, almost always on the first attempt. It took little power and less attention. Now that I had knowledge and experience of using maejic, I found magic, by comparison, to be like the difference between a farmer whistling a country tune and a trained soloist performing at Summer Solstice.

				Then, finally, something broke our routine. One morning, Zhantar was in the middle of explaining how to light candles with only magic—a handy spell I actually wanted to learn—when we were both startled by someone pounding on my door.

				“Father!” Anazian shouted. “Come right away! There is an ... incident up at the palace. Hurry!”

				Zhantar leapt to his feet, frowning, and left my room. I dashed to the window, but I couldn’t see anything. I sighed. When I turned back to the room, I sucked in my breath. Zhantar had left his crystal!

				I crept to the door, walking as carefully as I could so as not to make any noise, and pressed my ear against it. Nothing. I moved to the bed.

				Would the magic work for me? Only one way to find out. I unwrapped the crystal and held it up, looking into its murky depths.

				At first, nothing happened. I thought about Yallick, Traz, Xyla. The haze turned a little pinkish. I bit my lip and let out a breath. Wait. Be patient. Maybe it was working. Xyla was red, and the haze was darkening to red. Perhaps I just needed to concentrate harder.

				The red dragons. I imagined what they’d looked like, dozens and dozens of them filling the air when we returned from Hedra. An indistinct image began to form. I gripped the crystal harder. It grew warm. Then, deep within it, I saw the dragons. I almost whooped aloud, and the image began to fade.

				Xyla. I concentrated on her. The focus shifted, and there she was! My heart swelled and tears sprang to my eyes. It was really her! But how could I make her hear me? I couldn’t use my maejic.

				Yallick. Perhaps I would have better luck with him. I closed my eyes and pictured him in my imagination—his jutting jaw, his long white-blond hair swept back from his forehead, and his icy, blue-green eyes. I blew on the crystal, as Zhantar had done, and when I looked again, there was my old teacher.

				“Look at me,” I whispered to the image. “Look at me. Hear my voice.” His head jerked a little, and he began to look around. “Here,” I urged, “look here. I need you. I need the dragons.”

				His gaze finally fell onto me. I wondered what exactly he saw, but it didn’t matter. Somehow, we’d connected.

				“Can you hear me?” I asked, still in a whisper.

				“Donavah? Is it really you, my child?” His voice sounded far away and dim.

				“Yes. I’m in Penwick. At the DragonLord’s house.”

				“Oh, my dear. We are coming.”

				“Hurry. Zhantar—” But before I could say more, I heard the clatter of booted feet running down the corridor. “Please, come quickly!”

				I dropped the crystal back onto the bed and flicked the velvet over it. I’d barely got to the window when my door crashed open. Heart in my throat and trying not to look guilty, I turned to face Zhantar.

				His eyes blazed as he looked from me to the crystal and back. He didn’t even ask if I’d used it. He just snatched it up without a word and withdrew. The bolt slammed into place.

				I didn’t have long to worry about what would happen next. Nilla appeared within the hour, bringing me the black clothes I’d worn to the dragon fights. My stomach turned.

				When I had on the leggings and tunic, Nilla tied the sash.

				The door opened. In strode Zhantar and two others, all in their dragonmaster attire. Their power filled the room and made my skin tingle. With a gesture from Zhantar, Nilla left. At the door, she turned back to give me a pleading look that I didn’t understand.

				Zhantar spoke with a solemn voice. “The time has come for you to take your vows.”

				I stood tall and straightened my shoulders, though my knees shook. “Vows for what?”

				“Why, to be a dragonmaster, naturally.”

				“You’ve got to be kidding!” I exclaimed. “Never—”

				He slapped me across the face. Not hard, but enough to get his message across. “I said the time has come. Once done, you will be truly one of mine.” He snapped the fingers of both hands, and the air seemed to hum. “Prepare her for the ceremony.” The other two men approached me. Zhantar’s voice softened as he spoke his next words. “Fear not. When all is done, you will agree it is for the best.”

				Now one dragonmaster stood behind me and the other in front. I could feel the magic pouring off them. All three began to chant, and my heart beat in rhythm with the words, even though I didn’t understand the language.

				With no warning, the man behind me covered my eyes with a strip of heavy fabric.

				“To symbolize the novice’s acknowledgement that she lacks knowledge,” he said as he secured the blindfold in place.

				Another strip of fabric gagged me.

				“To symbolize the novice’s acknowledgement that she lacks wisdom.”

				The one in front of me took my hands and bound my wrists together.

				“To symbolize the novice’s acknowledgement of her submission to our master.”

				A sack was placed over my head and its drawstring tightened, not too much, but enough to keep it in place.

				“To symbolize the novice’s suppression of her identity until she is born anew in her power and place.”

				I felt the two move away from me and Zhantar—as I guessed—come near. He placed his hands on my shoulders.

				“I accept these symbols of your vows.” He kissed the fabric covering my forehead. “Come now to the ceremonial place.”

				There was a moment of complete disorientation as the three men moved all about me, the air filled with the sound of their boots on the floor and with the magic that swirled around them and me. Then hands took my upper arms and forced me to go with them, guiding my steps and making sure I neither stumbled nor fell.

				We walked for what seemed like a day, though it was probably less than an hour. We went down several flights of stairs, then along what must be underground passages. Every so often, they would spin me round, as if they feared I might try to memorize the turnings.

				Little chance of that, though. For my mind was busy trying to figure out how to thwart Zhantar’s plan. Could I manage not to speak the vows? Unlikely. If forced to speak them against my will, would they be binding? That might be my only hope, for surely the dragons couldn’t arrive in time. But at least they were coming. I would have to cling to that thought.

				We stopped walking. No one made a sound. The dragonmasters let go of my arms. We simply stood there. Forever.

				My heart pounded in my ears, and it was the only thing I could hear. In the dead silence it seemed to reverberate. Had they just left me here? And where exactly was I? Was this a test, some part of the ceremony? I tried, with little success, to quell my fear.

				BOOM!

				I almost leapt out of my boots.

				Boom! Boom!

				It sounded like a heavy object crashing against a solid wood door. Then a creaking noise followed by a whoosh of warm air confirmed my guess.

				A loud bass voice spoke. “Come forth, supplicant.” The words echoed in the chamber before me and the passage behind. I waited for someone to guide me. “I say again, come forth!”

				The voice itself, tinged a little with impatience, had the power to compel me, and I took a small, tentative step forward. Then another. What was the point of this? They knew I couldn’t see, couldn’t know where I was going. A few more steps, then my senses told me I had come to a ledge of some kind. I stopped.

				“Ah, yes,” said the voice in a satisfied tone. “Let all present take note.”

				An odd sighing sound pulsed briefly, then died away into vacant silence again. I swallowed, wanting nothing more than to run away. My hands were bound in front of me; I could take off the hood, the blindfold, and the gag. My leg muscles twitched, waiting for my brain to give the order to flee.

				As if its owner read my mind, the voice boomed out, “There is no turning back now.” And with a clang that almost stopped my heart, the doors behind me closed. “Come forward, and delay no longer.”

				This time, I perceived that the voice seemed to come from a point below me. Perhaps the ledge I sensed was only a step. Well, if it weren’t and I pitched down a precipice to my death, would that be such a bad thing? I took a shuddering breath, gathered my courage, put out a foot, and took a step into nothingness.

				Or it seemed that way for a quarter of a heartbeat. Then there was the ground again.

				“Yes,” the voice said in approval, and another sigh swept around the room. “Come to me.”

				I summoned my magic and let it fill my senses to guide me down the uneven flight of stairs.

				When I reached what I knew to be the bottom, I halted, breathing heavily. There was power in this place, and it beat down on me, making me dizzy and faint.

				With no warning, strong hands grabbed my upper arms and lifted me off my feet completely. Startled, I cried out aloud, though the sound was muffled by the gag.

				Moments later, they set me down on a chair. It was as cold as marble but quickly warmed. I felt sure it glowed.

				“The Seat of the Dragons has accepted her!”

				And the people in the room broke into song. I didn’t understand the language, but its tone was joyful and celebratory. It went on and on, though blindfolded and disoriented as I was, I couldn’t tell how long.

				When it finally ended, footsteps approached me.

				“She is received to be born into her new service,” the voice boomed. The person loosened the drawstring and removed the hood. I took a breath, but the air was filled with an unfamiliar musky odor that left me feeling even more lightheaded than before.

				“Her submission to the DragonLord, in perpetuity, is accepted.” The cords binding my wrists were cut. “Her plea is answered and wisdom promised to her.” The gag was removed. “Her eyes shall be opened, and she shall see.” The blindfold was removed.

				Somewhere far away, perhaps only in my imagination, someone screamed, “Nooooooo!”
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				Arrgghh! No, not again! You have done enough, you have broken my heart and my spirit. Put me back in the pit, and leave me to die.

				You are a traitor to all that is good, all that is decent, all that is pure. I beg only that you be consumed by your own fire, and if I am not already dead, I will then die in peace.

				I am shamed to think that I was once one of you. Your actions now only prove that I was right in my choice, right to leave, right to deny everything you had to offer.

				Go ahead, strike me again, coward. And again. As many times as you like, until my blood is on your hands.
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				Atop a low dais across from me, on a throne made of gold and encrusted with every kind of gem, sat Zhantar, glorious in his power. Whether it was an effect of the magic that filled the air or a trick of the light, he seemed to be twice his normal size. He looked down on me with a benevolent smile, as if he had just bestowed the moon and her silver light upon me. And perhaps, in his mind, he had.

				He lifted his arms, palms upward, and the people began to sing again.

				The place was cavernous, filled with tier upon tier of dragonmasters. Most were men, but now I saw that some were women.

				Zhantar crossed one leg over the other, and resting his arms on the arms of the throne, leaned back. His eyes glittered in the light, which came from thousands of glowing crystals that floated overhead.

				I couldn’t guess how many dragonmasters were here. It must be hundreds and hundreds! Far more than I ever guessed even existed. They were, of course, the most powerful magicians in the realm, and the air was almost alight with their power.

				Their song swelled to a crescendo, then softened to little more than a whisper. When it finally ended, it took some time for the last of it to fade away completely. The silence that followed in the song’s wake settled on me like the weight of an ocean, making it hard to breathe.

				Anazian walked up. I met his gaze and neither flinched nor looked away. He reached out, as if he were going to stroke my face, but at the last second, his hand changed direction and he grasped the wood collar. I braced myself for him to jerk me to my feet, but he didn’t. When he stepped back, he held a stick of black wood. I gasped and raised a hand to my neck. Yes, the wood collar was gone!

				Almost by reflex, I opened my senses, ready to embrace my power. Only to be overcome with the blackest dread. Pain! Agony! A craving for freedom, just one second of true freedom before I died in this black hole!

				The voices, the terror, the pleas pressed down on me and buried me under their horror. The dragons! I blocked them out before I lost my sanity, drowned in their pain.

				Zhantar laughed, and Anazian strode over to him. Zhantar leaned forward and in a low, conspiratorial voice said, “Do you think she has figured it out yet?”

				Anazian shook his head. “No, not yet. It will be amusing to see how long it takes for the truth to dawn.”

				The DragonLord rose to his feet in a regal manner and descended from his dais. He stood before me, looking down with his clear, green eyes. In a voice that only I could hear, he said, “You will join us now.”

				I clenched my teeth and spoke softly. “No, I will never join you. I will die first.”

				Half of his mouth curved into a humorless smile. “That could be arranged, but it does not suit my purpose. No, you will submit, or ...” He turned away from me, and his cloak billowed out behind him as he walked the several steps back to the dais and resumed his seat on his throne.

				He clapped his hands once and held them out to me. “Approach me, my child.” And his voice took on the loud, booming quality it had before, distorted so that it didn’t sound like him.

				Anazian’s eyes sparkled as he watched me, as if daring me to disobey so he could do something about it. I slowly pushed myself out of the chair and walked to Zhantar.

				With a broad gesture, he said, “Kneel.”

				I paused just long enough to make it obvious that it was intentional, then did as instructed. Anazian came up behind me and put his hands on my head while Zhantar recited a long chant in what I guessed was the same language the songs had been in. My knees ached long before he finished. I needed the hand Anazian offered me to help me to my feet, much as I would’ve preferred to spurn it.

				“And now, we go to the Chamber of Vows,” Zhantar’s voice boomed from above. He stood up and descended from his throne, took my left hand, and walked me around the dais, as if to show me to all those gathered there. I burned with anger and shame.

				He then led me to a door in an archway under the tiers of seats. We passed through into a passageway lit with candles that burned red flame. The lurid light gave an eerie cast to the walls and to Zhantar’s face. I shuddered.

				At the end of the short passage was a wooden door ornately carved with more dragons. In other circumstances, I would have stopped to examine it, admiring the craftsmanship. Zhantar pushed it open without a glance, and we went into the dark room beyond.

				With the door closed behind us, all was pitch black. I opened my senses to try to learn about this place. There was the life vibration of at least one other person. Who it might be, I dare not guess.

				The silence was broken by footsteps, then the sound of a knife being withdrawn from its sheath.

				“You will now swear fealty to me,” Zhantar said.

				I took a deep breath and let it out again. I would resist him to the last, come what may. “No. I have said I will not, and I mean I will not. There’s nothing you can do to change my mind.”

				“Is there not?”

				This was followed by a tiny, frightened squeak, uttered by the third person in the room. At a word from Zhantar, light filled the room. We were in a six-sided chamber with two doors other than the one behind me. And not five feet from me, Zhantar stood with his knife at Mama’s throat.

				I staggered backwards against the door. Her ankles were still shackled and had a short length of chain between them, and her arms were bound behind her. She wore a plain dress made of rough, grey fabric. Her whole body shook, held in Zhantar’s grasp. Tears streamed down her face, and her terror-stricken eyes pleaded with me to do something.

				But what could I do? To speak vows to Zhantar was unthinkable, but how much did it really matter if I joined the dragonmasters? Would it not be selfish to let my mother die for my own principles?

				“Now,” Zhantar said in a perfectly calm voice. “You will take your vows. It really is that simple.”

				I hesitated, and he pressed the knife into Mama’s skin enough to draw blood. She squeezed her eyes closed. My rasping breath filled the room. What should I do? Why did my mind have to freeze up now?

				Zhantar was right. I had no choice. I closed my eyes to shut out the sight of Mama, and I nodded.

				“Speak the words,” Zhantar said.

				Hatred filled me as I looked into his eyes. Hatred of him, hatred of what I was about to do, hatred of myself. “I will take your vows.”

				A smile of triumph bloomed on his face. He shoved Mama aside. She lost her balance and fell, her head smacking the floor with a dull thud. Then she disappeared in a flash of sparks.

				I cried out, but Zhantar said, “It must be humiliating to be so easily manipulated.”

				He grabbed my arms and pulled me to the center of the chamber. Two circles, about three feet in diameter, were inscribed onto the black floor with something that glittered silver in the light.

				Zhantar pointed at one of them, and I stepped into it. When I did, the inside of the circle flashed into a labyrinthine design. I scarcely had time to notice that it was the Etosian knot, an exact match of the design Rennirt had carved into my face, before everything went black and I found myself floating amongst the stars.

				My heart leapt. A sense of release came over me and let me truly relax for the first time since forever. Now, for awhile, I was free of the dark web that had entangled me.

				A purple star shot across the sky. Curious, I followed it. Faster and faster I flew, and soon the stars, which had been stationary before, began to dance. Colors and patterns dazzled my eyes, and I soon lost that first purple streak in the blaze of light.

				I joined the dance. Reaching out a hand, I felt no surprise that someone—or something—took hold of it and pulled me in. I soared across the sky, leaving a rainbow trail in my wake. Dipping and climbing and turning back on myself, I left my own design across the sky.

				“You come to me again, my child.”

				The deep, musical, booming voice brought me to a stand-still. The beating of my heart created ripples and waves in my rainbow.

				“You are afraid. Tell me why.”

				And then my soul was filled with joy. This wasn’t Zhantar; it was Etos! The soul of the ancient wisdom of Stychs.

				“I am here, my lord, but how?”

				His laugh boomed across the sky in flashes of gold. “What mean you, how?”

				“Well, I am in Hedra, not on Stychs.”

				“Ah, my child, you were in Hedra. Now you are nowhere in any world.”

				I pondered this as we sailed across the sky. A place beyond any world. That seemed to be fitting, for I had never seen Etos, only felt the presence of his soul. Perhaps this was a place of pure spirit. In which case, what exactly was I at this moment?

				“As ever, you worry too much. Let go. Ride the danse.”

				And I did. I let loose of my cares, finding that it was an easy thing to do in this place. An ethereal music whispered in my ears, and exotic, voluptuous scents tickled my nose. I pulled myself into a ball and spun as fast as I could, laughing when I bumped into a trail of red shimmer that tasted of cinnamon and strawberries.

				Eventually, my own reality encroached on my mind again. But now, the recent events were mere facts with no emotion or anxiety attached to them.

				I spoke again. “What brought me here? And what will happen when I return?”

				“Ah. How you got here is a curious matter indeed. There is that about you which, when it touches my remnants, brings your spirit to my realm.”

				“The tree in the desert?”

				“Yes. That is one. It is a leftover manifestation of a form I once took in that world.”

				“But there wasn’t any tree this time.”

				“I do not show myself in the same form in all worlds. Nor always the same form in the same world.”

				“I still don’t understand.” My insides were beginning to knot up again. I wished I could stay here with Etos forever, where I could forget all my cares.

				“That cannot be, for you are not ready to leave your own corporeal form. There is too much future left in your life.” Did I imagine it, or was there a note of wistfulness in his voice?

				“But what were you in my world?”

				“Do you remember what happened just before you left your body?”

				“I stepped into a circle drawn on an obsidian floor.”

				“Yes, yes. In your world, I was a volcano. Many long ages I stored up great power, then released it in a mighty blast of liquid fire. And you stepped into a circle, you say? That is a mystical shape, indeed. Never beginning, never ending, perpetual motion, perfect stillness. A circle holds great power.”

				“So does everyone who steps into that circle come here? Everyone who makes their dragonmaster vows?”

				More of that golden laughter. “No, no. I said before that there is something unique about you. Can you guess what it is?”

				I thought. Once upon a time, I used to insist there was nothing special about me. And though I wished more now than ever that it were so, the truth was that I did possess a mighty power of my own. I’d needed help, but it was my maejic that brought the red dragons back from Sytchs to Hedra.

				“No, dear child, it is not your power. Yours is a very, very great power, but it is not unique. Can you think of something else?”

				Then I remembered the design within the circle that had flashed. The mark on my face!

				“Yes. It is a heavy burden you bear, but it contains its own magic.”

				“Will I always be able to come to this place? Any time I want?”

				“No. But occasionally, when all the elements are in their right places.”

				Etos’s voice had begun to fade. “Don’t leave me yet!” I cried out.

				“It is not I who leave, but you. Use your strength. Much is asked of those to whom much is given.”

				And there I was, back in the Chamber of Vows, with an echo of Etos’s voice fading away. Zhantar stood in the center of the second circle, his eyes closed, one hand on my head and the other one raised, palm upward. A look of elation suffused his face. His eyes opened and he looked straight into mine.

				“It is done,” he said.

				My stomach turned into ice. What was done? Had I spoken the words while my spirit and soul danced with Etos?

				“Now, come. Our first task together awaits.” He held out a hand to me.

				I didn’t take it. “I want you to free Mama first.”

				Fire flickered in his eyes. “She is nothing of significance to you now. We are your family.” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward one of the other doors. I tugged against him, but he was much too strong for me. I tried to summon my maejic to resist him, but my thoughts were too scattered.

				Beyond the door was the beginning of a spiral staircase, and up we went, our steps turning round and round on themselves.

				My thighs burned and I was out of breath by the time we reached the top. Down another corridor, then Zhantar opened a door and we went in. This room was lit only by the moon shining through wide windows that stood open, and the air was filled with the sounds of birds cooing and rustling.

				“Now,” he said as he reached for the latch of the nearest messenger bird’s cage. “You will summon the red dragons.”

				I gasped. “Are you mad?” This was to be my first task? To lure the red dragons to the dragonmasters?

				Zhantar turned on me. He gripped my upper arms and, lifting me off my feet, pushed me backwards against the wall. “You will send a bird for the dragons. You will do it now. You swore fealty to me, and if you disobey me, you will pay so dearly you will wish you were dead. For many, many long years. Just like your father.”

				“Papa?” I cried. “What have you done with Papa?”

				And something strange began to happen. All my anger, all my worry, all my hatred, all my love, everything within me began to coalesce around the maejic that had lain dormant so long. One moment, I was helpless, held pinned to the wall by a man far stronger than I. The next, I was filled with unspeakable power.

				I raised both legs to my chest and kicked them out at Zhantar. The force knocked him across the room. I landed lightly on my feet, as lightly as if I were a trained dancer, and yanked the door open. Zhantar let out a bellow of rage. I stepped into the corridor and pulled the door closed behind me. With both hands gripping the handle, I bid the door stay locked. A bellow of rage informed me that my cast had worked. But I didn’t know how long it would hold. I fled.
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				I’m so tired of being treated like a little kid! Yallick is all in charge and never tells me anything, and Oleeda is his right-hand man, well, woman. Breyard is always off with the dragons. Okay, so the truth is that he’s amazing with them, even I can tell that, but still. He’s turning into a military general with the dragons or something. And Grey, well, look what happened to him.

				Then there’s me. It’s like they think I’m just some dumb tagalong with nothing to do with all their powerful plans.

				But I have a part to play in all this, too. I’m sure of it. And I have an idea. I won’t be Lini’s novice much longer; just wait and see.
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				We’d come from the right, so I went left. At the end of the corridor was a staircase leading down. Three flights later, the stairs ended in a wide hall. A servant, possibly a doorman, stood near the main entrance. Having heard someone coming down, he was looking straight at me when I stepped into the hall.

				My instinct was to make a run for it—surprise him and get out the door before he quite knew what had happened. Immediately following on that thought, however, was a more sensible one. Better not to do anything that would make him raise the alarm too soon.

				Standing with one hand on the wall, I summoned my maejic and projected a thought at the man. I must have been hearing things. No one is there. I stood, tense and still, waiting to see what would happen while I sent the thought toward the man again. No one is there. To my amazement and relief, he shook his head a little and looked away. Concentrating hard, I sent another thought. I need to check the opposite end of the hall. Maybe the noise was from down there. A breath later, he marched purposefully away from his post.

				I sidled to the front door, turned the handle slowly, all the while thinking I’m sure I heard something down here, eased the door open, and slipped out. Projecting one parting thought of Maybe I did hear something on the stairs, I ran down the drive and into the roadway beyond. I kept running until I made the next turn into a busy street, then slowed down to the same pace as everyone else lest I draw attention to myself.

				“Are you Donavah?”

				My heart nearly stopped, and only the realization that I’d heard the voice speaking inside my head, not with my ears, kept me from dashing away at top speed. It must be an animal, probably a bird. Slowing my steps, I looked around. Pigeons were everywhere, strutting on the ground and scuttling this way and that to keep from being stepped on, sitting on the ledges of the nearby buildings, and flying overhead. But none of them showed any interest in me.

				Then I spotted it: a robin perched on the branch of a tree in a nearby garden, its beady eye fixed directly on me.

				“You best do something about that mark on your face.”

				Oh! I hadn’t even thought about that. No wonder a few people had give me strange looks. I’d thought it was the clothes. I lifted a hand to my cheek as if to scratch an itch and moved toward the nearest wall. With my back to the street, I crouched down, pretending there was something in my boot, and scooped some loose dirt into my hand. I didn’t know how well it would work, but it would have to do. I rubbed the dirt all over my face, paying special attention to the left side, then rubbed more into my clothes as surreptitiously as I could. With luck, now I just looked dirty instead of noteworthy.

				“Better,” said the bird when I stood up. “Yallick sent us to seek you.”

				“Yallick?” A wave of relief washed over me. He must have understood the message. “But how did you find me so fast? I’ve only just escaped.”

				“It is not difficult to find a maejic human, even among so many.”

				My eyes narrowed as I thought of something else. “How do I know you’re not one of Anazian’s birds?” It would be just like him to try to fool me. “Prove you come from Yallick.”

				“Ah, yes. He said to tell you that the dragons are coming to Penwick from Delaron.”

				Delaron! Anazian wouldn’t know that name. And the dragons were here? “Where are they?” I demanded, looking skyward as if I would see them circling overhead.

				“They are not far by wing. But now that I have found you, I must return to the mages. Yallick said that you are to go to the marketplace near the arena if you can get there. He will send someone to meet you in the central gathering place.”

				Just like Yallick, giving orders before doing anything else. “I can get there. How long—” But the bird launched itself from the branch and disappeared into the sky.

				I looked around and caught sight of the greenish stone of the arena straight ahead. With so many the people heading in that direction, they must be going to the marketplace next to it. I stayed as far to the left as I could to try to keep anyone from noticing the mark on my face. It didn’t help to be wearing such unusual clothes, but short of stealing—and I wasn’t about to do that—there was nothing I could do about them.

				A few minutes later, the road ended and the market opened out wide in front of me. So many colors. So many wares. So many people! How would anyone ever find me here?

				“Just do as you were told,” I told myself, then headed for the stalls. I walked slowly, looking at the wares on offer as if I were actually shopping. No one gave me strange looks, so the dirt on my face must be working well enough. People haggled over prices of cloth, cooking gear, leather goods, and more. The spicy smell of cooking meat from a lunch vendor made my stomach grumble.

				I eventually made my way to the center of the market, where a large square was set up with benches and tables. I found a likely spot in a corner where I could sit inconspicuously and watch the people coming and going.

				A newsboy’s voice rose above the hum of the chattering people. “King to hold extravaganza tomorrow to celebrate Summer Solstice. Tax increase for textiles. Unexplained shortage of cooking oils.”

				Many people groaned. A woman sitting near me punched one hand into the palm of the other. “That’s it. My poor darling Agi won’t be able to afford a new dress for her wedding now.”

				Her friend patted her shoulder in consolation. “But the king can afford his ‘extravaganza.’ As if it weren’t on our backs that he makes himself rich.”

				A man at the table next to them leaned over. “They call that shortage ‘unexplained’ but we all know how the king manipulates the supply to his own advantage. Bah! All these new taxes have driven my old papa out of business. Now he’s moved in with my family, though we don’t have the room or the money for another mouth to feed. But when it’s family, what can you do?”

				The grumbling continued. Nobody seemed inclined to pay the newsboy to hear the stories in full and he moved on, his voice fading quickly. No one cared about the big extravaganza tomorrow, either.

				Summer Solstice! I couldn’t believe it was already here. It had always been my favorite holiday: being able to stay up late, watching the village magician cast her most exciting spells, feasting into the wee hours, dancing and singing. This year, my friend Marileesa back at Roylinn Academy would be singing in the ensemble. I’d been so excited for her, and now I would miss her performance.

				The man sitting next to me rose to his feet, stretched, and strode out of the square to join the stream of people walking past. An old woman with her back bent under a heavy sack came over and sat down. Easing her bag to the ground, she gave me a friendly nod, and with a start, I realized it was Tebina.

				She leaned her head back and let out a long sigh. Then, her lips barely moving, she whispered, “Donavah? Is it really you?”

				I scooted a little closer to her. “What do we do now?” I whispered back. 

				“First, let me rest a bit to play out the charade. Then we must get away from here. And get you into other clothes.”

				Five minutes passed, then ten. My senses were alert, seeking any sign of disturbance. Zhantar wouldn’t let me just get away. That door wouldn’t hold for long; I imagined it must already have given way.

				Finally, Tebina said, “All right. You go first. Go down the aisle on the right straight ’til it ends. I’ll meet you there.”

				I nodded. After a short time, I stood up, brushed the dust from my clothes, and left. Once at the end of the aisle, I didn’t have to wait long before the old mage appeared. Now she greeted me enthusiastically, as if we were friends who’d chanced across one another.

				“Now, come with me to the ladies’ refreshing tent to change. We thought you might need something different to wear, though none of us imagined that.” She gestured with distaste at my clothes, then handed me the bag, which wasn’t nearly as heavy as she’d pretended it was.

				In the tent, I found an empty cubicle and stripped out of the dragonmaster clothes gratefully. The bag contained sturdy but plain trousers and shirt. There was also a pair of boots, but I decided to keep the black ones on. They fit perfectly and really were just another pair of black boots. I considered whether to throw the black clothes into a rubbish bin, but decided it would be better not to leave any traces they could find when they started looking for me. I bundled them into the bag and left the cubicle.

				Tebina stood waiting, holding a small jar of tan-colored paste. She applied some to my cheek, stood back to look at her handiwork, and applied more. Once satisfied, she gave a curt nod and tucked the jar into my pocket.

				“Come along,” she said, leading the way outside. “We must leave the city now, before it’s too late.”

				“What do you mean, too late?”

				“The hunt for you is starting. Can you not feel it in the air?”

				Now that she mentioned it, I could. We walked quickly away from the market.

				Tebina carried on. “The dragons are about two days’ ride—by horse, that is—east of the city. Doesn’t take long to fly, but it’s out of reach of the Royal Guard and the dragonmasters. Xyla will come get us after dark. Of course, at this time of year, that’s a long time from now. First, we must get safely out of the city and make our way eastward along the road.”

				At Xyla’s name, my heart leapt. Oh, to see her again! It couldn’t come a moment too soon. And Yallick and Traz and Oleeda and—My mood dropped again. Grey. I couldn’t let myself hope that he might still be alive. I must accept in my heart what my head knew to be true.

				We’d been walking about half an hour, alert to everything going on around us, when a clatter of hooves and angry voices coming from behind made us stop and turn around. A dragonmaster on a black horse! He galloped at full speed, heedless of those who couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. I shrank behind Tebina, frightened that the dragonmaster would recognize me.

				“Stand aside, fool!” he shouted as the horse bore down on a feeble old woman who stood frozen in terror.

				With an astonishing leap, a young man standing next to us swooped into the road, snatched the woman off her feet, and got out of the horse’s path just in time. Some people shouted after the dragonmaster while others gathered around the woman and man who’d rescued her.

				“You poor old dear,” said a matronly woman who put a supporting arm around the oldster’s shoulders. “That musta give you a fright. Lean on me here and get you breath back in you body.”

				“Gran!” A high-pitched screech rose above the babble of the crowd. “Gran!” A girl about my own age pushed her way through the people. “Oh, Gran. Are you all right?” She shoved the man away. “Be getting away from her, you oaf!”

				His eyebrows shot up. I expected him to defend himself—after all, he’d just saved the old woman’s life—but he just smiled sardonically, shrugged, and carried on walking in the same direction Tebina and I were going. There was something about the young man, something about his smile and his stride that seemed familiar.

				“Come along, dear, keep up,” Tebina said, a note of urgency in her voice, and I saw that I’d fallen behind.

				“That was ... that was amazing,” I said when I’d caught up with her. “How do you think he did that?” The only place I’d ever seen someone leap like that was on Stychs. The man was only a few paces ahead of us and I looked him up and down a little more keenly than I had before.

				As if he’d heard what I said, he glanced back at me with that familiar smile. Unaccountably, I flushed.

				We walked along quickly now. But five minutes later, I saw something that made me bite back a yelp of fear. A group of dragonmasters was working their way up the street from the direction we were heading. They stopped everyone to look them over and ask questions.

				My heart raced. I knew it had been too easy. Zhantar wasn’t going to let me slip out of his grasp. Without me, he didn’t have any hope of getting control of the red dragons.

				The young man was now walking next to me, and to my surprise, he put a hand on my shoulder. A sense of calm spread over me. “It will be all right,” he whispered so softly I barely heard the words. “Trust me.”

				Before I could question or even wonder what he meant, a strange thing happened. The air around me shimmered, and the dragonmasters looked like mere shadows. Sounds grew indistinct, as if something were clogging my ears, and I no longer felt the man’s hand or even the breeze. One of the dragonmasters paused and said something to Tebina, who responded with a smile and a little laugh. I didn’t hear either the words or the laughter, though, just a jumbled buzz. The dragonmaster laughed, too, then slapped the young man’s back and waved us on our way without giving me even a glance.

				I felt a little jolt, as if the world around me hiccupped.

				“Hurry,” the man said in a low voice. “We need to get out of the city before the pursuit grows even hotter.” He and Tebina ushered me along.

				“Who are you?” I demanded.

				Tebina patted my shoulder. “It’s all right, dear. Don’t worry.”

				“I’ll explain it all as soon as we get you safely outside the city, all right? I promise. Just hurry, Donavah. Before it’s too late.”

				“How do you know my name?” But the only answer he gave was to pick up speed.

				Soon, we saw a makeshift gate blocking the road ahead. A black horse stood covered in sweat and stamping its hooves. The dragonmaster who’d practically run down the old woman was examining everyone leaving the city. I almost burst into tears. We were too late! They were going to find me, take me back, turn me over to Zhantar.

				The man took one of my hands and Tebina the other, and we wormed our way through the small crowd. Then we were at the front, and the dragonmaster gestured us forward. How could we ever get past? My pounding heart and shaking knees would surely give me away.

				He gave my companions scarcely a glance, turning his deep-set hazel eyes onto me. He examined me closely, his eyes flicking several times to my cheek. I felt myself blush under his scrutiny. Discovering that I was holding my breath, I made myself let it out and draw in another. The dragonmaster lifted a hand, and I steeled myself for what must surely come next. The game was up.

				“Move on,” he said with an impatient wave to the road past the gate.

				Overcome with relief, I broke into tears as we walked away. Tebina put an arm around my shoulders. The young man said, “Aw, c’mon. It’s all right. I told you it would be.”

				“Come,” Tebina said. “We must get much farther along the road before we stop and rest.”

				“Actually,” the man said, “once we get clear of the last straggling house, I know of a perfect place to eat some lunch.”

				“Who are you?” I asked again, both curious and annoyed that Tebina seemed to have let him take over.

				He put a finger to his lips. “All will be answered in good time.”

				I looked in exasperation at Tebina, who just smiled and patted my shoulder. “All is well,” she said in a voice meant to be comforting. Instead it irritated me that they were keeping secrets. Doubt began to grow in my mind. Perhaps I’d been foolish to trust the old mage. We’d gotten past the dragonmaster easily, maybe too easily. Were these two in league with them?

				Finally, we got clear of the houses. We walked on a little farther, then left the road. The land all around the city was mostly open, much of it cultivated for farmland, with occasional woods of varying sizes. A small clump of trees stood about a quarter mile away, and we headed toward that. When we reached them, I unblocked and let their vibrations wash over me. It had an unexpected cleansing effect. Walking ahead of the others, I went straight in among the trees, running my fingertips along their bark in greeting as I passed.

				“Wait a sec,” the man said.

				I turned to find him crouched down, reaching for something under a large shrub. When he’d retrieved whatever it was he was after and stood up, my heart skipped a beat. He held Traz’s staff.

				It must be a trap! I looked around, expecting to see black-clothed dragonmasters closing in on me, Zhantar in the lead. But all was exactly as it had been before.

				“What have you done with Traz?” I cried out, taking a step toward him. “If you’ve hurt him, I’ll kill you!”

				The man laughed. Just like Anazian would’ve. “I haven’t done anything with Traz,” he said. “I am Traz.”
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				I care not how much he screams, how much he weeps, how much he bleeds. Bring him up.

				Ah, there you are, my old friend. I see you no longer have the will even to spit on me. That is good. Now drink your ration of water. You say you will not? Very well. I will have my son force it down your throat. How many more times must we go through this before you learn that there is no point in defying me? I shall have my way.

				Now, before I return you to your hole, know that I have won. Your daughter is mine. Mine to command, to have and to hold—or, rather, to give to my son. Know this and despair. Your rebellion all those years ago, your resistance now, it has all been futile. And now you shall suffer for it in body and in soul.

				Put him back in his hole. I tire of his face.
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				I stood, petrified, as the world rocked beneath my feet. Could it be true? Could this be Traz? It just wasn’t possible. How could it be? So many questions raced through my mind that not one of them found its way to my lips.

				Tebina put an arm across my shoulder and peered into my face before scowling at Traz. “Well done, boy,” she said. “I think you’ve frightened her out of her wits.”

				“Nonsense,” Traz said with a frown. “Of course you recognize me, don’t you, Donavah?” I just stared. He snapped his fingers. “Hang on. Yallick thought this might happen.”

				He opened the bag and rummaged in it. When he withdrew his hand, he held up a small mirror in a wood frame. My mirror, the one Jinna, a sage I’d befriended on Stychs, had given to me. “That’s my token. In case you didn’t recognize me.” His dark brown eyes bored into mine.

				I stared. “How?” It came out as a whisper.

				“Stychs,” he said with a shrug, as if that explained it. “Look, there are some boulders over there in the sun that’ll make a perfect picnic spot. Let’s sit and talk. And eat.” Without waiting for an answer, he walked through the trees. I followed with halting steps, Tebina still supporting me. By the time we joined him, he’d sat down and was digging food packets out of the bag.

				“How?” I asked again.

				He gave me a grin as impudent as the ten-year-old Traz would’ve done. “I told you. Stychs. I kind of pulled a Xyla.” I shook my head, not understanding him. My brain was still stuck trying to reconcile the thought that this handsome young man who obviously had some kind of powerful magic was Traz. He sighed. “C’mere and sit down. Eat. And I’ll explain. What, do I have to actually cook you a meal to prove I’m me?”

				Numb and hardly aware of what I was doing, I sat on one of the boulders and took the food Traz—Traz!—handed me. There was dried meat, cheese, flatbread, and some sweet biscuits.

				“I went to Stychs, like Xyla did, to grow. I was doing all right, studying the danse with Lini, but it was going to take forever to learn everything I wanted and become a proper sage. And we didn’t have forever. I got this brilliant idea to get one of the dragons to take me to Stychs until I was fully trained. Boy, was Yallick surprised when he found out what I’d done.”

				At this, I make an inarticulate squeak of agreement.

				Traz laughed. “Yeah, but hey, there wasn’t anything he could to about it at that point, if you know what I mean.”

				“You’re really Traz?” I couldn’t help coming back to that point, although I didn’t really doubt it anymore. He did look like an older version of my ten-year-old friend, though his hair wasn’t as curly and was now long enough to be pulled back in a plait. But his eyes and smile were exactly right. So was his manner. He’d always been sure of himself; now he was even more so.

				He laughed easily. “I really am Traz, you’re really free from the dragonmasters, and Xyla is really coming for you as soon as it’s dark.”

				Then it finally occurred to me to ask, “What about Grey? What happened to him?”

				Traz shook his head, and my heart sank. “That was bad. Chase led us to him, but he’d practically bled to death by then. I used my staff, but the wound was deep, and I didn’t have enough power to heal him.”

				Tears stung my eyes. “So he died.”

				Traz gave me a strange look. “No, he didn’t die.”

				“But you just said ...”

				“I couldn’t heal him entirely. It was enough, though, to keep him from dying right then and there. That was one wicked knife wound. For a long time, it was hard to say whether he’d make it, but he pulled through. I think it was Chase in the end who saved him.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Just the way the dog sat, days on end, staring at Grey. Like he was willing him to live or something.” He started to put the remains of our meal into the bag. “Let’s get going. We need to be farther away by dark.”

				“And it is time for me to return home,” said Tebina, startling me. I’d forgotten she was there.

				“Thanks for your help,” I said as I gave her a hug. “Are you sure you’ll be able to get home safely?”

				“No worries, dear. It was you, after all, who put me in danger.”

				“Oh, of course. I’m sorry.”

				She placed a finger on my lips. “No apologies. Taking the risk was my choice. Now go in safety and hope for better days ahead.”

				We went back to the road, and Traz and I watched Tebina head toward the city. When she looked back, we waved, then headed eastward.

				We walked in silence for awhile, me trying to get used to the idea of this new, very grown up Traz.

				“So,” he finally said, “I’d really like to know what happened.”

				I pondered. And when I decided that I did actually want to share the burden, I told him everything.

				I cried a few times, and when he put an arm around me for comfort, I leaned against his tall, strong frame. And it felt good to have someone to lean on. I could get used to this, I thought. Then I caught myself up—I didn’t want to start thinking of Traz that way. Did I?

				When I finished my story, I was glad I’d had the chance to get it out once before having to explain it all to Yallick. The mage wouldn’t put up with my tears the way Traz had. I knew, too, that Yallick would make me tell him everything over and over, trying to wring every important detail from me. Going through it all with someone sympathetic helped a lot, and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel so alone.

				“All right,” I said, “your turn now.”

				“My turn what?”

				I gave his arm a joking punch. “To tell me about Stychs, you noodge.”

				He grinned. “Right. Like I can squeeze ten years into an afternoon.”

				I punched him a little harder. “You better try!”

				Gathering a handful of my hair, he gave it a tug. “And what will you do if I don’t?”

				I reached for his hair, but he was too tall and too fast for me. Laughing, I said, “I’ll set Xyla on you, that’s what I’ll do.”

				He widened his eyes in mock fear. “Oh, well, in that case ...” And he launched into his own story. He told about how surprised everyone in Delaron had been when he showed up, how Botellin agreed—after quite a lot of persuasion—to let him stay, how he’d studied the danse with a frenzy the masters said they’d never seen before.

				“I felt like I had to hurry, like there was this pressing need back home. I mean, logically, I knew it didn’t matter because I could stay as long as I liked on Stychs and when I came home it would be just an instant after I left. But, well, let’s just say ... I missed ... being here.”

				“Still, was a risky thing to do. What if something happened to you while you were there? What if, I don’t know, you’d gotten yourself killed or something?”

				“Aw, Donavah, I didn’t know you cared!”

				I looked away so he wouldn’t see me blush.

				On the whole, it was an interesting if strange afternoon. I kept imagining young Traz would be waiting for me with Yallick and the other mages, then reminding myself that, no, he wasn’t young anymore, and he was here with me.

				Our shadows grew long with the setting of the sun. Up ahead, the road passed through one of the larger woods.

				“We’ll wait here for dark to fall,” Traz said as he led the way off the road and into the cover of the trees.

				The setting of the sun had never taken so long. It was just my luck that I could hardly wait for it to get dark on what was just about the longest day of the year. That thought made me sit bolt upright.

				“It’s tomorrow!” I exclaimed.

				Traz gave me a confused look. “What’s tomorrow? Oh, right. Summer Solstice.”

				“No, not that. I mean whatever is it that Zhantar is planning. It all makes sense.”

				“Not to me it doesn’t. What are you talking about? What is he planning?”

				“I’m not sure exactly, but it all fits. Look, he tried to initiate me as a dragonmaster last night. I think he really believed I would summon the red dragons on his orders. And that the dragonmasters would be able to get the dragons under their control in time for tomorrow’s Summer Solstice. The king is putting on a big celebration, and I bet Zhantar has plans to do something.”

				“What? What could he do?”

				I shook my head. “I don’t know. He didn’t let anything slip. But I’m sure I’m right.”

				Leaning against a tree near the edge of the wood, I glanced at the western horizon. Traces of pink and orange filled the sky as the sun sank behind the hill on which Penwick was built. If only there were a way to hurry full dark! I could hardly wait to tell Yallick my idea. If we could stop Zhantar, that would be worth everything I’d been through.

				Traz said, “You might be onto something. There’s a real feeling of tension in the air, almost like everything was holding its breath.”

				“Yes! That’s exactly it. I noticed it, too.”

				“Well, it’s lucky you escaped when you did.”

				Luck? I wondered. Was it luck, or was it fate? I couldn’t believe that anything involving Etos had to do with luck. I felt a small shudder go through the tree behind me, and it had the distinct feel of laughter. Had the tree just giggled at me?

				A bird landed on a branch above me. “They are on the way,” it said.

				“Oh, good!” I said aloud.

				“Huh?” Traz said.

				“Xyla is on her way,” I told him. Anticipation surged through me. It would be only minutes now. “C’mon, let’s get out in the open to meet her.”

				Traz grinned as he rose to his feet and slung the bag over his shoulder. “Lead on,” he said.

				I bit my bottom lip as we walked out of the wood. It was taking some getting used to this new Traz, but the thought of him being grown up was beginning to appeal to me.

				In the clearing beyond the wood, we stood waiting. I scanned the sky anxiously.

				Then I saw a dark blot against the night sky. Or was it my imagination? No, it was really there, and it grew larger and larger. A moment later, Xyla landed as lightly as if she were a small bird instead of a giant dragon. As I looked up at her gleaming red skin even in the dark twilight, a lump rose in my throat, and I blinked back tears of joy. I ran to her.

				“Donavah, my little one,” she said as I pressed myself against her. “Oh, how I have missed you.”

				“Me, too,” I mumbled. “You can’t imagine how much.”

				Yallick dismounted and now he gripped my shoulders from behind. A sense of his relief filled me. “We must be going, my dear,” he said.

				I nodded and pushed myself away from the dragon only to be pulled into my teacher’s close embrace. “I thought ...” he murmured into my hair. “No, it does not matter what I thought.” He released me, and I was surprised to see him wipe his eyes. “Let us go.” He gave me a hand up, then mounted behind me, and Traz behind him.

				The flight was absolute magic. Yallick kept his arms wrapped tightly around my waist. At other times, this would have annoyed me, but now it made me feel cherished, even important. He left no doubt about the sincere warmth of his feelings for me.

				The wind blew the hair back from my face as we soared through the air. The stars shone brightly against the moonless sky and seemed bigger than ever. If I could but urge Xyla higher, I was sure I could pluck them from their places.

				And Grey was alive! I’d had no hope it could be true, and the thought of seeing him again soon made my stomach quiver. But now there was Traz, too. My feelings were so jumbled that I couldn’t possibly sort them all out.

				We hadn’t been airborne long enough for me to get my fill before Xyla began to descend. I wondered where she was going, because all below us was dark. Surely there should be fires to show where the mages were, for cooking at least, if not for warmth. Then when we were almost on the ground, the encampment bloomed before us as if by magic. I laughed at myself, for that’s exactly what it was, a powerful illusion spell.

				Red dragons were everywhere, though in the dark they looked more like small hillocks. Campfires burned and clumps of people were gathered around them.

				When Xyla landed, two people approached. Yallick assisted me down, and before I could take a step, Breyard had gathered me into a hug.

				“You’re safe,” he said, and from his tone I didn’t know who he was reassuring: me or himself. “I thought I’d lost everyone.” To my surprise, his voice broke.

				Hugging him back, I said, “You should know by now that I’m a lot harder to get rid of than that.”

				He made a choking sound that could’ve been a sob or a bark of laughter, or maybe both. “You’ve always been a thorn in my side, little sister.”

				Oleeda stepped up now and put a hand on my shoulder. “You must be hungry, dear. Come get something to eat.”

				Breyard kept an arm clasped around my shoulders as we followed Oleeda to one of the fires, where a large cookpot sat on coals keeping warm. A mage I didn’t recognize, seeing us coming, filled several bowls and handed them around. The stew was simple and hearty. Compared to the fine food I’d had in Zhantar’s house, it might’ve been coarse, but it was deliciously free of the taint of magic and captivity.

				When we’d finished eating, Yallick said, “All right, you have been greeted, welcomed back amongst your friends, and fed, and now it is time for you to tell me what happened.”

				Despite beginning to feel sleepy, I nodded. The small group of us—Yallick, Oleeda, Breyard, Traz, and I—went off into the darkness where we could speak without being overheard. Xyla was there, too, and I sat next to her, using her belly as a backrest. Breyard sat on one side of me and Traz on the other.

				Trying to stick only to the most important points, I told them what had happened. I was glad it was dark because somehow it was easier to speak into the anonymity of the night. My voice tumbled on for ages. I had an attentive audience, even in Traz to whom none of this was new. Sometimes Breyard put a comforting hand on my arm or gave my shoulder a squeeze. Once, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Traz beating the ground lightly with his fist.

				At the end, I announced my belief that Zhantar had something planned for tomorrow. 

				Yallick gasped. “Yes, of course,” he said. “Of course. I am sure you must be right. As you say, it all fits together. I know exactly what we need to do. Thank you, my dear girl. You have come through great adversity and greater danger to save us all. You must be weary, so go to your rest now. The rest of us must plan for tomorrow.”

				“But—” I started.

				“No, Donavah,” the mage interrupted me, and I didn’t have to see his face clearly to know exactly the look that would be in his eyes. “You have done more than enough. Let those of us who can take over now do so. Sleep well, child.”

				Oleeda stood up and came over to me, reaching a hand down. “Come, I will show you where to sleep.”

				I took her hand and she helped pull me to my feet. The other three didn’t speak as we walked away.

				“Are you truly all right?” Oleeda asked. “You have been through so much.”

				“I don’t know,” I said with a yawn. “I’m tired. Glad to be back with my friends.” Tears threatened yet again. “Terribly worried about Mama and Papa. I mean, Mama a slave in the palace? And I don’t even know what happened to Papa.”

				Oleeda stopped and gave me a hug. “Whatever can be done will be. Tegar and Mellas have two very powerful, very determined children. Now, try to put it all out of your head for awhile and get some sleep. I know it will not be easy, but I will help.”

				We walked back to the fire. Oleeda handed me a blanket from a pile of bundles.

				“You lie down here. I shall stay with you until you fall asleep.”

				Just beyond the circle of light cast by the fire, I lay down and wrapped up in the blanket. Oleeda sat next to me and placed a hand on my head.

				I relaxed at her touch. A moment later, my thoughts seemed to still themselves. I slept.

				And didn’t dream.
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				And so, things fall into place in ways I never could have imagined. I am an old fool. Yet there is much more that could go wrong ere all is over, and a greater fool than I would grow complacent before the final battle is engaged.

				Donavah is returned to my care, and I watch as she moves with such self-assured grace. Worry and pain have etched themselves into her heart, but her strength bears her up and over all. I am proud of the woman she is growing into.

				They say that the greatest students surpass their masters. I daresay she surpassed me the day she was born.
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				It was still dark when I was awakened by a gentle shake from Breyard. It couldn’t have been much more than three hours since I’d fallen asleep, but I felt fully refreshed.

				“What’s up?” I whispered, sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

				“We’re sending a group of mages into the city, and Yallick wants you to be one of them.” He spoke softly, too, for there were sleeping people all around us. “The dragons will take you there before it gets light. Here are some clothes to change into, then join the group at that campfire over there.”

				I took the clothes he handed me, and after he stepped away, spent an awkward few minutes under my blanket tugging off the ones I’d slept in and getting the new ones on. These were light, decorative clothes appropriate for the coming day of celebration. From the feel of the fabric, this outfit was far finer than anything I’d ever worn for Summer Solstice before. What exactly was the plan, that I needed to dress like this?

				I got to my feet and went to the fire. About ten other mages stood around it while Traz crouched next to it, spooning porridge into tin cups. I took one gratefully, then blew on the surface to cool it while Breyard spoke to the group.

				“You will be our eyes and ears on the ground,” he said. “We believe that whatever the DragonLord is planning, it will take place at the arena during the king’s extravaganza. We’ve made contact with those mages in hiding in the city, and they’ll let us know if anything untoward happens outside the arena. All of you will be going to the extravaganza so that we will have people in the arena itself if needed.”

				“You keep saying ‘you,’” I interrupted. “What are you going to be doing?” The other mages shifted uncomfortably, and I instantly realized I’d spoken out of turn. Traz, who’d risen to his feet, put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a tiny shake of his head.

				But Breyard answered my question. “We’ll stay here with the dragons until we’re needed. We’ve co-opted birds to stay near the arena. Just call on them and one will come to carry a message. You will each be given a purse with enough coin to buy tickets to the extravaganza and to spend as is appropriate for the day. Any questions?”

				I had quite a few, starting with why he, instead of Yallick, was bossing everyone around. But no one else spoke up, so I held my tongue. Another mage, a woman I didn’t recognize, stepped into the firelight and handed small pouches to everyone. I shoved mine into the pocket of my tunic. Everyone started to move away.

				“I hope you don’t mind being with me,” Traz said.

				I looked up at him—and wondered how long it would take to get used to doing that. “Are you coming with me or am I going with you?”

				He grinned. “You needn’t sound so sour. But probably both.”

				“Does that mean you’re not going to tell me the plan?”

				“C’mon, Xyla is waiting.” We started walking. “You heard the plan.”

				“You can’t seriously mean that that’s all there is to it. A bunch of us go into the arena and wait for something to happen?”

				“Well, I know it doesn’t sound like much, but when we don’t know what Zhantar is going to do, the only thing we can do is be prepared to react quickly.”

				I looked at him sidelong. “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

				He sighed. “No, really, Donavah. I’m not hiding anything from you.”

				“And another thing. What’s with Breyard giving all the orders?”

				Traz shrugged. “Why shouldn’t he? He’s the commander.”

				I let out a bark of laughter. “The commander! Very funny!”

				“I’m not joking. Your brother has a startling knack for it. You’d be surprised.”

				“Very,” I said with a snort.

				By then we’d reached Xyla. Yallick stood next to her, and he handed me my pack. “Your things are in there. Including your meditation kit. You stay with Traz, and everything will be fine.”

				“How can you be so sure?” I couldn’t help asking. This whole thing seemed stupid to me.

				He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I imagine you want to go blazing in with all the dragons spouting flames. I admit, there is a part of me that would find satisfaction in that myself. But until we know what is going on, we cannot do that. Can you understand?”

				I looked down at my feet, feeling a little embarrassed. “I’ll try.”

				“I almost would rather not send you on this mission. I would keep you by my side if I could. But my heart tells me you have more to play in this. You have been on the inside, and you will see things with different eyes than everyone else. That fact could turn out to be decisive.”

				Now I felt myself blush. “I’ll do my best,” I muttered, unable to imagine what that could be.

				He and Traz boosted me up Xyla’s side, then Traz mounted up behind me. The feel of his arms around me—that was a new feeling, too, one I didn’t quite know what to make of yet.

				The sky was just beginning to lighten when we landed in a field near the city. We all dismounted and stood in a small group watching the dragons launch themselves and disappear into the darkness.

				“Well,” said Noor, an older man with whom I was only slightly acquainted, “I think we should take this opportunity to meditate. We’ll all need to draw on our strength before the day is over, I daresay.”

				We all went off in separate directions. I found a likely place and sat down. For a few minutes, I simply breathed, quieting my thoughts. Then I opened the meditation kit and in the faint light chose two candles, this time not at random: orange for creativity and forest green for strength.

				I put the orange candle into the crystal Spring candleholder and the green one into the gold Summer one, then I lit them.

				Clear my thoughts. It took a little while to banish the stray images and worries from my mind. I concentrated on breathing, filling my body and soul with cleansing air. My feverish brain slowed, then grew quiet.

				Find my calm center. A sense of safety engulfed me. No fear. No worries. In this place within myself, I was truly me, and no one could alter that.

				Open my inner senses. I felt the pulse of life all around me. The life vibrations sent up a symphony in my soul. There was the deep steady thrum of the earth itself, and the dancing melody of the sky. The grass of the plain and the pockets of shrubs, the myriad creatures who lived their lives here with no thought of the wider world beyond. Birds of the air. Fish in the streams. Abundant life, all adding their own harmonies to the world’s everlasting song.

				Absorb the power of the earth, the air, and life. I let it fill me, let it infuse me with its strength, let it overflow and return whence it came. I was strong. I could do that which was needful, that which was right, that which would change the course of the world.

				When I opened my eyes, the sun had risen and I saw the world anew. Colors were brighter, the air smelled sweeter, and I could taste its power. I was at one with the universal life flow; it filled me, carried me along awhile, and moved on.

				I blew out the candles, repacked them in the leather pouch, and returned to the mages. Traz reminded me to put on some of the tan-colored paste to hide my silver mark, and one of the women helped me apply it. Then we headed into the city.

				As when we’d left yesterday, there was a barrier where the road entered the city proper, but the guards didn’t seem much interested in folks going in. At a quiet word from Traz, the mages repositioned themselves so that I was in the middle, and we walked past the barrier without an incident. It helped that there were many people heading into the city for the day’s celebrations so that our group didn’t particularly stand out.

				Even this early in the morning, the streets were already filling up. All the shops and markets would be shut for the day, but street vendors plied their wares: gooey breakfast buns, ribbons of every color, bouquets of flowers, noisemakers, sweets of every sort. Children ran through the crowd, chasing each other in their Solstice best—girls in embroidered white shifts and boys in tan shorts and white shirts—their mothers calling after them to be careful and not get their new clothes dirty.

				And then there were all the young men and women, also dressed in finery, who later would be chasing each other, though in a very different way. For now, girls gathered in giggling bevies while the boys strutted around them singly or in twos and threes. I smiled, imagining myself to be one of those girls while Traz and Grey vied for my attention.

				As if reading my mind, Traz bought a flower from a vendor we were passing and gave it to me with a little bow. My face grew hot when the other mages grinned at us, though I managed to return a proper bow in thanks.

				Thus we made our way through the city and toward the arena. We bought buns to eat and gave coppers to the beggar children, as was traditional. We even stopped to watch a troupe of acrobats and jugglers, laughing and applauding at their antics.

				When we reached the market square, I was surprised to see that the stalls were all gone, leaving the area open. It looked bigger than ever. A large platform had been set up in the middle where, later, musicians would play so that the people could dance into the wee hours. As a child, that had always been my favorite part of Summer Solstice: watching the villagers of Barrowfield whirl and reel and stomp about in the complex country dances. Sometimes Papa would ask me to be his partner, and even though I didn’t know all the steps then, I loved following the ladies as best I could and letting the men swing me round. I knew most of the dances now, but doubted I’d have a chance to put that knowledge to use tonight. Though dancing with Traz ...

				“Time to split up,” said Noor. “Stay in pairs, keep your eyes open, and if anything happens, call for a bird.”

				One at a time, as unobtrusively as possible, each pair of mages walked away until only Traz and I were left.

				We bought our tickets and went inside. When we came out of the tunnel into the sunshine on the other side, I shivered a little. How I hated this place.

				We took a slow lap around the fighting pit, weaving our way through people standing around chatting and waiting until the event started before taking their seats.

				Eventually, the arena began to fill in earnest, and we headed to our seats high up in the stands directly above the king’s box.

				I gave Traz a suspicious look. “How’d you get seats here?”

				He grinned and shrugged in mock innocence. “Just lucky, I guess.”

				I punched his arm lightly as we sat down. “So what do we do now?”

				Traz raised his eyebrows and grinned. “We sit back and watch the show. Until something happens.”

				The “show,” as Traz called it, soon began. A large contingent of the Royal Guard marched to the king’s box. Zhantar stood outside the box looking all around. I let out an irrational squeak of fear. Surely he couldn’t recognize my face in the crowd.

				Traz, as he always seemed to do, guessed what was going through my mind. He leaned over and whispered, “Let’s just be safe, all right? Play along.” Then much to my astonishment, he put an arm around my shoulder and kissed me. A long kiss. A very long, breathtaking kiss. When he finally released me, I just gazed at him wordlessly.

				He cocked his eyebrows at me. “Well, um, so where did you learn to kiss like that?”

				My face went hot, but I managed to retort, “One could ask the same of you.”

				His mouth opened but no words came out. Inwardly, I congratulated myself for confounding him. At any rate, his timing has been typically perfect. Zhantar was nowhere to be seen, and Royal Guardsmen were positioned around the king’s box.

				The warning gong rang out, and those who hadn’t taken their seats yet began hurrying. The dragonmasters entered the arena and marched to their places on the walkway around the fighting pit. There were twice as many as there had been last time, maybe even three times. What exactly was happening?

				The second gong rang out. The crowd stilled in anticipation. A heartbeat later, the small door to our left opened, and a man stepped out. This one had been given better equipment than I’d seen before. He had proper armor, the helm of a Royal Guard officer, a shield, and a sword. I swallowed down my bile. Was this going to be another fight where an old dragon would die?

				A murmur of surprise went through the crowd. The man strode with a vigorous stride to the king’s box and bowed low. As he straightened up, I gasped in recognition.

				I grabbed Traz’s arm in shock. “That’s the king!”
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				Today is my day of glory. I go forth to slay a dragon. How my people shall cheer, how they shall love me, how they shall bow down and worship me. Their king. Their sovereign lord.

				My heart races in anticipation. I can taste my victory; I fancy I taste the dragon’s blood upon my tongue even now.

				Ah, but it cheers my spirit to put on my mail, to heft my shield and raise my sword.

				Onward now to victory! Join me in celebration, my people! Rise with me to the heights!

				Open the door, that I may go forth and meet the joy that awaits me.

				My people, I come!
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				“What?” Traz asked. “It can’t be!”

				I was already mentally screaming for the birds to summon the red dragons. And I wasn’t the only one who recognized him. A ripple of astonishment that originated in the vicinity of the king’s box quickly grew to a wave. 

				“Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice boomed seemingly out of the sky. Zhantar’s voice, magically amplified. “Your liege will today prove his prowess by slaying a dragon.”

				The crowd roared its approval. A loud clang from the opposite end of the arena signaled the release of a dragon. Its copper hide gleaming in the sunlight, it swooped onto the field, young and healthy, anxious for the hunt.

				“This is it,” I hissed at Traz. “This is Zhantar’s plan. He’s talked that fool into staging his own death!” I remembered the looks of hatred the DragonLord had had for Rycina. I hoped she wasn’t here. I didn’t put Zhantar past committing murder in cold blood if he thought she would stand in his way. To the birds, I called, “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

				The king moved, and the dragon focused its attention on him. He walked toward the center of the pit, the dragon eyeing him and flicking the tip of its tail. When the dragon finally launched itself at its prey, the king ran toward the creature. It landed where the king had been standing only a second before. Erno turned to face his adversary while the dragon looked about to see where the man had gone. Taking a few steps forward, he plunged the sword into the dragon’s tail. The dragon let out a bloodcurdling scream, and a cry of glee went up from the crowd. Their king had drawn first blood. And against a dragon. Fools! Didn’t they realize they were watching the murder of their king?

				The dragon whipped around, its tail now held high, blood dripping down. It stared at the king, who held the sword poised to strike again. He feinted to the right, giving the sword a flourish that made the crowd cheer.

				“Idiot,” Traz muttered, careful that only I could hear his words. “Wasting all that energy on showmanship.”

				I glanced at him. He must’ve learned more than danse while he was on Stychs.

				Something in the sky caught the corner of my eye. A wedge of red speeding in this direction!

				The dragon in the fighting pit raised its head and let out a cry of greeting. The red dragons swept around the arena, their shadow darkening all below. The crowd roared again, many pointing skyward.

				“Red dragons!” “The king has found red dragons!” “Hooray!” People applauded this new spectacle, their excitement to see what would happen next in this extravaganza rising to an ever higher pitch.

				The wedge made another circuit of the arena, then split into three. These circled in different directions, then dived down in widening arcs. It was as if the dragons had been practicing this for months.

				The dragonmasters had turned their attention to the interlopers. Zhantar’s voice burst from the king’s box, and at his bellowed command, many of the dragonmasters shot their green lightning at the descending dragons.

				Some of the bolts hit their marks, but it didn’t deter the rest of the dragons as flames erupted from their mouths. None of the dragonmasters around the pit survived that first onslaught.

				Realization dawned that something had gone terribly wrong, and the pushing and shoving for the exits began.

				Traz and I stood quietly, a tiny island of stillness in the growing tumult. People poured down the stairs in panic, some not even taking the steps but climbing over the rows of seats. At first, folk avoided the charred remains of the dragonmasters that dotted the walkway, but as the crowd, pressing to get out, grew, the bodies got pushed down into the fighting pit or simply trodden underfoot. I curled my lip in disgust.

				A disturbance in front of the king’s box drew my attention. A solid line of Royal Guardsmen kept people from going into it, though as the crush intensified, this was becoming harder to do.

				There was a flash of blue. As those in the vicinity of the box halted, many covering their eyes, two black-clothed figures pushed their way out of the box and across the walkway to the edge of the pit. It must have been twenty feet to the ground below, but they both jumped down and landed easily, then started running toward the king.

				The copper dragon looked skyward, its muscles bunched as if to leap, but the dragonmasters pointed at it. It let out a roar of frustration. Slewing its head around toward them, it let out a heartbreaking whimper of submission.

				As the two men ran toward the dragon, a jolt of recognition went through me. I grabbed Traz’s arm and pointed. “Zhantar and Anazian!” We watched, helpless, as they mounted the dragon. The king, who stood stupidly in place, now raised his sword again and waved it impotently above his head.

				The dragon sprang into the air, and Zhantar leveled a blast of green lightning at the king. I screamed and hid my face against Traz’s shoulder.

				“I come, little one,” Xyla’s voice in my head startled me, and I looked up just in time to see her and Yallick swoop past and come to a landing. Traz and I dashed to her side.

				The mage first tossed Traz’s staff to him, then reached a hand down to me. “Hurry up, girl!”

				Traz gave me a boost, and a moment later, I was safely astride and we were airborne.

				Despite its head start, the copper dragon was not very far ahead of us. Its movements were awkward, as if it didn’t know how to fly. Well, of course, I told myself, it wouldn’t, really. When would it ever have had a chance to learn?

				“He struggles mightily,” Xyla said as we sped toward the fleeing dragon. “Their power is scarcely enough to control him.”

				Even as Xyla said these words, the copper dragon seemed to fall from the air. I cried out, and behind me Yallick did, too.

				Then I understood. “The palace!” I shouted, pointing. “They’re going to the palace.”

				Xyla let out a bellow that shook my bones, and a moment later, the copper dragon rose back into the sky, the black figures gone from his back. Had he managed to shake the dragonmasters off? Oh, how I hoped to see them sprawling on the ground below. The copper dragon flew, still awkwardly, but not as labored as before, straight toward us.

				A flush of joy suffused me, and a thrill of freedom, and a song of camaraderie. All these feelings and more flowed over, around, and through me, and I realized they were the vibrations from the newly freed dragon.

				I expected Xyla to greet him, but instead, she plummeted toward the palace grounds. My stomach slid up my throat. I glanced back to see a few other red dragons, whom Xyla must have called, greeting the copper one. As we landed, I looked all around, but there was no sign of Zhantar and Anazian.

				“You must stop the DragonLord,” Xyla said, “before ... ” She paused.

				“Before what?”

				I’d barely squeezed the thought into words when Xyla let out another roar. “Before they seize power and kill the princess.”

				“How do you know—”

				“Hurry!”

				“Yes,” Yallick said, “she is right. We must hurry.” He gave me a hand as I slid down the dragon’s shoulder.

				He dismounted, too, and raced for the entrance. I followed. When his foot touched the bottom step, someone stepped from the shadows. Anazian!

				“Stop, you old fool,” he shouted, the power in his voice reverberating through the open air. He held his arms outstretched, as if he were embracing the sky.

				“I am not the fool, Anazian,” Yallick said, his gravelly voice rich with his own power. “You are.”

				Anazian’s fingers twitched. I cringed, but nothing happened. Yet. Vibrations and energy pulsed all around.

				Yallick went on. “I do not even pity you, for you know exactly what you have given up. And for what? Some petty dream?”

				“I have no need of your pity, old man,” Anazian shrieked, and before I could shout out a warning, he brought his hands together and a spike of raw, red power coalesced and struck Yallick in the chest.

				The mage flew backward and crashed to the ground at my feet, where he lay as still as stone.

				Anazian took a step forward and stretched out his arms again, turning his gaze to me. I stood frozen, as if all of my being had been trapped in a net, unable to move or breathe or even think.

				A blast of heat flowed over me, breaking the spell and knocking me to my hands and knees. A river of raging fire poured from Xyla’s mouth, engulfing Anazian where he stood and blackening the marble steps.

				I forced my limbs to crawl toward Yallick. Was he still alive? Could he be?

				Xyla’s voice, both gentle and urgent, spoke inside my head. “You must go on, my child.”

				“No!” I brushed tears away. “If he’s alive, I have to help him.”

				“Donavah!” I looked up at the red dragon towering over me. “There is more at stake today than one good man’s life. Go on.”

				“But—”

				Xyla brought her head down close to mine and breathed on me. A hot empowerment washed through me, strengthening my heart and spirit. “Go, dear one.”

				I could hardly see through my tears as I pushed myself to my feet and stumbled toward the marble stairway. Anazian’s death was not enough to pay for this. I took a shuddering breath and went up the steps, past the still-smoldering body, and inside.

				No one challenged me, and now I saw why not: the floor of the entryway was littered with bodies, some in Royal Guard uniforms and others in servants’ garb. Zhantar had taken no chances. I stood among the chaotic swirl of energy, trying to discern where Zhantar had gone. Eyes closed, I tasted the vibrations, seeking the flavor of the DragonLord.

				There.

				Bitter and jubilant and ignorant of his son’s death.

				I followed it, not far, to a pair of doors made of fine wood chased with beaten gold. The arms of Alloway—a dragon with wings outstretched, breathing fire at a knight whose shield protected him from the flames—stood out in relief. I put a hand on one of the doors and pushed. It opened as easily and silently as if it were a mere curtain. Beyond was the throne room. I stepped in.

				A high ceiling soared overhead, while pillars marched down either side of the central aisle. The floor of polished obsidian reflected the sunlight that poured in from high-set windows.

				But the room was echoingly empty of the hundreds of people it could easily have held. The life vibrations of only one person filled it.

				Zhantar.

				He sat on the throne, hands gripping the armrests, his eyes closed and head thrown back with the light full on him. The gold torc around his neck gleamed.

				I summoned my maejic and walked soundlessly forward. I didn’t know yet what I was going to do, or even what I could do. But still I strode forward until I stood next to the foremost pillar on the right. I leaned back against the chill marble, but it didn’t cool the hot hunger for vengeance that burned in me.

				My enemy sat unmoving, not giving any sign that he was aware of my presence. He had the bearing of a king—broad shoulders and a fit physique, an elegant and almost regal profile, and a latent vitality that belied his age.

				The throne room doors crashed open. I sidled behind the pillar, hoping to stay out of view of both Zhantar and the newcomer.

				Footsteps rang on the floor as someone strode forward. Soon, Rycina came into view, the fine fabric of her purple gown kicking out behind her. Her eyes blazed as her presence cut through the DragonLord’s vibrations like a hot knife through butter. She stopped where I could see her from my hiding spot behind the pillar. Then she spoke, her words reverberating with power and bell-like clarity.

				“Remove yourself from that throne, you hideous man.”

				Zhantar laughed in a quiet, threatening way. “Surely you do not think yourself worthy to take the throne now.”

				At the word now, a tiny frown creased Rycina’s brow. “What do you mean?” And though her words were still clear and strong, they held a note of uncertainty.

				“Ah. So word of your father’s pitiful demise has not yet reached you? Whatever, dear princess, brings you here then?”

				She lifted her chin, as if the news of her father’s death didn’t affect her. “The stirring of my heart is what brought me here. And what,” her voice dropped to a threatening growl, “brings such as you here?”

				I inched around the wide pillar until I could glimpse Zhantar. He now stood in front of the throne, his arms spread out at his sides. The light in the throne room shimmered. In a roaring voice that filled the empty space, he proclaimed, “I claim the crown of Alloway!”

				From the booming echo, Rycina’s laugh rose. “And you think that I shall meekly turn the throne over to you, a petty magician whose tricks tickled my father’s fancy?”

				I swallowed. Could she not feel his power? Or did she simply not fear him? I wasn’t sure whether I felt pity for her, or awe.

				Zhantar took a step closer to Rycina. Hatred shot from his eyes like lances. “You cannot stop me. There is only you and me, and I shall destroy you as I destroyed your father.”

				He drew his hands into fists. The intensity of the power in the room doubled, then tripled. It pounded in my ears and pressed on my eyes. My blood felt sluggish. I pressed my hands to my cheeks and breathed deeply, centering myself and sloughing off the effect of the magic.

				The Etosian knot on my left cheek grew warm, and a thought flashed into my mind. I knew what Zhantar was going to do. And what I must do to stop it. “O, Lord Etos,” I thought, “give me what I need now. Help me. Help us.”

				Time slowed.

				Light and song filled me as I watched the DragonLord stand open-armed, drawing the energy in the room to himself. He took another step closer to Rycina and drew his fists to his chest. When he thrust his palms at the princess, I leapt from my hiding place.

				The power of a hundred, a thousand, a million bolts of lightning shot toward me. I held up my hand. Instead of incinerating my flesh, the bolts turned back in their paths. Zhantar’s eyes widened and his mouth opened. The lightning struck. His scream echoed off the walls as sparks of light exploded everywhere. I covered my eyes. And tried to breathe. A rainbow wrapped itself around my heart.

				Time returned to its normal speed just as for my body crashed to the floor.
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				A half-played game of Talisman and Queen lies before me, the jewel pieces glowing as they sit on the purple velvet embroidered with glittering gold thread. The Queen’s Heart, made of fire, gleams at the center. Ranged about are the Talismans: mine, life; my opponent’s, death.

				I see clearly against whom I play. Fading into shadow, my enemy prepares to flee. I take a breath and my soul is filled with ecstasy.

				The game is won. My heart tells me that with a single move, I will Secure the Queen’s Heart. I reach out my hand and choose the chalice. Moving it to the winning square, I end the game.

				A voice breaks the silence—the voice of Etos.

				“You win.”

				And he speaks the truth.

				I win.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: nineeteen.eps]

				[image: ding.eps]

				I awoke with a throbbing headache, ringing ears, and an aching body. Where was I? What had happened? There was a vague memory of the king fighting a dragon, and Anazian and Zhantar escaping. No, not escaping. Dying. Maybe.

				I opened my eyes. It was dim. No stars overhead, so I must be indoors. But where? I started to sit up, only to have someone put a supporting arm around my shoulders to help. There was a candle somewhere, but it didn’t provide enough light to see much more than a shadowy figure.

				“Would you like something to drink?”

				The voice was familiar, but surely my head must be muddled.

				“Mama?” I asked, confused.

				She sat on the edge of the cot facing me. Her cool hand brushed the hair away from my forehead, and she kissed me. “Yes, my darling.”

				“Mama!” I sat up and threw my arms around her, sobbing.

				She held me tightly, rocking a little, stroking my hair, and kissing me over and over. I felt like a small child again, awakened by a nightmare and being comforted. But this nightmare had been real. I kept thinking about the images Zhantar had shown me of her in his crystal sphere. I’d been so afraid for her, but now here she was.

				I finally let her go and used the edge of the light blanket to mop my tears from my face. Then I looked at her and touched her face.

				“Is it really you?” I asked. “Not a trick?”

				She let out a laugh that ended with a choked sob of her own. “No, love. Not a trick. I’m really here.” She took my hand and kissed it. “There. Does that feel like a trick?”

				“I don’t understand. The last thing I remember ...” My voice trailed off. Now I remembered Zhantar disappearing in an explosion of color.

				“It doesn’t matter. Not now, anyway. You can tell me everything in the morning. Are you thirsty?”

				“Yeah, a little, I guess.” She started to stand, but a fear that this was all a dream came over me, and I clutched at her hand. “No! Don’t go!” Fresh tears started to my eyes.

				She sat back down and stroked my face. “Darling, it’s all right. I’m just going to step away to get you a cup of water.”

				“No, I’m not thirsty anymore!”

				Someone stepped up behind her. I flinched and put my arms around her protectively. The shadow bent down and held something out. “Here, you go.” Breyard’s voice. I relaxed a little and took the cup he held out.

				“Thanks,” I murmured.

				When I’d had my drink, Mama said, “Lie back down now and sleep.”

				“But how is everyone? Traz and Yallick and ...”

				“Shhh. We’ll talk in the morning.”

				“But—”

				“Shhhh.” And she started to sing a quiet lullaby, one she used to sing when I was little.

				I lay back, still watching her shadowed face. She tucked the blanket in around me, put a hand on my cheek, and sang me to sleep.
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				In the morning, Mama slept on a cot next to me, while Breyard sat on a chair between us, his head nodding. I sat up and cleared my throat quietly. He started.

				“Hey,” he said, “you’re awake.”

				“Are you?”

				He grinned at me and rubbed his face. “I guess I dozed off. How are you feeling?”

				“Like a tree fell on me.”

				“I can well imagine. Would you like some tea? I can go get you some.”

				“Hmm. Yes, that would be nice, I guess.” I felt lethargic and pensive, and didn’t really know what I wanted. But tea was as good a place to start as any.

				While he was gone, I got out of bed. It felt good to stand up, but I learned just how weak I was. We were in a small room that had just enough space for the two cots, a chair, and a small table. A thin curtain hung over the window. I was tempted to go look out it, to try to figure out exactly where we were, but I was afraid the light might disturb Mama. Instead, I just sat in the chair next to her.

				Grey streaked her hair, which used to be a luxuriant brown. And there were wrinkles around her eyes that I’d never noticed before. A pang of guilt went through me: much of the grey and wrinkles were surely attributable to me.

				Her eyelids fluttered. She smiled and held out a hand, which I took and squeezed. We sat there, holding hands without speaking and just being together, until Breyard returned.

				He came in with a tray, followed by Oleeda. The old mage came to me, took my face in her warm hands, and kissed my forehead.

				“You are looking much improved today, my dear,” she said. Then she looked at Mama. “And how are you, Mellas?”

				Mama pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Much better, now that Donavah is back with us.”

				I scowled. “What do you mean, ‘back with us’? Where have I been?”

				Oleeda sat on my bed, and Breyard handed Mama and I each a cup of herb tea. Oleeda said, “You have not been anywhere, child. You have been right here.”

				“Then what—?”

				“Nothing you need concern yourself with now. You turned back a might blast of magic. You ought not be surprised it took a toll on you.”

				“Oh, right. That.”

				Breyard rolled his eyes. “Oh, right, that,” he mimicked. “She saves the queen’s life and kills just about the most powerful mage in the world, and oh, right, that is what she says.”

				“The most powerful mage in ...? I didn’t kill Yallick!” I half-rose to my feet in panic. How could they think I’d killed him?

				Oleeda stood up and Mama grabbed my hand. Together, they forced me back into my seat. Oleeda smiled, but there was a tight look to her eyes.

				“Not Yallick, dear,” she said. “Zhantar.”

				“Zhantar? But you said mage.” My mind reeled in confusion.

				Breyard said, “You mean you haven’t figured it out yet?”

				Mama shot him a quelling look.

				Oleeda put a hand on my shoulder. “The dragonmasters are mages, too, Donavah. They are maejic.”

				At this, the whole world seemed to spin around me in double time. I sat back in the chair, trying to find a place in my mind for this new reality. The dragonmasters are maejic. I could barely form the words in my thoughts, much less on my tongue.

				“So is Yallick ...?”

				“He’s alive,” Oleeda said softly.

				A rush of relief left me feeling weak. “Good. Then what about Papa?”

				Mama made a strange mewling sort of noise, and Breyard moved quickly to sit on the edge of her bed.

				“What about ...?” I swallowed.

				Breyard took Mama’s hand in his. His eyes didn’t quite reach mine as he said, “He’s alive, too. But in bad shape.”

				“What happened to him?” I whispered, as new fear gripped my throat.

				Mama leaned forward and rested her head on Breyard’s shoulder, her own shoulders heaving as she wept.

				Oleeda rose to her feet. “Let us go for a walk, dear,” she said to me in a firm voice.

				I could hardly stand up, but I forced myself to follow her. Beyond the door was a plain but brightly lit corridor. There were high windows that let in the sunshine, while doors led off both sides at regular intervals. I took Oleeda’s arm for support and shuffled along beside her.

				“There is a place nearby where we can sit and talk.”

				We reached a door, which the mage opened for me. On the other side was a small garden. It was planted with herbs and flowers arranged in a decorative pattern, with fruit trees here and there providing shade. A path of smooth gravel wound through the garden, with many benches along it where people sat alone or in pairs.

				“What is this place?” I asked.

				“The palace infirmary. The queen has ordered all those injured in the ...” She let out a sigh. “Those injured in the events of the other day. She has had everyone brought here to be treated by the court physicians.”

				“So is Papa here? Can I see him?”

				“He is here, and you can see him soon, but you must be strong.”

				“What happened? How badly was he injured?”

				“He was not injured, dear.” Oleeda took both my hands in hers. “The dragonmasters ... the DragonLord was cruel to him. A lesser man than your father would have died. Tegar is, or was, very strong. But how anyone could survive so long ...” She paused and took a deep breath before going on. “We do not know everything, but he was found in a ... a ... in a shaft in the upper wall of the Dragon Hall.”

				Blackness closed in on me. “What do you mean, in a shaft?”

				“You know that the Dragon Hall is underground?” I nodded. “Under the arena, to be precise. It is carved out of the bedrock. And high up in the wall, there is a shaft, about fifteen feet deep, hardly wide enough for a person. Your father had been lowered into it.”

				My voice cracked when I spoke. “And left there to die?”

				Oleeda wiped tears from her eyes. “Worse. It appears that Zhantar had him pulled up and force-fed food and water to keep him from dying. The only other thing we are sure of is that he thinks he saw you taking vows to become a dragonmaster. Traz healed his physical wounds with that staff of his, but the damage to his mind, to his spirit ... ” Her voice, full of pain, trailed off.

				I breathed heavily as rage coursed through me. To do that to anyone was despicable, but Zhantar hadn’t done it to just anyone—he’d done it to my father! When I thought I could speak without screaming, I said, “I want to see him.”

				“Yes, yes. Of course. But if you will accept my counsel, wait until after his midday meal. He is more coherent in the afternoons. I believe it will be best for him to see you then. Can you wait?”

				I bowed my head and muttered, “If you think it best.”

				She laid a hand on my shoulder. “I think it best for both of you, not just your father.” She rose to her feet. “Come. Would you like to check in on Yallick?”

				I blew my breath out and stood up. “I guess. Is he all right now?”

				“Yes, although he might debate that. Traz healed him, too, but I wish for him to rest here in the quiet for a bit longer. He disagrees, but so far, I have ... gotten my way, shall we say?”

				She gave me a sidelong glance and a conspiratorial smile, but my own humor couldn’t rise to the occasion.

				We found Yallick sitting in a chair while Traz sat cross-legged on the bed as they chatted. My heart gave an unexpected flop at the sight of Traz. They both smiled when they saw us. Yallick started to get up, but Oleeda went to his side and pushed him back down. I bit back a small smile.

				“It is good to see you on your feet, Donavah,” Yallick said, his icy blue-green eyes shooting daggers at Oleeda. “I wish I could say the same for myself.”

				I smiled, trying to put as much cheer into it as possible. “It’s good to see you, too, old man.”

				Yallick waggled a finger at me, but his eyes twinkled. “Watch it, young lady.”

				Traz got up and motioned to where he’d been sitting. “Have a seat, Donavah. You don’t want to wear yourself out.”

				No, what I wanted was to go back to sleep and then to wake up with everything wrong put right again.

				“Really, I should get back to Mama.”

				Yallick raised his eyebrows. “I do not rate more than a minute of your time?”

				“Oh, well, I didn’t mean ... I mean, you’re all right and everything, so I ...”

				“Don’t let him needle you,” Traz said, giving me a shy smile.

				Oleeda returned to my side. “Indeed, do not. But you may as well stay here. Your mother will be with your father by now. She will wear herself out at this rate, but no one can blame her. At least you are well enough not to worry her anymore.”

				“If she needs rest, why isn’t Breyard looking after Papa?”

				“He does as much as he can, and he is wearing himself out, too, but he has his duties with the dragons to attend to.”

				“His duties with the dragons?”

				Traz laughed at my surprise. “He’s quite important now, you know. Been assigned by the queen to work with them and everything.”

				It was too much, and I dropped onto the place Traz had vacated shaking my head.

				“Well, my dear,” Yallick said, “you certainly seem to have set quite a lot of wheels in motion.”

				“What do you mean?”

				Yallick and Traz exchanged glances while Oleeda stifled a laugh.

				“Let’s see,” Traz said, ticking off each item on a finger. “Knocking off Anazian. Knocking off Zhantar. Saving the new queen’s life. Freeing the dragons. Did I forget anything?”

				Oleeda came and sat on the bed, putting an arm around my shoulders. “Do not look so stunned, Donavah.”

				“But I didn’t have anything to do with freeing the dragons. And Xyla killed Anazian, I didn’t.”

				Yallick waved my objection aside “No matter. You are the pivotal player in the game, and you have indeed Secured the Queen’s Heart. In this case, literally.” My face grew hot. “But this is not fair. We make light of serious matters while your thoughts are consumed with your parents. I take it you will visit your father in the afternoon?” I nodded. “Very good. In the meantime, let me tell you plainly what has happened.”

				I sat in wonder as the three of them wove a tale that sounded like something a bard would sing, not a series of events we had all participated in.

				First of all, Zhantar had not lied to Rycina: he had indeed slain King Erno in the fighting pit. The chaos in the arena that preceded this was nothing compared to that which followed. The red dragons and mages had had their hands full trying to get everyone out without things turning into a stampede. Once the arena was emptied, a group of mages had gone down into the stable below and set the dragons free. More mages went to release the prisoners, each of whom was examined by the dragons, who could read their minds to discern the truth, to make sure that the actual criminals were sent to the city gaol.

				Meanwhile, over at the palace, once the uproar caused by Zhantar’s attempt to claim the throne and kill Rycina had died down, the new queen had taken control. Her first act had been to send instructions to free the slaves and move them all to a palace barracks, where they were to be cared for until they could be returned to their homes.

				She had also issued orders that all the dragonmasters be gathered up and brought to her. For now, they were being held while Rycina and the mages decided what to do.

				This last bit startled me. “Queen Rycina is actually working with us?”

				Yallick nodded. “She is an amazing woman, worthy of the risk you took to save her. She has rescinded the laws against maejic, and she has committed herself to sharing power properly with the dragons, as was done of old. Truly a remarkable woman.”

				Traz leaned over and said, “Just between you and me, I think the old man is in love.”

				“And if I am, who are you to question my choice, youngster?”

				Oleeda left then to make arrangements for our midday meal to be brought to us here.

				Later, when we’d finished eating, Oleeda stood up and held her hand out to me. “It is time. I will take you to visit Tegar now.”
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				Home again. Just Chase and me. So much has happened in these months we’ve been away. Too much.

				I wish my friends well. It is a privilege, I suppose, to have played a part in such important events. But that life does not suit me, and I find it is far more comfortable to sit quietly before my fire and share a meal with my dog.

				Tonight, I shall relish my solitude.

				Tomorrow, I shall hunt.
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				When we got to Papa’s room, the door was ajar, and I saw Mama sitting next to the bed. She looked up as I pushed the door open and gave me a weary smile.

				Papa looked horrible. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, with dark circles under them that almost looked like he’d been given two black eyes. His lips were dry and cracked, and he picked at the lint on his blanket with clawlike fingers.

				Oleeda hung back as I went in, pulling the door closed behind me. Breyard sat on the other side of the bed and stood up, offering me his chair with a gesture. The movement caught Papa’s attention, and he looked at me.

				And began to weep.

				“Oh, my little girl,” he sobbed. “What have they done to you?”

				Swallowing past a lump in my throat, I moved quickly to his side and took his hand. “Papa!” I exclaimed, hoping I sounded brighter than I felt. “No one has done anything to me. See?” I smiled.

				“No, no,” he said. “I know. I saw.”

				“Saw what, dear Papa?”

				Mama ran her hands through his disheveled hair. “Shh, love. We’re all here, and we’re all safe.”

				“Safe?” he shouted, making me jump. “No one is safe from the power.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “It’s everywhere. Rings of it. Piles of it. It must be broken. But it can’t be broken.” Then, in a plaintive wail, “It’s the end of everything.”

				I stared as tears welled in my eyes. What had happened? What had brought him to this? I felt weak and powerless, as if my bones had turned into powder.

				Papa clutched at my hand. “They made you into a dragonmaster. My own flesh and blood—”

				“No, Papa!” I said, a thread of relief passing through my thoughts. Of this, at least, I could assure him. “No, they didn’t. See, I’m here now, safe and sound. Just me.”

				“They buried me in the wall, you know. But they wouldn’t let me die. They made me watch. I saw.” He pushed my hand away, as if it were some filthy thing. “Leave me! I won’t let you sit there and mock me.”

				I sat stunned. Breyard moved close to me and put a comforting hand on my shoulder.

				Mama took Papa’s face in her hands and forced him to look at her. “No, Tegar. You don’t mean that. You know you don’t.”

				He began to shake. “The circle must be broken. Here and now. The circle must be broken, the circle must be broken.” He kept repeating it over and over, the words resounding in my head like a hammer pounding on steel.

				And then an idea struck to me. I rose to my feet. Mama looked up.

				“No, sweetie. Don’t go. You know he doesn’t mean what he says.”

				I hated seeing the pain in her eyes, but I’d understood what Papa’s nonsense was trying to convey. Something needed to be done, and the sooner it was, the sooner he might recover.

				“I have to go, Mama. Trust me.”

				Breyard gave me a questioning look and followed me out. With one last look at Papa, who wept in Mama’s teary embrace, I closed the door.

				“Donavah, you can’t take his words to heart. You know he’s raving.”

				“Maybe not as much as it seems. Just let me do this.”

				“Do what ?” Breyard asked.

				I put a hand on his chest. “You stay here and help Mama with him. I know what to do.”

				“And that is?”

				“Just trust me. And stay here.”

				With that, I ran back to Yallick’s room, hoping to find Traz there.
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				“Are you sure?” Traz asked when I told him my plan. We were in a secluded spot in the garden, where I’d practically dragged him.

				“No.” I sighed and shook my head. “But don’t you think it’s worth a try?”

				He grinned. “If nothing else, it’ll be fun. Let’s go.”

				An hour later, we stood together in the arena in the top row, looking down on the fighting pit. Although it was empty of everyone but Traz and me, I could almost hear the echoes of many voices. Standing absolutely still, I could sense the resonance of power as it swirled around and through the very stone.

				“Can you feel it?” I whispered.

				“I can.”

				“The source is here, and we must break it.”

				Traz and I turned to each other and gazed into one another’s eyes. He nodded, and I smiled.

				“Together, your power and mine. We can do this thing.”

				He grinned, and laughter poured from his eyes. Then he held out his staff. I took one end and he took the other, and we started running.

				Soon our steps fell into rhythm. The resonance of power grew stronger with each step I took, as if the stone itself partook in our actions. Our strides grew longer and longer, each one taking us a little more airborne.

				The sky above was clear, and the sun’s power doubled our own.

				When we reached our starting point for the second time, we turned as one and went down the steps, taking them four, then five, then seven at a time. At the bottom, I let go of the staff and stood in place, arms stretched wide, while Traz carried on around the walkway. He leapt and twirled, spinning and tumbling, until he reached the point directly opposite me.

				He held the staff high over his head and spun in place. Multicolored strands of power streamed to him, gathering on the staff like thread onto a spool. Then, with a flourish, Traz sent the ball of power soaring across the arena, straight at me. I caught it.

				The crackling energy in my hands and indeed all around made my hair stand on end, and I laughed at the ticklishness of it. I held the swirling ball until Traz moved to another point on the edge of the pit and threw me another one, then moved on. The two coalesced into one, pulsing to the beat of my heart and growing brighter in intensity.

				Each ball of power left a thin trail arcing over the pit. The first one was pink, the next one green and so on as Traz sent more and more. Before long, the pit was covered by a shimmering fan.

				Traz rejoined me, and I placed the gleaming ball into his hand. He jabbed the staff into it, and it broke apart into shards that sparked in the air. A wide wave of my arms scattered the bits across the fan, and where they touched the strands, tendrils wound out and around until a web of color and power hung there like a dome.

				Traz held out his hand to me and I placed mine in it. “And now,” he said, “we danse.”

				Together, we jumped and sailed out onto the web. Wherever my feet touched it, a rainbow shot into the sky and a burst of power shivered through me. There was a strange music, or not exactly what I would call music, but a multi-tonal thrumming that rose and fell in a syncopated beat. It tugged at my heart and drew me in. Before I quite knew what was happening, I’d let go of Traz’s hand and was absorbed in my own danse.

				I whirled in an intricate series of steps. Each one suffused my spirit with joy until I overflowed and it spilled out of me, filling the spaces between the strands and tendrils of power. Sometimes I soared from one end of the web to the other, while other times I paused and simply marveled at the beauty of it all.

				In one of the pauses, I caught sight of Traz. Or, well, the flashing beam of brilliance that was Traz. It was as if he had turned into a channel for the power of the danse. He swept around and around the arena, each movement precise and flowing.

				As I launched myself into motion again, I felt a new vibration and heard a deep voice humming. It enticed me further into the danse. I grew less aware of my body’s movements and more conscious of the power that moved me. It was big and deep and wide, and I couldn’t hope to contain it. Except that it didn’t want to be contained; it wanted to rush through me, using me to accomplish some great task.

				And still we dansed on. For hours or days, I couldn’t tell. The power filled and sustained me, giving me strength beyond any I’d felt before and satisfying my thirst and hunger.

				A loud cracking sound brought me to a stop. The air shuddered. Another loud crack, and yet another. The earth seemed to shiver, though the web beneath my feet held steady.

				Traz bounded over to me and wrapped me in his arms. It felt good to stand there, wrapped in maejic and held close to my best friend’s beating heart.

				Something shadowed us, and I glanced up to find Xyla soaring overhead. Traz raised his staff, and she swooped down to us. She stood easily on the magic net, as if it were firm ground beneath her feet. Traz boosted me up, then leapt up behind me.

				Xyla rose into the air and circled around. Below us, a net of energy stretched across the arena. The multicolored strands of power shimmered in the midday sun and hummed in harmony.

				Traz raised his staff and threw it into the center of the net, which shattered and exploded into glittering light. Sparks of it filled the air around us, ticking where it touched my skin.

				And with a loud crash, the arena crumbled. Another explosion concussed my ears and smothered my soul as pent-up power was released from the stones. Xyla soared on a wave of it, until we were so high that the city seemed little more than a gleaming jewel far below.

				I caught my breath. “What was that?” I gasped.

				Traz’s arms tightened around me. “Proof that you were right.”

				I twisted my head around to look at him. “You think so? Really?”

				He smiled and nodded.

				Xyla said, “Yes, child, though perhaps I should not call you that any longer. You have broken the power of the dragonmasters and have set everything back in its proper course.”

				And as she said these words, Traz kissed me.

				[image: spacer.ai]
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				I sit in a place of honor at Rycina’s formal coronation. Havden, her newly wed consort, stands behind her, glowing with both love and pride. I believe they will rule well together. More importantly, the dragons do, too.

				The mood of the people has changed. A sense of hope and excitement fills the city. Every time a dragon flies overhead, folk watch in delight and awe. Eventually, they will grow accustomed to the sight, but for now it is a novel thing.

				Rycina has asked the dragons and mages to help her establish her reign. Her first act was to declare the dragons to be free and to co-opt them into their co-equal place in the power structure. Her second act was to abolish the law against maejic.

				My family sits nearby. Mama looks more and more like her old self every day, but there is a glimmer of pain behind her eyes that I doubt will ever disappear. Breyard stands tall and proud, looking less like my practical-joking older brother and more like the leader he has become. And Papa is over the worst of his madness now and grows better every day.

				Traz stands next to me, larger than life itself, full of energy and power. His hand touches mine tentatively. I take it, interlocking my fingers with his. I look up at him. And I smile.

			

		

	
		
			
				About the Author

				The first thing I remember writing was a poem celebrating my seventh birthday. I still remember the first line, but nothing can induce me to repeat it. My poetry, with few exceptions, has not improved.

				I discovered that writing is something I’m good at when I was in fifth grade, and that’s when I decided I wanted to be a writer when I grew up. In seventh grade, I read The Outsiders by S. E. Hinton, and that’s when I decided I wanted to write for teenagers.

				And now, I really do write for teenagers. Only thing is, I haven’t grown up yet. Nor do I intend to.

				Please visit my website www.teriegarrison.com.
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