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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Yaz stood at the edge of the village training grounds, really just a dirt circle outside the walls and a few yards from the town proper where the boys between thirteen and eighteen met for daily drills. He held his hands clasped behind his back at parade rest. A bright sun shining in the clear sky tempered the morning chill. Summer was still a month away and you knew it on mornings like this. In a few hours it would be warm enough that he wouldn’t need his wolfskin cloak, but for now the heavy garment felt good.

      He hunted the beasts himself last year. Yaz made a decent living selling furs, among other things. On the ground at his feet rested a curved, rectangular shield nearly as tall as Yaz himself. Next to that lay a blunt spear. Together they served as training versions of the village militia’s primary equipment.

      At seventeen, Yaz was completing his final year of training. Assuming he passed the weapon master’s assessment, the next time bandits attacked the village he would take his place in the shield wall with the other village men. Though assuming he was going to pass would have been a mistake. Master Aaron Hendal, the giant, blond weapon master, had made it clear more than once that he didn’t think Yaz was cut out for the shield wall. He was too short and too skinny. His body just wasn’t designed to absorb the sorts of impacts fighting in the wall required.

      Yaz couldn’t argue with his reasoning, but as the son of the village chief, no favoritism could be shown. If anything, Master Hendal pushed him harder than any of the other boys. It paid off in some ways. He might be small, but Yaz was the best archer in the village. He was still using a bow designed for thirteen-year-olds, but he could put an arrow in a man’s eye from forty paces.

      A roar and crash split the air as the current group of trainees, two opposing teams of four, came together, shield to shield, pushing for advantage. Dust flew as they scrambled for position. To Yaz’s left and right boys cheered and shouted encouragement to their friends.

      Yaz remained silent, focusing on what the boys did. Everything Yaz experienced was permanently imprinted on his memory, ready for perfect recall at any moment. In fact, he remembered everything from the time he was three months old onward. This wasn’t at all normal, according to his mother, but also nothing to worry about. One of the sages had a similar gift, though his perfect memory only extended to what he read, and he taught Yaz how to deal with the ability and the nightmares that came with it.

      “Enough!” Hendal bellowed.

      The trainees stopped at once, separated, and stood at attention. Hendal walked up one side of the formation and down the other. At last he said, “Good. Clear the circle. Group two get ready.”

      The dismissed group broke up, grinning and wiping sweat from their brows. They’d put on a fine performance. Yaz wished he had any hope of matching them. He picked up his heavy shield, sliding his left arm through a rough leather loop until he could reach the grip. Next, he took up the spear in his right and marched out beside his shieldmates. The other boys all towered over him, the next shortest standing just over six feet.

      Yaz took his place second from the left and stood at attention, waiting for Hendal’s command. He didn’t have to wait long.

      “Group A defend. Group B attack,” Hendal said.

      Yaz grimaced, and tried to crouch like the others, digging his feet in for maximum balance. He’d barely bent his knees when the bottom of his shield hit the ground. Lifting it didn’t help. Even a few inches put the rim over his eyes, blinding him.

      “Lock shields!” Hendal shouted.

      Yaz tried to bring his shield level with the men to his left and right, but he simply couldn’t do it and see what was going on.

      “Group B, charge!”

      The impact from the initial blow drove Yaz back two steps, breaking their line. The others tried to close even as he rushed to return to his position.

      Both efforts were doomed to fail. The boy that hit him kicked Yaz’s shield and sent him sprawling. The rest of group B separated and surrounded Yaz’s teammates. The fight lasted less than a minute.

      Why did they continue with this farce? Everyone knew he was never going to fight in the shield wall. Day in and day out he demonstrated his uselessness and here he was five years later still proving the point.

      “Hold!”

      The two teams separated. Yaz scrambled to his feet and returned to his place drawing scowls from his teammates. He didn’t blame them for their anger. In a real fight they’d all be dead right now. Yaz would’ve been angry in their place. He was angry in his place for that matter. Doing the same thing over and over served no one and they all knew it.

      “That’s enough for today,” Hendal said. “Yaz, hold back.”

      The rest of the boys ran off to return the gear to the equipment shed so they could get home to whatever chores awaited them. Two minutes later Yaz and Master Hendal had the circle to themselves.

      “I think we’ve done enough,” Master Hendal said. “No one can claim you didn’t give it your all nor can they claim having you in the shield wall would be to the village’s benefit. Your training is over, Yazgrim.”

      Relief and disappointment fought in Yaz. On one hand he was glad to not have to waste his time any further. On the other, all hope of truly joining his peers as an adult in the village was over. Everyone would look at him as less of a man. No matter what else he did or accomplished, if he didn’t stand in the line to defend his home when raiders came, he wouldn’t be a true man of the village.

      “Dad’s not going to like it,” Yaz said. “But he’s known this was coming for years. Sorry to let you down, Master.”

      Master Hendal’s massive shoulders slumped. “You didn’t let me down, Yaz. The gods made you as you are. No amount of training can make you a good match for the shield wall. In another time and place you’d be among the elite archers, a feared and respected warrior. But here, the ground troops only have one job, to stop the enemy in the pass and hold them so the dragonriders can strafe them with arrows and fire. Bows are for hunters, not warriors, at least in this village. No man can say you didn’t give it your best and if they do, you tell me and I’ll thump them.”

      “Thank you, Master.” Yaz offered a respectful nod, gathered his gear, and walked slowly to the equipment shed.

      When he opened the door the stink of sweat and leather struck him. He quickly hung his shield on its stand and put the training spear in the rack with the others. Time to go home and wash up. He had an appointment at the tower and the sages wouldn’t thank him if he showed up stinking of the ring.
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      Yaz and his parents lived in the biggest house in the village. It wasn’t just because Dad was chief, their home also served as a meeting place for visiting merchants and representatives of the kingdoms that bordered the valley. There were six rooms on the first floor and four on the second, including Yaz’s bedroom, a luxury only a handful of other village kids could claim.

      He pushed through the front door, eager to get cleaned up and on his way to the tower. He didn’t expect to find anyone home and he wasn’t disappointed. This time of day Mom was at the tower and Dad out on patrol. Neither of them would return until near dark.

      Yaz ran around the long wooden table that filled most of the great hall and into the kitchen. Something delicious and savory was cooking in the big stone oven. His mouth watered, but he didn’t dare sneak a taste. If he opened the door and let the heat out it would ruin supper. Better to grab something in the bazaar on his way out.

      He went to the walk-in pantry and grabbed the water bucket. He took it to the sink and worked the pump. When it was full, he went out back, stripped, and dumped it over his head. The cold water hit him like a slap. He scrubbed up and ran back inside to change.

      Freshly washed, his hair tied back in a neat queue, and dressed in a clean jerkin and trousers, Yaz left the house and turned toward the tower. He craned his neck up. The dragonspire rose nearly a hundred feet above the valley floor. The top of it was carved in the shape of a dragon’s head and out of its mouth rose a metal lightning bolt.

      No one knew the tower’s purpose, though everyone agreed that it had been built by the Dragon Empire before its fall seven hundred years ago. They could only access the first floor, which was a single room filled floor to ceiling with overloaded bookcases. If there was a way to the higher levels, none of the sages had ever worked out how to get there. Someday, someone would figure out how to reach the upper floors. No one built something that big only to use a single level.

      Yaz kept going past the tower until he reached the open-air bazaar that occupied the northeast quarter of the village. A good crowd filled the space today. Fifteen vendors and fifty or so locals walking around. Yaz just needed lunch so he ignored everything and let his nose guide him toward the northern edge where his favorite cook set up her wagon.

      The cook’s wagon had a yellowish-white canvas top and the gate stuck straight out, making a convenient place for the owner to roll out and fill the delicious meat pouches she sold every day. A safe distance from wood and canvas, the wagon’s owner tended a fire with a pot of oil bubbling over it.

      The only word to describe Martha Cook was sturdy. She wore an undyed dress made from homespun cloth with a heavy apron over it. Her back was wider than Yaz’s and her arms were corded with muscle. Anyone dumb enough to trouble her when she was on the road would soon come to regret it. Not that Martha traveled much anymore. As far as Yaz knew, she hadn’t left the village in over a year. That suited Yaz fine since he loved her cooking.

      He was a little late arriving for lunch, so he didn’t have to wait in line. Hopefully she wasn’t out of beef pockets. “Afternoon, Miss Cook.”

      She turned and her square, plain face brightened with a smile. “Hello, Young Lord. I saved two beef pockets for you.”

      “Gods bless you, Miss Cook and please call me Yaz. Good day today?”

      “Fair.” She turned and began rolling the dough for his pockets.

      Yaz smiled. She could have earned her weight in gold and the answer would’ve been the same. What sort of day would she have to have to call it good? He didn’t know but couldn’t deny his curiosity.

      A minute later she turned back with two fat pouches that went right into the bubbling oil. Yaz licked his lips, already tasting the tender, spicy meat. He reached into his pocket and pulled out three copper scales.

      Though the Dragon Empire had fallen centuries ago, all the regional governments continued using their coinage. Copper scales were the smallest and least valuable of the three denominations. Each coin was shaped like a dragon scale the size of Yaz’s thumb to the first knuckle.

      Miss Cook pulled the golden-brown pouches out of the oil, dried them on a cloth, sprinkled them with salt, and handed both to Yaz. Since his hands weren’t as tough as hers, he accepted the food gingerly. After a few puffs to cool them he took a bite.

      He closed his eyes and sighed. “Delicious. Are you sure you’re a cook and not a wizard?”

      She chuckled. “Flatterer. My snacks are nothing special. Just a way for a simple woman to make a living.”

      Yaz finished his meal, cleaned his hands on a spare rag she kept hanging on the table for just that purpose, and turned back toward the tower. He hadn’t even left the bazaar when he spotted Mistress Alma, dressed in her brown sage’s robe and lugging an overflowing bag away from a farmer’s stand.

      Mistress Alma was one of the nine sages and nearly eighty, or so Yaz guessed. She specialized in knowledge of food of all sorts and her recipe books were some of the tower’s most profitable items. She experimented constantly, often coming up with tasty new meals but just as often filling the inn with black smoke and noxious fumes. Yaz enjoyed her cooking, but never wanted to be the first to try a new recipe.

      “Can I carry that for you, Mistress Alma?” Yaz asked.

      “Thank you, Yazgrim.”

      Mistress Alma never called him by his nickname, it was always Yazgrim with her. She handed the bag over and he grunted at the weight. Did she have a whole sheep carcass in there?

      “Shouldn’t you be at the tower by now?” she asked.

      “Yes, but Mom won’t mind if I’m a little late. She’s no doubt so deep in study that nothing less than the collapse of the tower would disturb her.”

      “She’s no different than the other sages in that regard. It’d do them all good to get out more.” She started down the road at a determined shuffle toward the inn.

      Yaz fell in beside her. “You’re probably right, but I wouldn’t want to be the one to tell them.”

      “I tell them all the time, but no one listens to an old woman.” Mistress Alma turned down the alley that led past the inn and down to the blacksmith’s shop. The ringing of steel on steel filled the air.

      They went to the kitchen door in the back of the inn and she pounded on it. Two blond girls younger than Yaz opened the door a moment later. The elder of the two took the sack from Yaz while the younger helped Mistress Alma up the three steps to the kitchen. The girls were apprentice cooks and worshiped Mistress Alma.

      “Best hurry on to your mother, Yazgrim.”

      “Yes, Mistress Alma. Good afternoon.”

      The kitchen door closed and Yaz jogged off toward the tower. The midafternoon street was quiet; most people lived outside the village proper on farms scattered around the valley. The permanent residents were the sages, dragonriders, Yaz’s family, the master of dragons, and those who ran the permanent businesses. Less than two hundred all together.

      The solitary door at the base of the tower was open. Beside it a three-by-three grid of enchanted runes served as a lock to keep out those who didn’t know the passcode. Yaz’s many-times-great-grandfather had figured out the code by accident when he found the valley. When Yaz was small, his parents brought him here and used the code. Now Yaz was among the handful of people that knew it.

      He walked through the door into the library. The first floor held five thousand, three hundred and twenty-seven books. Yaz knew all their contents and titles by heart. It had taken him twelve years to read them all and learn the five languages represented. When he finished the last one his mother had been so proud. He could still see the smile on her usually grim features.

      “You’re late, Yaz.”

      He turned at his mother’s voice to find her emerging from deeper in the library. Her dark hair was pulled back out of the way, so he could see her hard, gray eyes and deep frown. Mom seldom looked really happy. He didn’t know why, but he knew he shared that trait. Maybe it came from knowing too much. All the information in their heads crowded out the happy thoughts.

      He shook the stupid notion away. “Sorry, Mom. I helped Mistress Alma with her groceries.”

      “And yourself to a meat pouch.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I can smell the spices on your breath.”

      From ten feet away no less. His mom really was something. Her specialty as a sage was biology and medicine. In addition to her research duties, Mom was the village healer.

      “How’d training go?”

      “Master Hendal finally declared me unfit for the shield wall, so no more training for me. When Dad gets back from his patrol, I’ll have to tell him. He’s not going to be happy.”

      “No, but your father’s a practical man. Having you go through training for something anyone with half a brain could see didn’t suit you was just to show he wasn’t keeping his only son out of danger while sending other men’s sons out to fight. It was a stupid, but necessary task.”

      “Think he’ll change his mind about letting me have a dragon?” Yaz knew the answer but couldn’t keep from asking one more time.

      “No.” Her hard expression softened a fraction. “Don’t ask him again, Yaz. Your father hates telling you no.”

      “Really? He does it so often.”

      “That doesn’t mean he enjoys it. But enough chattering. I believe the chief sage has a task for you. He’s down in the engineering section. See you at dinner.”

      “Okay. Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you too, Yaz.”

      Yaz ducked into the stacks and wove his way back to the engineering section. He breathed deep as he went, enjoying the scent of paper and leather and dust. Yaz had always enjoyed the library. If he couldn’t hang around with the dragons, this was where he felt most at home. Especially today since it took his mind off his failure.

      It didn’t seem fair that he should be good at so many things but not the most important one. The village chief’s primary responsibility was to keep the people safe. How could Yaz do that if he couldn’t fight in the shield wall or ride a dragon? Just because a Yeager had led the village since its founding didn’t mean it would always be so. If the villagers wouldn’t follow him, they’d have to elect a new chief. Yaz didn’t want to be the one to break ten generations of tradition.

      He rounded a corner and found Mistress Beatrice sleeping in one of the oversized chairs, a book on agricultural best practices open on her ample stomach. Yaz carefully picked up the precious tome, slipped a silk ribbon in to mark her spot, and set it on a nearby table. The sages were seldom so careless. The books, along with the dragons, were the village’s most valuable treasures.

      Yaz continued on his way until he reached the proper section. Chief Sage Durnik had an unlit pipe clamped between his teeth and a book open in his hands. His black robe draped a skinny body and his gray beard hung down almost to his belt. The chief sage’s specialty was dragons, specifically their uses in magic.

      “Master?” Yaz said.

      “Yaz, I need three pages from Lek’s Bestiary. One thirteen through one fifteen.”

      Yaz consulted his mental library. “Methods for keeping predators away from chicken coops. Who’s this for?”

      “Some chicken farmer from the Kingdom of Rend. Came in this morning. A silver scale per page?”

      “Sure, Master.” Yaz often wrote up scrolls for the sages to make extra coin. “Can I do it tomorrow? I need to talk to Dad this afternoon and he should be back pretty soon.”

      “That’s fine, but I need it before noon.”

      Yaz nodded. That was plenty of time.

      A deep bellow shook the air. The dragonriders had returned. Time to remind his father that he had no future as a warrior of the village. As if he needed something else to worry about.
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      Yaz slipped out of the tower and glanced up at the sky. The dragons were barely visible soaring south. When he heard the bellow, he’d assumed they were getting ready to land, but it looked like Dad wanted to make one more loop.

      Yaz wasn’t surprised. Though you’d be hard pressed to find a more practical man than his father, Dad dearly loved flying and if he could steal an extra fifteen minutes of air time, he’d take it every day. Yaz had long dreamed of flying with his father, but if he wasn’t cut out to fight in the shield wall, then he really wasn’t cut out to be a dragonrider. They were the biggest and strongest warriors in the village.

      Even though he had time before the riders landed, Yaz walked toward the dragon aviary. It was a big stone building with six stalls for the dragons. They had to build it out of stone since the first, wooden one burned down a week after the dragons moved in. Sometimes little flames slipped out of the dragons’ noses when they slept, making bedding of any sort but stone impractical.

      Between the aviary and the main street was a long, straight stretch of dirt where the dragons landed and bounded to a halt. To the right of that a modest log cabin served as the home of the master of dragons. Abelard Robotham, the current master of dragons, came to the village twenty-odd years ago for the sole purpose of working with the beasts. He wasn’t a true sage, but when it came to tending dragons, Master Robotham was every bit as learned as one.

      When he reached the aviary, the sound of heavy thunks filled the air. Yaz made his way around back and found Master Robotham up to his elbows in blood, a nearly broken-down sheep carcass parted out in six buckets. His razor-sharp cleaver rose and fell, sending the lower section of a back leg into the sixth bucket.

      He looked Yaz’s way and a smile creased his weathered face. “Afternoon, Yaz. Come to help feed the dragons?”

      “I’d be happy to, Master, but I need to talk to my father.”

      “Was today the day? Aaron finally let you out of that ridiculous training?”

      “I don’t know that I’d call it ridiculous, Master, but yes, he confirmed what we both knew, that I have no place in a shield wall. Dad’s not going to be very happy.”

      Master Robotham snapped the cleaver down into the tree stump he’d been using as a cutting board. “Don’t underestimate your father. Yazguard knows everyone has their place and that each person’s different.”

      “But he kept pushing.”

      “He had to. Since Aaron’s dismissed you, there won’t be any trouble now.”

      Yaz wished he believed that. A whoosh and roar drew his gaze skyward again. The dragonriders had returned and they were circling the landing strip, waiting their turn to land. The great red dragons soared easily on sixty-foot wings, their scales gleaming in the sun.

      They were an imposing sight, made more so by the huge warriors on their backs. Each dragonrider wore spiked black armor with a demonic helmet. Their weapon of choice was a black iron bow so powerful Yaz couldn’t even begin to pull it. Yet another reason he’d never be a rider.

      As group leader, Dad landed first. His dragon, Soto, snapped her wings open as she neared the ground and backstroked. Her claws hit and she galloped a few strides before slowing and tucking her wings in tight to her body. Dragon and rider trotted into the aviary to make room for the next.

      Yaz steeled himself. Best to get it over with quickly. He picked up one of the buckets and glanced at Master Robotham. The master nodded and Yaz marched through the rear door. Inside, the aviary had a musty, leather smell. Not bad at all considering how the stables across town smelled.

      Dad had guided Soto into her stall, removed her saddle, and shut the gate. No one fully understood dragon biology, but they were all thought of as female since any dragon could lay an egg, no mating required. The eggs seemed to form by magic every eight to fifteen years. It was one of the many things people would probably never understand about the creatures.

      Soto spun an eager circle as Yaz approached with her evening meal. She poked her head through the gap above the gate, long forked tongue lolling over razor-sharp teeth. Yaz tossed her a shank and it disappeared quickly down her gullet. The rest of the mutton vanished just as fast and Soto spun a final circle before lying down, her nose tucked under a wing to sleep.

      He smiled at the dragon. A heavy hand landed on Yaz’s shoulder. “Evening, son.”

      “Hi, Dad. Good patrol?”

      Another rider entered before he could answer. Master Robotham came in from the opposite direction, two buckets in one hand and three in the other. He scooted past Yaz and his father to feed the next dragon.

      “We didn’t see any threats, so it was a good patrol.”

      Yaz looked up to his father, literally. Yazguard was a head and a half taller than his son and three times as heavy. Only the dragons’ magic allowed them to carry such massive warriors into the sky. His father had his demon helmet tucked under one arm.

      A third rider entered and Yaz said, “Can we take a walk?”

      “Certainly. I want to get home and clean up before dinner.”

      They left the aviary and turned toward home. Yaz took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Master Hendal officially dismissed me from training today.”

      His father nodded once, accepting reality with grim determination. “We knew it was coming. What are your plans now?”

      “I’ve got a pretty good business between hunting and writing for the sages. More than enough to live on certainly. I guess I’ll focus on that for now.”

      “It’s a waste of your talents. You’ve got the brains and judgement to make a fine chief. You should be learning at my side. Or maybe with your mother at the tower. You could be a sage on any subject you wished with your memory.”

      Yaz smiled. “I’d like to study with you too, keep up the family tradition, but we both know the village probably wouldn’t accept me as chief. Who’d follow me into battle? And as you’ve said, I’ll never be a dragonrider. I’m also too young to be a sage. They’ve all traveled the world, seen and experienced things I haven’t.”

      “Son, the dragonriders are too—”

      “I know, Dad, I know. I wasn’t asking or complaining, just stating the facts.” Yaz figured switching to a safer topic would be a good idea for both of them. “Mom put a pot of stew on for dinner.”

      Their wants and preferences were irrelevant in the face of the village’s needs. Those needs dictated most of his father’s decisions every day. Reality hurt sometimes, but you couldn’t change it.
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      Brigid finished rolling up her sleeping pallet, straightened, and flipped her long, loose braid of blond hair over her shoulder. There wasn’t much room to maneuver in the one-room hut, but she was used to it. Behind her, Mom was spooning leftover mutton stew into bowls for breakfast. The scent of spring onion and meat mingled with smoke and filled the air. Her father sat at the rough-hewn table in the center of the house. Brigid slipped her boots on, smoothed her dress, and joined him.

      Never one for excess conversation, her father just nodded a good morning, the top of his bald head already covered with a sheen of sweat. Mom set a bowl in front of each of them before sitting down in the final chair.

      Brigid dipped her spoon in for the first bite when her father said, “I’ve begun negotiations for your marriage to Owen Chase.”

      The spoon froze halfway to her mouth. She must have misheard. Owen Chase was twenty years older than her and already had two boys. His wife died last year and he was managing the neighboring farm on his own.

      “What?” was all Brigid could manage.

      “You heard me,” he said. “When you’ve wed, we’ll combine the farms and flocks, making a greater whole. It’s a good match. You’ll be well taken care of with Owen.”

      “I don’t love Owen,” Brigid said, her breakfast forgotten. “I barely even know him. How could you do this without asking me?”

      “I’m your father,” he said as if that explained everything.

      Which in a way it did. Finding a good husband was a father’s task, but she’d assumed he’d have asked her who she wanted. Brigid had plans and marrying an almost-forty-year-old shepherd with two kids for her to take care of wasn’t among them.

      “I don’t want to marry him.”

      “Not now maybe, but you’ll get used to the idea. It’s not like we can afford a dowry big enough to interest anyone else. Owen needs a wife to help with his farm and you need a husband. It’s a good match.”

      Brigid looked at her mother, hoping for support, but found only acceptance in her meek gaze. She wanted to scream and run away but had nowhere to go and making a fuss would just get her a backhand across the mouth.

      “When is this supposed to happen?” Brigid asked.

      “We’re still negotiating, but Midsummer Day is auspicious. We’ll have a priest read the signs first to be sure, but I like Midsummer Day.”

      Two months. A lot could happen in two months. “I’ve lost my appetite. Can I get to work?”

      “Long day with no food, but suit yourself,” her father said. “You’re running the little flock up to our usual pasture. Be sure to return by dark. I saw wolf sign up there last week.”

      She nodded, stood, and hurried out into the yard. Chickens squawked and flapped their wings as she pushed through them. A shrill whistle brought her black and tan sheep dog, Rum, running from behind the house.

      She gave him a scratch behind the ears. “Ready to work, boy?”

      Rum barked twice, tongue lolling. He was a good boy, the only one in the whole world that loved her unconditionally. A few strides brought her to the tool shed where she collected her crook. Together she and Rum went to the smaller of the two sheep pens, opened the gate, and drove the small flock out. Dad didn’t trust her to tend the main group yet.

      She shrugged and set out. It was a two-mile hike into the foothills to reach their favored pasture. At least the day was clear and the sun pleasant. There were worse ways to spend the day than hiking with her dog and a flock of sheep.

      Brigid set an easy pace and an hour later spotted the old oak that marked the edge of the pasture. She squinted. Was someone here already? Yes, there was a tan pony hobbled near the tree and someone sitting with his back against it. Who would be out in their pasture at this time of the morning?

      One way to find out. The sheep were already grazing so Brigid said, “Rum, guard!”

      With the sheep dog on patrol nothing would bother her flock. Brigid marched toward the oak, intent on finding out who was intruding on what she considered her family’s territory.

      She was ten paces out when he finally raised his gaze from the sheet of paper in his lap. The boy looked a few years younger than her. He had short, brown hair, and a delicate-featured face free of beard or mustache. Handsome enough, though far different from any man she’d met. He wore a simple leather jerkin and trousers, and fine leather boots. A cloak of wolf skins covered the ground under him.

      A hunter then. But what would a hunter be doing sitting under a tree reading? Brigid didn’t know anyone that could read more than a few words, though she’d always wanted to learn.

      At five paces she saw he wasn’t reading at all but writing. He set his crow quill into a holder built into the box on his lap and smiled. “Fine morning.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “What are you doing in my family’s pasture?”

      The smile vanished. “No family owns the high pastures. The grazing is free to anyone that wishes to use it. We certainly have plenty to go around. Families can only claim five acres to a farm.”

      Her scowl deepened. “The Dahl family has been grazing sheep in this pasture for three generations. It’s ours by tradition.”

      He shrugged. “Tradition isn’t law. Besides, Thunder isn’t going to eat enough to bother your flock.”

      She shot a look at the scrawny pony. “Thunder?”

      “I intended the name to be ironic.”

      “I-what?”

      “Ironic. You know, when something doesn’t turn out the way you expect. A shepherd dying in a stampede of sheep for example.”

      His manner brought a smile to her face. “I’m Brigid Dahl. I hope you’ll forgive my rudeness. I’ve had a bad morning.”

      “Yazgrim Yeager and my morning has been fine, but yesterday was a nightmare.”

      Brigid’s hand went to her mouth.

      Yeager.

      Oh, no. No, no, no.

      Had she just tried to run off the chief’s son? How much worse could this morning get?

      As if to mock her, Brigid’s empty stomach growled. Her cheeks burned and she tried to think of a polite way to escape. “Young Lord, I—”

      “Care to join me for a late breakfast?” he asked, interrupting her stammered attempt at an apology. “And please, call me Yaz.”

      “What?”

      He pointed at her grumbling belly. “Food. I don’t have much, but I’m happy to share.”

      “I…Okay.”

      He set the box and papers aside, rose, and went to the pony. He had to be the shortest man she’d ever met. Brigid had never considered herself especially tall, but she had him by a good four inches.

      While he rummaged through his saddlebag, she checked the flock. Everything looked fine. When she looked back, he had a pair of biscuits in one hand and a knife and jar in the other. He covered one biscuit with jam and handed it to her then covered the second before settling back under the oak.

      He patted the cloak beside him. “I don’t bite, promise.”

      “I couldn’t, Young Lord.”

      “It’s Yaz and I won’t tell if you don’t.” He seemed so nice and down to earth. Somehow, she’d expected the chief’s son to be different, arrogant maybe.

      Brigid sat at the very edge of his cloak and tucked her legs under her before taking a bite of the biscuit. The dough was light and flaky, the jam sweet and tart. It was easily the finest thing she’d eaten in months. She finished it in four bites then licked the crumbs off her fingers.

      After four fingers she realized what she was doing in front of a practical stranger and blushed again. She needed to stop making a fool of herself.

      Yaz finished his own snack and sighed. “If you like Miss Cook’s preserves you should try her meat pockets. Next time you’re in the village I’ll treat you.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t get to the village much. What were you working on?”

      He glanced at the paper and box. “I was copying a section of a book on driving off predators for Chief Sage Durnik. Some chicken farmer’s buying them. I’ve got another page to go.”

      “Can I watch?” She felt stupid asking, but she’d never seen anyone write something like this, just a few scratched letters here and there. Maybe she could pick up something.

      “I don’t mind, but it’s kind of boring.” Yaz set the box back on his lap, shifted so she could look over his shoulder and started writing.

      The words seemed to appear by magic, the loops and swirls slowly filling the page. He was halfway through when she realized he didn’t have anything to copy.

      “I thought you said you were copying a book,” she said.

      He looked up. “I am. The book’s in my head. I can perfectly remember anything I’ve seen or read. Or smelled, heard, or tasted for that matter.”

      Brigid stared for a moment. “That’s amazing.”

      “It’s a nightmare, literally sometimes. Everyone says how great a gift it is, but what they don’t understand is that I remember all the bad stuff just as well as the good. I broke my arm when I was eight. The memory of the pain is as fresh now as the taste of the biscuit I just ate. When I was little my parents got me a puppy. After it died, I cried for weeks because I couldn’t forget how much it hurt. I wouldn’t wish this ‘gift’ on my worst enemy.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He waved off her sympathy. “No, I’m sorry. I’ve just heard that so many times I get annoyed. It’s not your fault. I’ve learned some tricks to make it bearable and after almost eighteen years I’ve gotten used to it.”

      He returned to the paper as Brigid looked on. She could hardly believe they were nearly the same age. Just looking she would have guessed he was around fourteen.

      Five minutes later he put the pen down and sprinkled sand on the page to absorb the extra ink. When it had dried, he blew the excess off, rose, rolled the pages up and slid them into a leather tube before putting all his supplies in a saddlebag.

      “All done. Did you find my performance entertaining?”

      “Oh, yes. I wish I could read and write. It’s always been one of my dreams. Dad says it’s a waste for a woman to know such things. Not that he knows more than a few words.”

      “What an ignorant worldview.” Yaz shook his head. “Do you come out to this field often?”

      “I’ll be here every day for the next month, then we move on to the next pasture. Why?”

      He grinned. “Just curious. Maybe I’ll see you again.”

      Yaz removed Thunder’s hobble and mounted. He rode off with a smile and nod.

      Brigid watched until he was a speck on the horizon. Though her situation hadn’t changed, she felt much better after meeting Yazgrim Yeager. She very much hoped she would see him again.
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      Rondo Tegan stood in the dawn light staring down the road leading to the town of Gator Alley and grimaced. Why were the best finds never somewhere pleasant? A ruin on the beach perhaps. Not too many monsters or traps to deal with. A nice cache of gems or better yet a collection of rare tomes, that would impress the high sages.

      Instead his research led him to this squalid collection of huts that stank of tanning leather, salted meat, and unwashed people. The town was little more than a single, muddy street running between two rows of buildings perched on stilts that jutted out into the murky water.

      It was a rare clear day in the Vast Swamp and the sun beat down on his black robes, making them into an oven. The four mercenaries he’d hired did nothing to improve the odor of the town. The men stood behind him, arms crossed, looking intimidating. They were the best he could find for the meager sum his master in the Dark Sages would allow him for this expedition.

      Rondo believed deep down that his master simply wished to get him out of the citadel for a few weeks. He’d show the horrid man, he’d show everyone that doubted him. If his research was correct, a huge tower, untouched by explorers for centuries, lay near the center of the swamp. When he found it and the treasures inside, no one would ever mock him again.

      “Boss?” The lead mercenary, a bruiser named Koltin who wore leather armor studded with iron spikes, spoke with a lisp caused by a nasty wound that had removed half his lower lip. “Are we just going to stand here, or do you want to look for a guide?”

      Since Rondo had paid them for three weeks of guard duty and they were only two days into the job he figured he could stand in the street all bloody afternoon if he felt like it, and they should keep anyone from bothering him.

      That’s what Rondo wanted to say but given Koltin’s reputation and temper he refrained. The Dark Sages would hunt down and kill Koltin if he did anything of course, more out of principle than any affection the group held for Rondo. Knowing he’d be avenged did little to make Rondo feel better about his potential murder.

      “Of course. I believe the local tavern is the best place to ascertain that sort of information. Even a pit like this must have a place to get a drink. If I lived here, I’d spend every day drunk into a coma.” Rondo lifted the hem of his robe so it wouldn’t drag in the muddy street. “Come along.”

      He slogged down the street, checking the signs as he went. Most of the buildings appeared to be homes. A handful advertised leather or cured meat for sale. A single doctor/barber sat on his porch polishing a straight razor. Rondo would have just as soon taken his chances with a wound as let the man touch him. The risk of infection was lower that way.

      They finally came to a big building with a sign that featured an overflowing mug. He had yet to see a building with a written sign. Surely there must be at least a few literate residents of this burg. Whatever, Rondo turned off the street and stomped up the half-log steps to the tavern door. He pushed it open and walked into the cool, dark interior.

      An entirely new variety of stink assaulted him, this time featuring stale beer, tobacco, and vomit. Rondo couldn’t decide if it was better or worse than the stench of the street. At least the common room was empty. The only other person in the place was a portly man dressed in a plain tunic and trousers with an apron over them behind the bar polishing a stein.

      The publican gave them a polite nod. “Help you fellas?”

      “We’re looking to hire the finest guide available to take us into the swamp,” Rondo said.

      The publican raised an eyebrow. “You don’t look much like hunters. Wha’d you want out there?”

      “Our business is not your concern. Can you recommend a guide or not?”

      “Best swamper in town is old Moz. He lives in the last house goin’ out of town to the north on the right side of the road. You can’t miss it. There’s a giant gator skull big as you are tall out front. Old Moz speared it back three years ago.”

      Rondo nodded and without another word turned and stalked out. An old man named Moz didn’t sound very promising, but you couldn’t always judge someone by a name. Perhaps he’d be pleasantly surprised.

      It took less than a minute for his group to reach the edge of town. The last house on the right was just a single-room shack that jutted out over the still water. A narrow walkway surrounded the building and a flat-bottomed skiff was tied to the railing. The skull the publican mentioned looked more like it came from a dragon than an alligator, but closer examination revealed a lack of certain distinct ridges that identified a dragon. Pity, a dragon skull that size would have been worth several hundred gold scales.

      Rondo glanced back at Koltin. “See if anyone’s home.”

      The giant mercenary had barely taken a step onto the wooden walkway when the shack’s door opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man with white hair, a close-cropped beard, and the dark skin of a man from the deep south stepped out. He was dressed in all-alligator leather. The heavy breastplate still had the beast’s head in the center.

      Eyes as cold and hard as fresh-knapped flint glared out from under a heavy brow. “Need something?”

      “Are you Moz?” Rondo asked.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Rondo Tegan. I’m looking to hire a guide and was informed you were the best. I have a map but finding a particular spot in the Vast Swamp is best left to the professionals.”

      “Got that right. I’m Moz, but I don’t run charters.”

      “I can pay you handsomely,” Rondo said.

      Moz shook his bushy head. “Money’s no good to a dead man. Those ruins are all deathtraps. I stay well clear of them and recommend you do the same.”

      “That’s not an option,” Rondo said. “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind?”

      “No.”

      Rondo bristled. Damned if he was going to be turned down by some swamp monkey. “Koltin, convince him.”

      The mercenary half smiled and advanced on the bored-looking Moz. He drew back a ham-sized fist.

      Before he could throw the punch, Moz stepped inside his guard and drove straightened fingers into Koltin’s throat.

      The mercenary choked and gasped, staggering a step back.

      Moz caught hold of his wrist, twisted, and cranked it behind Koltin’s back. With his free hand Moz grabbed Koltin’s hair and slammed his nose into the railing around his walkway.

      Koltin fell to his knees, blood running down his face.

      The scuffle had exposed a section of Moz’s forearm. It bore a brand that resembled two crossed, curved swords. Rondo knew that mark.

      The three mercenaries took a step to help their defeated leader, but Rondo put out an arm. “You’re an Alteran Ranger.”

      “Retired.”

      “I wasn’t aware. I apologize for my excess zeal. This mission is very important to me. If you release my guard, I promise you will have no more trouble from us.”

      Moz nodded and let Koltin go. The mercenary stood and glared daggers at him. The retired ranger stared back, unimpressed.

      “Koltin, that’s enough.”

      Koltin snorted a stream of blood onto the walkway and stalked back to Rondo’s side.

      “There’s a lad named Cork lives three doors back on your left,” Moz said. “He knows the swamp and is just dumb enough to guide a ruin expedition. He’s probably your best bet.”

      “Thank you.” Rondo offered a polite bow. “The recommendation of an Alteran Ranger is good enough for me. Good morning.”

      Moz turned his back on them and disappeared into his house. Rondo let out a low sigh and turned toward the village.

      When they had moved out of hearing distance of Moz, Koltin said, “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.”

      “After my mission is complete, feel free to get yourself killed. Until then you will keep your distance from the ranger.”

      “Why are you so scared of an old man?” Koltin asked. “He took me by surprise once, but me and the boys could beat him easy.”

      “You and your boys would all be dead ten seconds after you drew your weapons. During the last war with the Kingdom of Carttoom, King Rend ordered the rangers to cross the border into enemy territory. They did so much damage, King Carttoom surrendered in a month, giving up considerable land for the promise of the rangers’ withdrawal. Retired or not, Moz is no one we want as an enemy.”

      Koltin grunted but let the matter drop. He was almost certainly going to go after the ranger again, but hopefully not until after his contract was up. That was the best Rondo could hope for.

      They reached the house Moz indicated and Rondo knocked. A few seconds later it opened and a pox-scarred youth in battered leathers stepped into the opening. He looked from Rondo to Koltin and back again. “Yes?”

      “Moz recommended you for an expedition into the swamp. He doesn’t do trips out to the ruins but assured me that you were up to the task.”

      The boy puffed up at the praise. “Moz said that? Well, it’s true enough. Do you have a destination in mind?”

      “I have a map,” Rondo said. “It’s rough but gives several landmarks.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “Once we’re on the water. When can we set out?”

      “Let’s talk price first,” Cork said. “How many days are we talking about?”

      “I don’t know for certain, but let’s plan on a week to be safe and if it turns out to be less, that’s fine.” Rondo thought a moment. “Two silver scales a day.”

      “Four and you pay for our supplies.”

      “Three,” Rondo countered. “And I’ll pay for the supplies.”

      Cork drew a breath to make a counter of his own then his gaze darted to Koltin and his scarred, bloody face. “Sounds good. Five silver scales will get us what we need. Give me two hours and I’ll be set.”

      Rondo counted out the coins and dropped them in Cork’s hand. “That is acceptable. One of my men will go with you to help carry the items.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Rondo’s new guide set out with one of the mercenaries back to the center of town. Rondo wasn’t optimistic about the quality of food they’d be eating for the next week, but at least his mission was finally, truly underway. He’d eat nothing but slugs for a month if it assured him of success. He had to find something. Returning empty-handed wasn’t an option.
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      Yaz got up early yet still found the house silent and empty. He doubted Mom slept at all some nights and Dad was always gone before sunup. Yaz might’ve had the temperament to be chief, but the hours made him think twice about fighting for the job, family tradition or not.

      He dressed quickly but didn’t go downstairs immediately. He’d been thinking about Brigid quite a bit since their surprise meeting yesterday. While she was certainly pretty, what stuck with him was her father telling her learning to read and write was a waste of time. How could anyone think that? If you couldn’t read or write you couldn’t learn except by spoken word. That was so limiting. He had to do something to help her.

      At the end of his narrow bed was a trunk that held Yaz’s few possessions. He flipped the lid up and pawed down to the bottom. Lying on the wood plank was his old slate. When he first learned to write he’d clumsily copied his mother’s letters. Other times he’d take his stubby pieces of chalk and draw. He smiled. Those had been the days. Mom spent his first eight years mostly at home teaching him. Now he seldom saw her for more than an hour at a time. It was kind of silly, but he missed those long days together.

      His suggestion that she take a day off so they could go riding together or just sit for an afternoon and talk about anything was met without enthusiasm. She wouldn’t even tell him what she was researching that was so important.

      He shook his head in resignation and pulled the slate out. Next, he got his writing kit and a scrap of paper and jotted down the alphabet in simple block letters, upper- and lowercase. That should give her plenty to practice. There should be chalk for sale in the bazaar. He’d stop and get a couple pieces on his way out.

      An hour later he and Thunder were out the gate and trotting toward Brigid’s pasture. Yaz brought his bow and quiver of arrows today as well. Hopefully he’d spot something, even if it wasn’t a wolf. An adult deer brought good coin for both meat and hide. None of the sages had work for him at the moment, so if he wanted to add to his coin pouch it was hunting or look for some other job.

      Yaz grinned when he spotted the sprawling old oak. It was the only tree for hundreds of yards in every direction. He couldn’t imagine how this one tree ended up so far from its fellows. Maybe some bird with an acorn that slipped out of its beak a couple hundred years ago.

      He reined in just short of the tree and hobbled Thunder next to a nice clump of clover. The pony set to eating with enthusiasm. Maybe the fine grazing would put some meat on his scrawny carcass.

      Further out into the pasture he spotted Brigid and her flock. She wore her blue dress today and carried her crook more like a war staff than a shepherd’s tool. Yaz whistled to get her attention. Brigid waved when she spotted him and hurried over, trusting her dog to mind the sheep.

      She had a bright, happy smile when she reached him. “I wasn’t sure you’d come back.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re the chief’s son and I’m a shepherd’s daughter. No reason in the world we should be friends.”

      What an odd way to think. “No reason we shouldn’t. I brought you a present.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “You did? No one ever buys me presents.”

      “I didn’t buy it.” Yaz dug the slate, chalk, and paper out of his saddlebag. “Here.”

      She hesitated before accepting, clearly not exactly sure what he’d given her. “Thank you.”

      “It’s to practice your writing. Unfold the paper.”

      She did as he asked.

      “I wrote out the alphabet for you. Getting used to writing the letters is the first step in the process. This is the slate I used when my mom taught me. I thought I’d pass it on to you.”

      Her lip trembled and he feared she might cry. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “The thank you was enough. Would you like to try it out?”

      She brightened at once. “I’d love to.”

      Yaz spread out his wolfskin cloak and they sat side by side. For the next half hour Brigid slowly and painfully copied all the letters. When she finished she was beaming. “I did it.”

      Her penmanship was dreadful, but her enthusiasm made up for it. “You sure did. The more you practice the more natural it will feel. By the time you’ve used up the chalk you should be a fair hand at the basics. I’ll have to write up a few simple primers for next time so you can try reading.”

      She looked away. “Why are you doing this? I’m nobody. Helping me isn’t going to get you anything. My father has already begun arranging my marriage.”

      Yaz cocked his head. “I don’t want anything from you. I’m doing this because I hate the idea of someone that wants to learn not being able to. For as long as I can remember, and that’s my whole life, I’ve loved books. First when my mother read them to me and later reading them myself. Both my parents have always encouraged me to learn everything I can. I want to share that with someone else.”

      She looked back, her eyes wet with unshed tears. “Really?”

      He made a little X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”

      “In that case—”

      A deep growl from down in the valley cut her off in midsentence. Yaz scrambled to his feet. The sheep dog was standing off a trio of big, black wolves. He went straight for his bow.

      Brigid ran for her flock, her gifts abandoned on the cloak.

      “Wait!”

      She paid him no mind.

      “Gods curse it!” Yaz stepped through between the string and stave, bent his bow across his knee, and hooked the string in the notch at the end of the stave.

      He stuck four arrows in the ground, nocked a fifth, and drew. The instant the feather tickled his ear he loosed. The arrow spun through the air, arcing over Brigid’s head, and piercing the center wolf through the neck.

      It went down.

      The next arrow was in the air before the first wolf stopped thrashing. He got the left-hand wolf just behind the shoulder, piercing it through the heart.

      Yaz drew his third arrow but couldn’t loose. Brigid had moved in front of her dog, blocking his angle at the same time. She spun the crook like a staff.

      The wolf bared its fangs and lunged.

      She cracked it in the side of the head, a glancing blow that barely stunned the eighty-pound animal.

      Brigid recovered, ready for a second clash. The wolf lowered its head and crouched.

      Swearing as he ran, Yaz raced to move far enough to clear his angle of attack.

      The wolf leapt.

      Brigid raised her crook and jammed it crossways between the beast’s jaws.

      The wolf’s weight bore her to the ground. It tried to force her back enough to get its teeth in her face. Brigid held it back, but had little leverage.

      Her sheep dog came rushing in. It slammed into the wolf’s side and sent it sprawling.

      That was all the opening Yaz needed. He drew and loosed in one smooth motion.

      His arrow drove through the wolf’s side, pinning it to the ground.

      Brigid leapt to her feet and brought the curve of her crook down on the wolf’s head, crushing its skull. Yaz winced. Wolf skulls brought decent coin, but not smashed to pieces. Oh, well, two out of three wasn’t bad.

      He ran down and skidded to a stop beside Brigid. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Dad warned me there were wolves in the area. Guess he was right. Thanks for the help. If it had just been me and Rum, we’d have been in a tough spot.”

      “I don’t know.” Yaz grinned. “The way you handled that crook, I bet you could’ve given them a good fight. Did you take the women’s defense training?”

      She nodded. “Last year and the year before. I wish they’d teach something besides the staff, but Master Hendal assured us that the staff was the best weapon for a woman.”

      “I suspect he’s right,” Yaz said. “Given the average woman’s stature, the staff provides a valuable reach advantage as well as leverage for greater impact. I actually wanted to learn staff fighting, but Master Hendal refused, claiming he only taught it to women. He seemed uncomfortable when I pointed out that I’m smaller than many of the village women.”

      Brigid laughed. “I bet.”

      “Could you teach me?”

      “I…I guess so. Since you’re teaching me to write it seems the least I could do to thank you.”

      “Excellent.”

      Yaz spent the next hour retrieving his arrows and processing the wolves. The meat and bones he saved for the dragons, the hide would go to the tanner and the surviving skulls he’d polish and sell to a merchant who specialized in such things. A fine morning’s work for sure.

      When he finished he said, “I’ll bring you your share of the scales tomorrow. Two of the three hides are damaged, but I should still get eight or nine silver for everything. I’ll be interested to see how much your writing improves after some more practice.”

      “About that.” Brigid refused to look at him. “I can’t take your gift home. If my father found it he’d smash the slate to pieces and probably beat me for disobeying. I’m grateful for your kindness, but it just isn’t possible.”

      Yaz frowned. “I see. I’ll keep it in my saddlebags. When it’s just the two of us you can practice if you want to. Do you want me to bring something for you to try and read tomorrow?”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “I’m upset that your father doesn’t seem to treat you very well, but I have no intention of causing you trouble. So, reading material, yes or no?”

      “Let’s just practice the letters some more.”

      He nodded. That was probably for the best. Had to crawl before you walked after all.
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      Three days in the swamp eating preserved food and getting his blood drained by mosquitos had done nothing for Rondo’s mood. His once-fine robe was fouled with all manner of horrible substances, the least offensive of which was mud. He’d been to some awful places in search of relics for the Dark Sages, but the Vast Swamp was a misery of a whole other order.

      Koltin and the mercenaries seemed to be bearing the discomfort well. They were probably used to this sort of thing. And their guide, Cork, was right at home, happily pointing out this or that detail of the swamp as he poled his flat-bottomed skiff through the waist-deep water. Every once in a while, a ripple or splash appeared where one of the alligators that called the swamp home ducked out of sight. While Rondo had had his doubts about Moz’s recommendation, their youthful guide had proven capable, even finding them dry patches on which to bed down at night.

      Locating the ruin he sought was proving another matter altogether. The landmarks were either not where his research indicated or were missing completely. Rondo’s pride wanted to blame Cork, but he knew the fault lay with him. The book detailing the ruin’s location was nearly three hundred years old. A lot could change in that length of time given storms and floods and the gods only knew what else.

      Still, they’d found a few reference points, enough to convince Rondo that they weren’t chasing ghosts. He intended to keep searching until the week was up or they ran out of supplies. Hopefully they’d have something to show for his effort by then.

      The skiff stopped and Rondo looked back at Cork. “What’s the problem?”

      “Dry ground up ahead, sir. If you want to keep on this way, we’ll need to walk.”

      The ground didn’t look especially dry to Rondo, but the water was shallower than any they’d seen up to now. A little ways further on, a wall of trees and vines blocked their path. “This is the correct bearing. My research indicates we need to go at least another half mile in this direction.”

      Cork nodded. “On foot it is, sir. We’ll have to pack the supplies.”

      Their guide got to work tying the boat up and distributing the laden packs among the mercenaries and himself. That done, he drew a blunt-nosed machete and set to making a trail. Rondo watched it all without comment. No one suggested he carry a pack, which was well since he was the one paying everybody.

      If he’d thought poling through the water was slow, Rondo hadn’t seen anything yet. Hacking their way through the vines and branches made the skiff feel like it was flying. Half a mile must have taken them two hours, but at last the jungle opened up into what passed for a clearing. In the center of it stood a tower that had sunk into a pit big enough to swallow a modest town. Only the top twenty feet jutted aboveground. The top of the tower featured a dragon with a metal lightning bolt sticking out of its mouth.

      “This is it,” Rondo whispered as though fearing the scene before him would vanish into smoke.

      He hurried to the edge of the pit and looked down. There were a number of crushed buildings down there, but what forced him to scramble back from the edge like his life depended on it was the giant black dragon wrapped around the base of the tower. It had to be nearly three hundred feet long. The head alone was twice the size of Cork’s skiff.

      How were they ever going to get past such a monster?

      Koltin joined him by the pit’s edge and looked down. “Is it alive?”

      Rondo shot him a look. “Why don’t you climb down there and see? If it doesn’t eat you, the rest of us will follow.”

      “You aren’t paying me enough to fight a dragon, much less a dragon that size.”

      An army wouldn’t be enough to fight a dragon that size.

      Cork had joined them as well. He wiped the sweat from his brow. “What you guys need is the dragon singer. She could get that thing out of your way in no time.”

      Rondo latched on to this fine thread of hope. “What are you talking about?”

      Cork flinched. “I was just kidding, sir. See, there’s a story in the village about a girl that sings and the hummingbird dragons fly around her, like they’re dancing to her voice. It’s just a story. No one takes it seriously.”

      “Where does this girl live?” Rondo asked.

      “With her parents half a mile north of the village. They’re turtle farmers. Keep to themselves mostly.”

      “Take me there.”
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      After taking bearings and measurements to exactly mark his find on the map, Rondo ordered everyone back to the skiff. Most of a day later they poled up to a newly built cypress dock. The dock jutted out from a white sand beach. A well-worn path led deeper inland where a collection of four buildings waited. The largest was a single-story octagonal barn with a thatch roof. The next largest Rondo assumed was the family home, a modest log cabin with a single glass window looking out over the beach. The remaining shacks were no doubt storage of some sort.

      “Wait here,” Rondo said to Cork.

      The guide offered no argument, instead getting busy tying the skiff to the dock. When it was secure Rondo and his mercenaries jumped out and, ignoring everything else, marched straight to the house. He winced at the stink coming from the barn. Rondo had visited a pig farm once, but it had nothing on the turtle barn.

      As they got closer, Koltin sent his men to circle the house using nothing but hand gestures. Hopefully the parents would be reasonable and hand the daughter over with minimal violence. Rondo held little optimism. In his experience, most parents were entirely unreasonable when it came to their children.

      Koltin nodded when his men were in position. Rondo knocked on the door. Half a minute later an entirely average-looking woman in her forties opened the door. “Yes?”

      “I’ve heard rumors that your daughter sings to dragons. I have need of her abilities. If you could bring her out I would be grateful. I will endeavor to return her unharmed.”

      She let out a nervous laugh. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      “Madam, it is not,” Rondo said. “I have need of your daughter and will have her. Hand her over and no harm will come to you. Delay me any further and…”

      Rondo shrugged. In his mind there was nothing more to say. She would comply or Koltin would do what he did. Rondo wasn’t a fan of violence, but he understood its value, especially in circumstances like this.

      The woman tried to slam the door.

      Koltin stopped it with one hand and shoved hard, sending her sprawling. As Rondo had feared, you could never count on parents to do the reasonable thing. He shook his head at the appalling waste of time and effort.

      The mother scrambled back, crawling on the floor. She screamed a man’s name. John, Don, her voice was so shrill he couldn’t make out exactly what she said. It was the husband, he assumed.

      A second later a big, broad-shouldered man came running out of the barn, a curved blade on a pole grasped in his hands. His eyes were so focused on the house he never saw the mercenary coming from the side.

      A professional soldier with a sword didn’t need long to dispatch a farmer with a pruning tool. With John or Don dealt with they returned to the mother.

      “Where is she?” Rondo asked. “We’re going to find your daughter eventually. Saving us time will save you pain. Surely that’s the prudent thing.”

      She backpedaled some more, her jaw clamped stubbornly shut.

      “Take her outside. If the kid was in here, that scream would have brought her running.”

      Koltin reached down and clamped a hand around her throat. She fought, but it was like a puppy trying to fight off a wolf. He jerked her off the floor and the three of them went outside.

      “Convince her,” Rondo said.

      Koltin bared his yellow teeth. He sunk his free fist into the woman’s stomach. She moaned and gagged, trying to curl up in a ball.

      Koltin didn’t let her. A second blow split her lip.

      “Not the head,” Rondo said. “She won’t be able to tell us anything if you scramble her brains.”

      “Mom?” a high, distant voice said.

      Rondo turned to see a little girl, maybe eleven, with long blond hair and wearing a white dress coming out of the woods. That had to be her.

      “Ariel! Run!” the mom screamed.

      “Get rid of her,” Rondo said. Louder he added, “Grab that girl!”

      The two mercenaries on that side of the house took off after her. Ariel froze for a moment then darted into the woods.

      With their longer legs, the mercenaries should catch her in a few strides. Halfway to the edge of the woods, the mercenaries stopped and waved their hands around. Little sparks filled the air around them.

      What was happening out there? He turned to Koltin. The mom was dead, her throat cut from ear to ear. “Grab the others. She’s getting away.”

      Koltin bellowed orders and the two mercenaries were soon rushing across the yard toward the woods. Rondo followed more slowly. Let the muscle handle whatever had attacked their comrades. The mercenaries were all stopped at the edge of the woods when Rondo joined them. The first two that went after the girl were covered in scratches and burn marks on their faces and arms.

      “What happened to you two?” Koltin asked.

      “Dragons, Boss,” one of them said. “Little ones with sharp claws, breathing fire. They were so fast we couldn’t hit ’em. They bought the kid time to escape then flew off.”

      “Hummingbird dragons,” Rondo said. “So the stories were true. She can control dragons. Let’s get after her.”

      “I’m no tracker,” Koltin said. “You lead the way.”

      Rondo had never tracked anything in his life. But he bet Cork had. “Fetch our guide.”

      One of the uninjured mercenaries jogged back toward the dock. He returned a minute later with Cork. The young man was pale and a little green around the gills.

      “We need you to track the girl,” Rondo said.

      “Her parents,” Cork said. “You killed them. Why?”

      “They were uncooperative,” Rondo said. “You’re not going to be uncooperative, are you?”

      What little blood remained drained out of Cork’s face. “No, sir. She went in here?”

      “That’s right.”

      Cork bent and studied the ground. “I’ve got her trail.”

      “Then lead on.”
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      Moz poled his skiff out toward his preferred hunting grounds. The air hadn’t grown oppressive yet, but it would. He set six traps yesterday and wanted to check them before the worst of the heat settled in. Probably wouldn’t get six gators, but six was the most his skiff would hold and Moz never set more traps than he had room for carcasses. Three would be a good result. Not that he needed the money, but his wholesaler was complaining about low inventory.

      Hadn’t seen any sign of Cork since he sent that fella and his bully boys out for a visit. Probably shouldn’t have done that, but the kid was always crying that he needed coin and whatever else he was, Moz figured the man in black had plenty.

      Just thinking about that bunch made his arm itch. He pulled his long sleeve back and glanced at the brand. Damn the man for making him remember. Moz had come out to the middle of nowhere to avoid thinking about those days. War was hell, but the Carttoom campaign was especially brutal. The rangers had done things to end the war they normally never would have done.

      He hated it but Rend was losing and losing badly. Unless they all wanted to end up slaves, extreme measures were needed. At least that’s what they all told themselves. Moz hadn’t really believed it, but he went along and that was just as bad.

      Where had the man in black, what was his name, Rondo something. Where had he come from? And how did he know the Alteran brand? They weren’t especially well known outside the military and no way was Rondo military.

      “Damn the man,” Moz muttered and tried to put the encounter out of his mind. He had meat to bring in and that’s what mattered right now.

      The channels through the swamp grew tighter as he approached his hunting grounds. Moz had to use all his skill to maneuver the skiff through while avoiding dangling creeper vines that tried to wrap around his neck like a noose. Plenty in Carttoom would say a noose was too easy an end for a ranger.

      Enough of that. He ground his teeth and forced his disobedient thoughts down a different track. His first trap was just ahead. Thank the gods. Nothing like wrestling a thousand-pound alligator with one hand while trying to spear it with the other to focus your mind.

      Unfortunately, his first bait line was still up and untouched. Oh well, five to go. He poled on another quarter mile to the next line. This one was down and tight.

      Moz grinned, eager for a fight. He’d always been eager. Sometimes that got him in trouble, but not in this line of work.

      With his left hand he pulled on the taut line. Something pulled back and he was glad for the heavy leather gloves he always wore. Felt like a good one.

      He hauled it up hand over hand until a scaly head appeared just under the water. He bent and grabbed his razor-tipped spear with his right hand and drew it back.

      The gator thrashed and fought. Moz yanked it to the side of the skiff. The instant it stopped spinning he struck. The spear went right through the top of its skull, splitting its tiny brain in half. It shuddered and went still.

      Moz yanked the spear free, tossed it in the skiff, and rolled the gator in over the side. It thunked into the bottom of the skiff. Twelve-footer, a good start to the day.

      He re-baited the steel spike and left it dangling a few feet above the water. Four to go.

      Three hours later Moz had checked all his traps and picked up another ten-footer. He’d hoped for more, but two big ones would bring a good price and please his wholesaler. He spun the skiff around and started poling back towards home.

      Sweat plastered his face and his shoulders burned. Between working the pole and fighting the big gators, he’d gotten a good workout. It felt like he’d fought a real battle. Who was he kidding? The reason he chose this line of work after leaving the rangers was because it was the closest thing he could find to a war. At least he didn’t have to kill people to survive.

      Halfway back, at the edge of the swamp, he caught a glimpse of something white. Moz pushed the skiff closer. From behind a big cypress a little blond girl peeked out. What was a kid that age doing out here all alone? She’d make a good snack for a big gator. What were her parents thinking?

      “You okay, kiddo?” Moz asked.

      She shook her head, sending blond hair flying everywhere.

      “What’s wrong? Where are your mom and dad?”

      “Dead,” she said in a small voice. “Bad men killed them. The little ones told me to run. They said you were a nice man and would help me.”

      Moz blinked. He’d been called a lot of things, but “nice man” wasn’t one of them, not in a long time. “Who are the little ones?”

      She whistled and a pair of hummingbird dragons flew up beside her. The tiny dragons’ wings flapped so fast he couldn’t see them. Moz had never heard of a dragon talking, much less one of the smaller varieties.

      “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Ariel.”

      “Climb in and I’ll give you a ride to town.”

      He held out his calloused hand and she put her tiny one in it, not a hint of fear in her big, green eyes. He looked closer as she stepped over. Her eyes had vertical irises instead of round ones. Just what was this kid? Between the eyes and the way she spoke, Ariel was clearly no ordinary girl. And he didn’t even want to think about the dragons.

      She eyed the dead gators before perching on the edge of the skiff with the little dragons on her shoulders. Moz pushed away from the shore and got moving again.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said.

      She did, haltingly at first then with growing strength. The bad men had killed her parents then chased her. The dragons helped her get away and guided her to the spot where she met him. She sniffed and looked on the verge of tears. Crying little girls weren’t at all something he had experience dealing with.

      Maybe if he kept her talking. “What did the bad men look like?”

      “Five of them were big and scary. The last one looked like a crow.”

      “A crow? You mean he wore black?”

      She nodded. “He shouted at the others and told them what to do.”

      Rondo and his thugs. Miserable bastards. Hopefully Cork was okay. He never should have recommended the kid for their job.

      “What are we going to do now?” Ariel asked.

      Moz blinked again. We? When did it become we? He looked at the little bitty girl and swallowed a sigh. We it was.

      “I know a place you’ll be safe. There are other people there with abilities like yours.”

      “You mean they’re friends with dragons?” she asked.

      “Not exactly. Some are friends with birds or bugs or trees. Some are friends with invisible spirits. They’re called bards. The headmistress is a friend of mine. She’s nice and will protect you from anyone that wants to hurt you.”

      Ariel smiled weakly. “Will you stay with me when we get there?”

      Moz winced. He wanted to be reassuring but couldn’t lie to her. “’Fraid not, kiddo. Only people with gifts like yours are usually allowed to stay. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll make lots of friends.”

      She lapsed into silence, but never cried. Tough kid, no doubt about that.

      Late in the afternoon they finally reached Moz’s dock. He tied up and helped her out.

      “We’ll spend the night here and set out in the morning, okay?”

      She nodded, not seeming to really care one way or the other. Couldn’t blame her. If Moz had seen his parents killed right in front of his eyes when he was her age, he wouldn’t have wanted to chat either.

      Moz looked back into the boat. He needed to get his catch to the dealer before they started to stink…worse. The front door was unlocked and he opened it for her. “You stay in here. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      She nodded again, went in, and sat on the edge of his narrow bed. The little dragons buzzed around her, maybe trying to cheer her up. He closed the door and hot-footed it over to the warehouse. His buyer had guys to collect the meat once he let them know.

      Round trip to the buyer and back took ten minutes. When he reached his house he spotted a skiff coming down the water’s edge. Cork was poling it and Rondo and his men sat in the front. They shot angry glares at Moz, who glared right back. Bastards. He’d have happily killed them all right then, but he didn’t want to leave Ariel alone any longer than necessary.

      He couldn’t hear them, but Rondo clearly said something to Cork who turned his skiff and put in beside Moz’s house.

      Rondo and the mercenaries climbed out and formed a semicircle in front of Moz. The fighters all had their hands near the hilts of their swords.

      “Find what you were looking for?” Moz asked.

      “We did,” Rondo said. “But there were issues. You didn’t happen to see a little blond girl dressed in white, did you?”

      “That’s an odd question. Why do you ask?”

      Rondo’s lip quirked. “Our estimable guide, a fine recommendation by the way, tracked her to the water’s edge where it appeared a boat picked her up. When pressed, Cork said it was part of your usual hunting grounds. Did you pick her up?”

      “Maybe. What’s it to you?” Moz reached around and put his hand on the hilt of his long hunting dagger.

      “I have need of her skills. If you’d be so kind as to hand her over I would be most grateful.”

      “Do what they say, Moz,” Cork said. “Them five killed the turtle farmer and his wife.”

      Moz narrowed his eyes. “I’m no turtle farmer.”

      “You won’t see reason?” Rondo asked.

      “Oh, I see it clear as day. The gods were kind enough to put a handful of murderers in my path. I know a sign when I see one.”

      Rondo shook his head and turned to Koltin. “Looks like you get your rematch after all.”

      Koltin snarled and drew his sword. His men followed suit. “You surprised me last time. This time I’m going to gut you like one of your alligators.”

      “You talk a lot for a fighter,” Moz said.

      All five came at him in a rush. Moz stepped back and to the right, shoving the man on the edge into his neighbor and sending the lot of them stumbling into each other.

      When they staggered, he closed. His dagger came out and cut the throat of the nearest man.

      He ducked a high slash, closed, and stabbed a second man in the armpit. He collapsed, blood gushing from the severed artery.

      The three still living got themselves untangled.

      Moz gave them no chance to make a plan. He charged the left-side man, spun around his clumsy thrust, and stabbed him through the back of his neck, severing the spine.

      Only Koltin and one man remained. Both mercenaries looked a good deal less confident. Rondo had retreated ten yards down the road. A step in his direction would send the coward running.

      “Don’t just stand there, get him!” Koltin said.

      “You want to fight him so bad, you get him,” the other man said.

      Koltin grabbed his subordinate by the back of the neck and half threw him at Moz.

      The mercenary managed a weak slash. Moz stepped inside his reach, caught his arm and wrenched the man around just in time to get run through by Koltin.

      Quick as a striking copperhead Moz lashed out, stabbing Koltin through the side of the neck and ripping the dagger back, taking Koltin’s throat with it.

      Moz wiped the blood off his dagger and faced Rondo. “I don’t think you’ll be seeing the girl today.

      Rondo pulled a black pellet out of his robes and threw it on the ground. The pellet shattered, releasing a cloud of darkness.

      Moz kept himself poised and ready. Nothing touched him and when the darkness dissipated, Rondo was gone.

      Cork came over as Moz was sheathing his dagger. “Gods’ blood, Moz, you killed them all.”

      “Not all.” He looked back to where Rondo had been standing. That skinny little man would be trouble, Moz had no doubt about that.

      “The little girl?” Cork asked.

      “She’s okay, considering.”

      “I couldn’t stop ’em, Moz.” Cork hung his head. “I didn’t even try.”

      Moz crouched and rifled the nearest body’s pockets in hopes of finding a clue about where they came from. “If you tried, you’d have gotten a foot of steel in your gut. These men were killers, even if they weren’t much in a fight. Don’t beat yourself up.”

      “Wish it was that easy,” Cork muttered.

      Moz knew what he meant, but there were some things a man had to work out on his own. He finished checking each man but only found a few scales and various other junk, nothing that would help him figure out who they were.

      Moz pocketed the money – they weren’t going to need it after all. “Help me get this lot into the water. They’ll be gone by morning.”

      “Sure.”

      Not exactly a proper burial. As the first man sank into the dark water, Moz didn’t figure they deserved any better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had nearly set when Rondo spotted the Dark Sages’ citadel rising up in front of him. The grim stone building was surrounded by a forty-foot-high and thirty-foot-thick wall. The main keep had scores of rooms, workshops, the grand library, and the central meeting hall where the high sages met every two months to discuss their projects.

      He’d been riding fourteen hours a day since fleeing Gator Alley and his nag was just about dead. The mare had been one step away from slaughter when he bought her. Unfortunately, he’d been in such a rush to put some distance between him and the ranger, he’d failed to conceal his eagerness from the merchant and ended up paying twice the beast’s value.

      He was down to his last three silver scales out of the two hundred he’d been allotted for his mission. The high sages wouldn’t be pleased. Another failure on his record. Rondo would be lucky if any of the masters continued to sponsor him. Losing his membership in the organization meant the end, literally. He knew far too many secrets to walk away alive.

      Running away to the deepest, darkest corner of the world had crossed his mind, but if they had to hunt him down, his death would be far more painful than if he gave himself up. Rondo harbored no illusions about his chances of escaping, so here he was, a dead man riding a near-dead horse to his own execution. If it had happened to someone else he would have laughed. As it was, he barely raised his head when he reached the outer wall’s main gate.

      A guard in mail covered by a black tabard with a crimson scroll centered on the chest eyed him through a closed portcullis. A second portcullis sealed the way beyond him. “State your name and business.”

      “Rondo Tegan returning from a mission to report.”

      The guard consulted a scroll. Even the lowliest servant of the sages could read and write. It was a point of pride for the organization.

      “Welcome back, Master Tegan.” The guard looked over his nag, stained robe, and general lack of loot. “A less than successful venture I’d wager.”

      Rondo made no comment. After all, what could he say? The guard was absolutely correct.

      “You’re in luck,” the guard continued. “The entire high council is meeting for the next three days. You can make your report in front of everyone, even Most High Leonidas Black.”

      Rondo’s throat worked as he tried to swallow the lump that had formed. The most high sage was here. He’d never met Leonidas Black, few members had beyond the high sages and those he chose to serve him directly. The rumors Rondo had heard since joining didn’t paint an image of kindness and good nature.

      Both portcullises finished clanking up and the guard stepped aside, welcoming him in. “I’ve sent word of your return. Someone will come for you when the high sages are ready to hear your report. You’re in room sixteen at the end of the hall in the second-story dorm.”

      Rondo nodded and thumped his nag into motion. She managed a trot, probably smelled the stable and hay therein. No doubt she was eager for a last meal before collapsing. His nag had the right idea. A hot bath, change of clothes, and food would be just the thing. If he was going to die, he was going to do it on a full stomach.

      Three hours later, freshly shaved, washed, and wearing clean robes, Rondo was brought to the tall double doors that led to the central meeting hall. The servant girl that guided him bobbed a curtsy and hurried away. Probably afraid his failure would rub off on her.

      He clasped his hands behind his back and waited for the high sages’ invitation to enter. To amuse himself he studied the detailed carvings that covered the doors. The runes that ran along the outer edge were magical, designed to seal the room should a threat make it this deep into the citadel. Inside the runes someone had carved images from the fallen Dragon Empire. There were dragons of course, castles, a proud man on a throne. Pretty much everything you’d expect from an artist trying to aggrandize the emperor in hopes of a fat purse when the job was done.

      Rondo’s musings were cut short when the doors swung silently in. When they stopped, he walked through toward the black rectangular table around which sat the six high sages. At the head of the table, facing Rondo, was a man that could only be Leonidas Black. The most high dressed in black robes embroidered with gold symbols. A high collar framed a cold, emotionless face. Eyes as hard and black as coal bored into Rondo as he moved closer to the table. It felt like those eyes looked into his soul, and saw and judged every failure.

      Hopefully he was just imagining things. He bowed to the leaders of the order.

      “Rondo,” High Sage Kranic said. “Another failure, I’m told. Disappointing, but hardly a surprise. We’ll hear your report. The short version if you please.”

      Kranic was built like a warrior rather than a sage. A skilled alchemist, the rumors were he’d used his talents to make his body bigger and stronger than a normal man at his peak. Judging from the bull neck, the rumors hadn’t exaggerated.

      “As you command, High Sage.” Rondo outlined what had happened in the swamp, trying to put the best possible spin on his failure. When he finished, Rondo said, “I admit I didn’t return with any treasure, but I did find the tower I sought. If not for the dragon I would have succeeded.”

      Kranic laughed. “If not for the rain it would be dry out. Failure is failure, and this isn’t your first. Someone will see to your punishment.”

      “I will see to it,” Most High Black said.

      Rondo nearly fainted on the spot. The high sages looked at their leader, their faces unreadable.

      The most high twisted his right hand, flashing a black ring with a blood-red gem set in the center. “I trust there are no objections.”

      Rondo’s heart raced. The black ring was nearly as famous as the man wearing it. Called Spelldrinker and Magebreaker, among others, it allowed Leonidas to absorb magic, store the energy in the gem, and release it however he wished. It allowed a non-wizard like Most High Black to rule the order when all the other high sages wielded magic of some sort.

      The high sages all quickly rose and took their leave, none voicing a word of protest. Whether from fear or indifference to his fate, Rondo couldn’t say.

      When the others had gone Most High Black stood and came around the table to stand directly in front of Rondo. He was a few inches taller, lean and patrician of bearing. A gray beard lined his jaw, perfectly trimmed.

      “Most High?” The words squeaked out of Rondo and he instantly hated himself for his weakness.

      “Your story intrigued me, Rondo. I wonder if you know what you found.”

      “The tower dates back to the Dragon Empire. The text I discovered indicates it’s magically sealed so the treasures inside should be safe.”

      “Treasures. The tower is so much more than a storehouse for books and baubles. It’s one of four. My servants and I have been searching for them since before I became Most High. We found three. The tower you located is the fourth and final one. What those blind fools see as failure I see as a great success.”

      The knot of anxiety in Rondo’s stomach relaxed a fraction and he dared hope he might live through the day. “I’m pleased I could be of service, Most High.”

      “Lord Black is sufficient. I wonder if you’d be interested in joining my cadre? You are ambitious and reasonably successful. With the proper resources I imagine you’ll be a valuable servant.”

      Rondo’s heart leapt. To serve the most high directly was a tremendous jump in rank. “I would be honored to aid you in whatever way I can, Lord Black.”

      “I thought you would be.” He turned and walked toward the doors. “Walk with me, Rondo. I wish to know more about the girl that speaks to dragons.”

      Rondo fell in beside his new master, his mind racing to provide details beyond what he already reported. “She was the daughter of turtle farmers, her pets were hummingbird dragons, and last I knew she was under the protection of an Alteran Ranger.”

      Lord Black glanced over at Rondo. “That’s all?”

      “Yes, my lord. I never spoke to or even got close to the child. Forgive me, but I assumed you’d be more interested in the tower.”

      “The tower interests me very much.” They continued down a long hallway. Servants quickly scurried to the other side, out of their path. “But if it is guarded by an elder black dragon, we will be unable to access it without the girl. Your instincts were correct about that. That girl is the key to everything, Rondo, and you will bring her to me.”

      “Yes, my lord, but I don’t know where she is.”

      “There’s only one place someone with her gift could be going, the Bardic College. I have an agent there. When the time comes you will work together to kidnap the girl.”

      Rondo knew about the college of course, everyone did, but he really didn’t understand how the bards’ special magic worked. Sneaking a little girl out from under the noses of such individuals wouldn’t be easy.

      “If we know where she’s going, perhaps it would be easier to intercept her on the way,” Rondo dared suggest.

      “Can it be done?”

      “I’ll need to hire more mercenaries. An Alteran Ranger is no easy target. But even if they escape, we still know where they’re going. I believe it would be worth the effort.”

      Lord Black stopped in front of a closed door. “Agreed. Wait here.”

      He opened the door and Rondo caught a glimpse of a richly appointed room. Three men were inside waiting, though he couldn’t see more than a hint of boots and dark tunics.

      Lord Black entered, murmured something to his guests, and opened a drawer in a dark wooden desk. He removed a pouch and brought it out to Rondo. It was heavy and jingled in his hands. “This should suffice to secure whatever help you require. I look forward to hearing of your success. Secrecy is of the utmost importance. Your discretion is vital.”

      The crimson gem flashed and a crushing force gripped Rondo’s heart.

      “Am I clear?”

      “Perfectly, Lord Black,” Rondo gasped.

      “Splendid.”

      The pressure vanished and the office door closed in Rondo’s face. He opened the pouch and looked inside. It was full to the top with gold scales. He wouldn’t have to settle for a handful of grubby mercenaries this time. This time the ranger would fall. Rondo would prove his value to his new master.
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      Leonidas Black closed his office door and put sad little Rondo Tegan out of his mind. Maybe he would succeed in bringing the dragon bard back and maybe he wouldn’t. Leonidas would have bet on the latter were he a gambling man. Either way he had far too much to do now. Should his newest servant fail, he had plenty of more competent people ready to step in and do the job properly.

      What he couldn’t believe was that somehow the fool had stumbled on the final two pieces of the puzzle by sheer luck. To think that after all these centuries someone capable of commanding dragons had appeared again. It felt to Leonidas that the gods must truly intend for him to succeed in his quest. Without the girl, nothing else mattered.

      He sank into the soft leather of his chair and looked across his empty desk at the three individuals gathered before him. On the left was Korbin Breaker, a brutal former pit fighter who rose through the ranks to become leader of the Chained Order, the biggest network of slavers in the world. He was not a man to be trifled with, even by someone as powerful as Leonidas.

      In the center sat Alvin Tor, a wiry little bald man whose entire body was covered with scale tattoos. He led the Scaled Society, a small group of dragon worshipers with more devotion than brains. And finally, on the right, Leonidas’s second, the beautiful Domina Dark, an alchemist of supreme skill. She’d been with Leonidas since almost the beginning.

      “Lady and gentlemen,” Leonidas began. “I trust matters are progressing and our timeline remains on schedule.”

      “I’ve got two hundred of my best people ready and willing to go,” Korbin said. “Along with enough manacles for everyone and then some.”

      “My agent recently made contact with a sympathetic person in the right position. I’m confident he will convince them to do what we need.”

      “I’ve prepared five hundred pounds of sleep dust,” Domina said. “Enough to put an entire city to sleep for half a day.”

      “Excellent,” Leonidas said. “The final airship will be ready to take off in three weeks. Shall we plan to strike in one month on the night of the new moon?”

      Korbin nodded. Alvin nodded. Domina offered a twisted smile.

      “Then let it be so.” Leonidas stood. “In one month the second tower will be mine.”

      Korbin and Alvin filed out of the room. Both men would do what he needed, not because of any allegiance to him, but because it was in their interest to do so. That assured him more than any oath of loyalty.

      Domina closed the door behind them, came over, sat on his lap, and rested her head on his chest. “It’s all coming together for you, my lord.”

      “More than you know.” Leonidas stroked her silky black hair. “The dragon heir has been found.”

      She looked up at him, jade eyes sparkling. “She must be secured at once.”

      “I’ve put Rondo Tegan in charge of doing exactly that. He’s a fool and I hold out little hope for his success, but I might be surprised.”

      Domina’s lip twisted in distaste. “I have meet Rondo. He’s worthless. Why give him such an important job?

      “Because no one knows he works for me and I prefer, for the moment, to keep the other high sages ignorant of my true plans. Succeed or fail, Rondo will keep track of the girl and the pressure on. When the time comes that will make grabbing her all the easier.”

      “It’s a risky move, my lord.”

      “Indeed, but until we control all the towers, she’s as useless as the towers are without her. All the pieces must fall in place at the right moment. And that moment is coming, Domina. I can feel it.”

      Soon all his years of hard work would pay off and the world would lie at his feet.
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      Yaz woke at his usual time, dressed and went downstairs. He’d fallen into a comfortable rhythm over the last few days. He enjoyed his time teaching Brigid to write and her penmanship already showed signs of improving. She was smart and determined to learn, a combination that led to success. At the bottom of the steps he heard movement in the kitchen. That was strange. Mom and Dad were usually long gone by the time he got up.

      He stuck his head in the kitchen and found his father at the counter pouring two cups of tea. Yaz blinked and rubbed his eyes, but the vision didn’t vanish. Apparently, he wasn’t imagining it. His father wore a tan tunic and matching leggings. It always seemed strange to Yaz, seeing his father without his armor. It was like he wasn’t really dressed.

      “Dad? Everything okay?”

      “Fine. Here.” Yaz accepted the cup of tea. “I wanted to talk with you and since the squires are flying today, I figured it would be a good chance.”

      They went into the dining room and sat at the end of the table. Yaz sipped his tea and found it excellent. Who would have guessed his father had a talent for brewing tea?

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Your future. I’ve asked around and know you’re making decent coin at the moment, but long-term hunting and trapping is a hard life.”

      Yaz didn’t know where this was going, but his stomach was doing backflips. “Did you have something else in mind?”

      “I spoke to Abelard yesterday and he mentioned needing some help with the dragons. I know how you like them and figured it would be easier work. It pays five silver scales a week.”

      Yaz frowned. He made more than that some weeks hunting. Of course, some weeks he made nothing so it would probably average out better over the long term. He’d miss talking with Brigid, but she was marrying in a couple months and he doubted her new husband would appreciate her hanging around with a single man her own age. Maybe this would be for the best.

      Dad must have taken his thinking for hesitation since he added, “It would only be for a few hours every day. You’d still have plenty of time to help out at the tower. Your mother insisted.”

      Yaz grinned. Mom was the only one who could insist on anything with Dad. “I’ll talk to Master Robotham this morning and see what he wants me to do then decide, fair enough?”

      Dad nodded. “Fair enough. I think it’ll be a good fit.”

      His father left to do whatever the village needed this morning while Yaz finished his tea along with some bread and jam. Thus fortified, he left the house and crossed the street. The aviary was practically next door to their home so it was a short walk.

      The big doors were open and Master Robotham was inside sweeping out the dust. He had a blue bandana tied around his face and a heavy leather apron covering him from neck to knees. He spotted Yaz and hurried over out of the brown cloud.

      “Morning, Yaz.” He pulled the bandana down. “You spoke with your father?”

      “Yeah, Dad said you needed some help.”

      “I’m not as young as I used to be. The time has come to think about training a successor. There’s no one else in the village that loves dragons as much as you. I trust no one else to take my place as master of dragons.”

      “I appreciate that,” Yaz said. And he did. Master Robotham’s confidence meant the world to him.

      “But?”

      “But I always wanted to ride dragons. Spending hours looking after them and knowing I’ll never get to fly with one… I don’t know if I could take it.”

      “I understand. I’ve never wanted to fly – no head for heights – but I can certainly understand your point of view. If you’re not interested, I’ll have to find someone else, I just can’t imagine who.”

      Yaz clenched his jaw. Master Robotham was right. He had a responsibility, both to the dragons and the village, to see that they were well taken care of so they could do their job and protect everyone. His impossible dreams shouldn’t stand in the way of that.

      “I’ll do it, Master.” Yaz paused. “What, exactly, is the job?”

      “In the morning we feed and check them for nits before the patrol goes out. Then we sweep the stables, collecting shed scales and dung for sale. The rest of the day is yours until an hour before the patrol returns then we cut up their evening meal and feed them. Rinse and repeat each day.”

      “That’s it?” Anyone with half a brain could do what he just described.

      “The job is too simple, that’s what you’re thinking. You’re right, the actual day-to-day tasks are simple. The real job is to watch over the dragons. If they show any signs of injury or illness, we need to catch it early so it can be healed as quickly as possible. When you’ve worked with them for months on end, you know them and can quickly spot anything that’s different from one day to the next. Observation and memory, Yaz, not chopping up meat and cleaning, is what we focus on. That’s why you’re the perfect one for the job.”

      It sounded beyond boring to Yaz, but if that was what he needed to do, he’d do it for as long as he could stand, but he doubted it would be a lifetime.
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      With Rondo still out there and Ariel snoring softly on his narrow bed, Moz slept poorly and was up before the sun. The girl showed no signs of stirring and he figured after the day she had yesterday she deserved to sleep as long as she wanted to. Anyway, he had preparations to make.

      A few clicks of the flint and steel fired up his oil lamp and he took it to the locked sea chest in the corner. Made of oak and banded with iron, the chest had sat in the corner, ignored but casting a huge shadow since he arrived in Gator Alley eight years ago. Despite all his efforts to ignore the cursed thing, it refused to vanish. Today he was just as glad that it hadn’t.

      He pulled the key out of his pocket and used it. The lid opened silently. Inside was a tied oilcloth bundle. The bundle held the remains of another life, one he swore he’d left behind. Perhaps this was the gods’ way of punishing him for his actions. What worse fate could they curse him with than to never know peace?

      A firm tug undid the knot and he unfolded the slick black cloth. The matched, curved swords in their black sheaths sat there mocking him, as pristine as the day he locked them up. The hilts were wrapped with ray skin and the pommels shaped like skulls. Moz picked up the top sword, gripped it behind the blacked silver hand guard, and pulled the blade free. The sharp hamon line gleamed in the flickering light.

      How much blood had soaked that steel over the years? Moz couldn’t remember. Gallons certainly, hundreds of gallons.

      He slammed the blade back into the sheath and set both swords beside the chest. Under the swords lay a suit of brown-and-green mottled leather armor. Not that different from his hunting suit, but the pattern was made with dragon scales. The breast plate would take a direct hit from a crossbow without tearing. It would still hurt like hell, but he’d survive.

      Wrapped up in the armor was the final bits of kit that made a ranger a ranger, throwing daggers, a wire garrote, an iron-reinforced glove that let him crush a man’s skull with a hard punch. So many ways to kill.

      “What’s for breakfast?” a tiny voice asked.

      Moz packed his memories away but left the gear out. “What do you like?”

      “Eggs?” she said, her voice hopeful.

      Moz didn’t keep eggs, but the tavern served them. “We’ll go eat after I get ready, okay?”

      “Okay.” She snuggled back under his ratty blanket.

      Moz quickly swapped his swamp leathers for his old ranger gear. It sickened him a little, how good it felt to have the swords on his belt again. He packed his hunting gear in the chest and locked it, locked away his comfortable, easy life. Moz was a ranger again, a ranger with a mission. A plain leather satchel hung by the door. He slung it over his shoulder and filled it with his savings, a not exactly princely sum, but enough to get them where they needed to go.

      “Okay, kiddo, let go eat.”

      “Yay!” Ariel leapt out of bed and ran over to grasp his hand. The dragons buzzed down from the rafters and landed on her shoulders.

      He looked down at her and felt her tiny hand in his calloused paw and swore that even if it cost him his life, he would see Ariel to safety.

      The sun was coming up as they walked down the ramp to the road. They’d barely taken a step when Cork came running out of his house. His eyes were black and red. Moz doubted he’d slept a wink.

      “What can I do, Moz? I can’t get what they did out of my head. I keep seeing it over and over. I gotta do something.”

      “Watch my lines. Stay out of trouble. I can’t look after both of you on the road.”

      Cork’s pocked face twisted in a grimace. “That’s all? Moz, can’t I—”

      “No. You can’t come with us. You’re a good man in the swamp, but no fighter.” Cork’s brow furrowed like he wanted to argue. “Don’t look at me like that. There’s going to be trouble just as sure as anything and I can’t protect you both. Try and get some sleep. You look like death warmed over.”

      Moz left Cork standing in the street and headed for the tavern. He and Ariel would eat and get going. The school was a good four hundred miles northeast of town. He’d have to find a horse. No way could the kid walk that far and he didn’t fancy carrying her.
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      Moz had never traveled with a child before and it slowed him more than he would have believed possible. The roan gelding he bought in Gator Alley carried them both easily at a mile-devouring trot. Ariel didn’t complain, but she did have to use the bushes every hour or two and kept falling asleep so that he had to watch every moment to keep her from falling out of the saddle. On top of all this, Moz was constantly watching their back trail. He didn’t believe for a second Rondo was finished with them. The man’s eyes burned with the determination of the obsessed. They would see him again.

      They’d made about twenty-five miles the third day of their journey and the sun was low in the sky. Ariel stretched and yawned, a sure sign that he needed to find a place to make camp. He found a likely spot twenty minutes later, a little clearing just off the road partially surrounded by tall pines and with an already made stone fire pit. They wouldn’t be the first travelers to use this site.

      Moz guided the roan into the clearing, lowered Ariel to the ground, and dismounted.

      “I can get wood,” she said.

      “Don’t go too far.”

      Moz unsaddled and rubbed down the horse before hobbling it in a patch of thick grass. Ariel staggered into the clearing with an armload of dry limbs nearly as big as she was. He’d learned from their first few nights setting up camp that she didn’t like him to help.

      “Set them by the fire pit please,” he said.

      She dropped the sticks and beamed at him. Considering her parents had been murdered before her eyes, Ariel was coping well. Almost too well. He expected nightmares and tears in the night. Instead she slept better than he did.

      Moz started the fire and got dinner going. The dried meat and vegetables made a filling if bland stew. While it simmered, he watched Ariel hum to her dragons. The little things swooped and dove in the flickering firelight, occasionally snapping a bug out of the air.

      Ariel fell silent and looked at him with her strange, wide eyes. “They weren’t my real mommy and daddy.”

      Moz stared for a second. “What?”

      “At the farm. They brought me home from the orphanage when I was little. I called them Mom and Dad, but they really weren’t. I don’t remember my real mom and dad.”

      “Is that why you don’t cry for them?” Moz asked.

      “I never cry. They were nice and I liked helping with the turtles. I’ll miss the farm. It was fun playing in the woods. How much farther do we have to go?”

      “A ways. I figure we’re about a quarter of the way there, so another two weeks at the pace we’ve been going.”

      “Then what?” she asked.

      Moz wished he had a good answer for her. Truth was he had no idea what would happen to her. The teachers would instruct her on how to best use her ability and no one would be dumb enough to attack the castle. If people learned of her power, they’d want to use her the same way Rondo did.

      “I don’t know, kiddo. We’ll just have to figure it out as we go.”

      They ate dinner and Ariel quickly nodded off. Moz sat awake long into the night, his mind turning over her questions. Pity he didn’t come up with any answers.
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      The aviary was empty of people when Yaz arrived before sunrise. That was beyond strange. Master Robotham was always there before Yaz. He didn’t know when the man slept. Oh, well. Yaz had been working at his new job for a week now and he had the routine down pat. Maybe this was some kind of test to see if he was up to taking on more responsibility.

      He pulled the main doors open and the dragons puffed little flames so he could see to start the lanterns. Yaz had about leapt out of his skin the first time they did it, but now it was just another part of the routine. With the lamps lit he went to Soto’s stall first. She hissed and clicked her jaw at him. That was strange. Usually she leapt up and pranced around, eager to see him. Maybe she was hungry.

      As he examined the dragons, Yaz’s mind wandered back to his conversation with Brigid the other day. When he told her about his new job and that he wouldn’t be visiting her as much, she’d taken it pretty hard. He felt bad, but if she was getting married soon, her future husband wouldn’t appreciate Yaz hanging around his bride-to-be. Not that he intended to never see her again. She was the best friend he’d ever had. Yaz wasn’t ready to give that up. Plus he enjoyed learning the quarterstaff from her. She was highly skilled with the weapon and a good teacher.

      He sighed and put her out of his mind. Behind the aviary was another stone building with a heavily barred door. It was all he could do to lift it and open the door. Inside, a week’s worth of mutton hung from the ceiling on metal hooks. He dropped two sides of meat into the wheelbarrow kept there for just that purpose, collected the buckets, and wheeled it to the stump while trying not to breathe too deeply. It took most of half an hour to chop up the two sides of meat. When it was done Yaz was plastered in sweat.

      Where, by all the gods, was Master Robotham? He’d never been late, much less an hour behind schedule. Yaz looked from the aviary to the master’s nearby house. Did he finish with the dragons or check on the master now?

      The dragons came first, that’s what Master Robotham would say. Yaz would honor the job then go looking.

      A deep, angry voice from inside bellowed, “Why aren’t the dragons fed and ready?”

      Today of all days the squires decided to show some initiative and arrive early. This was going to be one of those days where all his luck turned bad. Gathering the buckets, which were about all he could lift, Yaz shuffled inside.

      The squires were there, dressed in dragonrider armor, arms crossed, and scowling. “Did you hear me, stableboy?” Burke, the head squire, asked. “Why aren’t the dragons ready?”

      Yaz started setting buckets down in front of each stall. All the dragons but Soto came scrambling up, eager to eat. Something really was wrong with her.

      “The dragons aren’t ready, because you’re an hour early and Master Robotham didn’t show up. If you’re in that big a rush, you might want to try lending a hand instead of complaining. And this isn’t a stable.”

      “I’m not interested in your excuses,” Burke said. “Chief’s son or not, your job is to have the dragons ready when we show up.”

      “Show up when you’re supposed to and they’ll be ready.” Yaz finished feeding the first five then went to Soto.

      She was lying on the floor staring at her breakfast. He picked up the bucket, unlatched the gate and went in. She hissed at him as he got closer.

      Yaz stopped and tossed her a shank. Soto snapped it out of the air and swallowed it whole. “That’s right,” he said, inching a couple steps closer before tossing the next piece. “Now what’s got you so worked up?”

      By the time he gave her the last piece he was next to her head and scratching her brow ridge. Her hiss had turned into a contented purr. Her yellow eyes were clear and she didn’t appear injured.

      He was still trying to figure out what was wrong when a heavy hand grabbed his shoulder and shoved him aside. Yaz went sprawling.

      “We’ve wasted enough time.” Burke had his saddle in his free arm. “Up, Soto.”

      She hissed and made no move to obey the command.

      “I said up!”

      The hissing grew louder and she bared her fangs.

      Not good.

      Burke drew back like he planned to punch her in the snout.

      Really not good.

      Yaz grabbed his wrist before he could do anything stupid – stupider anyway.

      Burke rounded on Yaz. “What do you think you’re doing? Afraid I’m going to hurt your precious dragon?”

      Yaz nearly laughed. Burke was a big man, and stronger than Yaz would ever dream of being, but the idea that he might hurt Soto with his fist was a joke.

      “No, I’m afraid you’ll piss her off and she’ll rip your arm out of its socket then I’ll have to spend the rest of the morning cleaning your blood off the floor. Now get out of the stall so I can figure out what’s wrong with her.”

      “You don’t give me orders,” Burke said. The rest of the squires had gathered around the stall gate to watch. “You put food in one end of these things and shovel up what comes out the other end. I’m her rider. I give the orders here.”

      “No,” Yaz’s father’s deep, angry voice said. He stood behind the other squires, an intimidating presence even without his armor. “I give the orders. Now let my son do his work before I decide to do worse than demote you from head squire.”

      “Master Yazguard. I didn’t know you were here,” Burke said. “I thought you said you wanted us to prepare the patrol on our own.”

      “I did. I was curious to see how you handled a little taste of authority. Frankly, I’m not impressed. Now move. And where is Abelard?”

      “Haven’t seen him yet this morning, Dad.”

      Yaz turned his attention back to Soto. In the background he was vaguely aware of Burke getting a thorough bawling-out, but he ignored them and focused on the dragon. Burke had her all riled up again.

      Yaz made soothing noises like Master Robotham had taught him until she calmed enough to approach. Yaz ran his hand down her neck, checking for wounds or cracked scales and finding nothing. When he reached her stomach, he found a small, hot lump. He stared at it for a moment then grinned.

      “Congratulations, Soto. You’re going to be a mother.” He straightened and gave her a final pat on the head before joining his father by the gate. “She’s forming an egg.”

      Dad’s stern expression broke into a smile. “You’re sure?”

      “Pretty sure. Master Robotham will have to check, but I can’t think what else it might be.”

      “Find him, Yaz. Burke, you’re grounded. The rest of you get your dragons saddled and in the air.”

      Yaz left his father bellowing orders and jogged across the narrow strip between the aviary and Master Robotham’s house. He looked in a window but couldn’t see much beyond a neatly made bed and a dresser. Around front the door was unlocked and inside his boots were gone. Looked like he hadn’t died in his sleep at least.

      Yaz stood in the front yard, hands planted on hips, and thought. Where would the master have gone first thing in the morning when he knew they had to get the dragons ready for their patrol? He wanted to answer with “nowhere,” but that was obviously wrong.

      He snapped his fingers. The inn. If Master Robotham was out of food, he might have gone for breakfast and lost track of time. Not likely, but Yaz was stumped and had to start somewhere.

      Jogging down the street, Yaz nodded to a passing merchant on his way to the bazaar to prepare for the morning market. At the top of the inn’s steps he pushed the door open. The common room was half full with people enjoying their breakfasts. The smell of bacon and coffee made his stomach growl. Yaz ignored it and studied the room.

      Two men rose and shook hands. He didn’t know the one facing him, probably a new arrival. Yaz put his age at mid-fifties despite the deep wrinkles lining his face. Intense green eyes glared out at the world. Something about him put Yaz on guard. After a final pat on the back, the second man turned, revealing Master Robotham’s gaunt face.

      He spotted Yaz at once and winced as he crossed the room. “I’m late, aren’t I?”

      “Little bit. What’s going on?”

      Master Robotham guided Yaz outside. “An old friend from my homeland arrived last night and invited me to breakfast. We got to talking and I completely lost track of time. Did you get the dragons fed and ready?”

      Yaz didn’t know much about where the master came from, but he put his questions aside for the moment and said, “I got them fed, but Burke and the other squires showed up early and got in my way. More importantly, Soto’s forming an egg.”

      “I suppose she’s due, it’s been eleven years after all.”

      “Soto doesn’t seem very happy about her situation,” Yaz said.

      “No, the first few days can be quite painful as the egg chamber forms. Once that process is finished, she’ll be okay. She’ll also be on triple rations until she lays the egg and no flying, so the riders will be one down for the next two months.”

      “Dad will be thrilled.”

      “Yazguard knows the drill.”

      They turned into the aviary. The squires had taken off leaving Dad alone in front of Soto’s stall. Master Robotham brushed past him to check on the mother-to-be.

      “Where’d you find him?” Dad asked.

      “At the inn visiting with an old friend from out of town. Are you really making Burke the next captain of the dragonriders? That position usually goes to the village chief. I might be small, but Burke’s an idiot.”

      “He’s the best fighter of the lot. I hoped he’d settle into the role and become a leader instead of a bully, but I’m having serious doubts. Maybe a couple months on the ground will improve his attitude.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Yaz said.

      Dad got a musing look. “You know, he might not be worth a damn as a leader, but Burke might serve as a battle commander. With you as the brains and him as the brawn, it would be a strong team for the village.”

      Yaz couldn’t see him and Burke working together. The big man would never accept orders from Yaz. There was no respect between them. Unless that changed somehow, they’d never be a team. But Dad would figure that out soon enough himself.

      Master Robotham rose and joined them by the gate. “She’s definitely in the early stages of egg formation. Two months, give or take.”

      Dad nodded, looking pleased. “If everything is on track at one month, I’ll send out the auction notices.”

      Yaz frowned. “Auction?”

      “Yes, last time we auctioned off an egg it brought in five hundred gold scales. The previous three eggs we sold directly for similar amounts. The demand for an open auction should have built enough that we’ll do even better this time.” Dad clapped him on the shoulder and Yaz staggered a step. “The village could really use the coin. Take good care of her. If you need anything just tell me.”

      Dad left, rubbing his hands together as though already counting the money. Yaz had been hoping to ask for the egg so he could raise the hatchling and eventually fly with it. Seeing his father’s reaction, the odds of that didn’t seem so good.
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      Yaz mopped up the last of his soup with a piece of bread and popped it into his mouth. Mom made the best chicken and dumplings and he looked forward to it every time she fixed the dish, which was far too seldom. All three of them sat around the table for a rare early dinner. Mom had just finished her research project, though when he asked her about it she hadn’t seemed especially satisfied. She just muttered about not having the book she needed and changed the subject. Dad had been using his time off from patrolling to catch up on village business and plan his auction.

      Two weeks into her egg formation, Soto had finally calmed down. Master Robotham said the painful part was over, at least until she was ready to lay. Yaz had worked up his nerve over the last week and finally decided tonight was the night to ask about the egg. At least he had a belly full of chicken and dumplings to do it on.

      Taking a deep breath Yaz said, “I’d like to keep the egg and raise the hatchling dragon as my mount. Master Robotham thinks I could do it and having another dragonrider wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      Dad just stared at him, his dark brows drawn low. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Let me count the reasons.” Dad crossed his arms and Yaz braced for a lecture. “First, that egg is an asset for the entire village. If I gave it to my son, the people wouldn’t stand for it. Second, there’s the cost. A seventh dragonrider might be useful but is hardly necessary. How many years and how much coin would we have to spend raising a hatchling – ten, fifteen, twenty years? If we sell the egg, we get a good payday we can use to buy weapons and upgrade the barracks. Our dragons are still young and strong. There’s no need to think about adding to them, not for centuries.”

      Yaz couldn’t deny they were all good reasons. But good reasons or not, if he ever wanted to fly, he needed a dragon of his own, one way or another. “Then you won’t even consider it?”

      “There’s nothing to consider. We’re selling the egg and that’s the end of it.”

      Arguing with his father would be pointless. Once he made up his mind there would be no changing it. Dad was the most stubborn person Yaz knew. And Yaz couldn’t deny that from a chief’s point of view, there was little to gain from keeping the egg and much to lose.

      Yaz collected his dishes and carried them to the kitchen to clean up. Mom joined him a moment later with her and Dad’s bowls. She put a gentle hand on his back and some of the tension drained out.

      “You know he couldn’t let you have it,” she said.

      Yaz sighed. He had known it, of course. “Yeah, but I’d have kicked myself if I didn’t try. When am I going to get another chance to realize my dream?”

      “I understand. A dream is a hard thing to let go.”

      Yaz turned to look at his mother. Her always-pale skin resembled bone. There was something in her voice he hadn’t heard before, not regret exactly, but something like it. “Did you have to give up a dream?”

      “I had to choose between two dreams.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ve never regretted having you and marrying your father. I made that choice with my eyes wide open. You need to make a choice as well before your dream devours you from the inside out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wanting something so badly and not being able to have it, eventually you’ll come to hate your father for denying you what you most desire. You’ll be filled with bitterness and anger. I’ve seen it happen in others. It’s no way to live.”

      She left him to wash the dishes and think. Could he ever hate his father? Yaz liked to think not, but in time anything was possible. Still, he doubted he could let go of his dream. And if he couldn’t, what then?

      He wished he had an answer.
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      Yaz fed Soto her third bucket of mutton and wiped the sweat from his brow. The aviary was like an oven. Something about the egg creation process made Soto give off a huge amount of heat. The dragon tucked her head under her wing and went to sleep, completely untroubled by his discomfort.

      Eat, sleep, and eat some more, must be nice. He took his bucket out and locked the gate. Master Robotham stood at the entrance, arms crossed and lost in thought. He’d been like that a lot lately, ever since his old friend arrived in the village. Probably thinking about home.

      “All finished, Master,” Yaz said.

      “Good, good.” Master Robotham scrubbed a hand across his face. He had dark circles under his eyes.

      “How’s your friend?” Yaz asked.

      “Fine. He’s leaving tomorrow. I’ve been offered a job back home and I can’t decide if I should take it. He’s expecting an answer in the morning and I haven’t made up my mind.”

      Yaz stared for a moment. “I always thought you considered the valley your home. You’ve been here my whole life.”

      “That’s what makes the decision so difficult. I love it here and I love the dragons.”

      “I was going to ask your advice, but I can see you’ve got enough to think about. If you don’t need anything else, I’m heading out.”

      “Wait, Yaz, please. Tell me what’s on your mind. Maybe helping someone else will help me take my mind off my own problems.”

      “If you’re sure.” Yaz told him about his conversation the night before. “Dad’s never going to change his mind and Mom’s right, thinking about it is going to tear me apart. The problem is I can’t find a dragon egg here, much less train one.”

      Master Robotham nodded, his brow furrowed. “Finding an egg will be difficult, but not impossible, and training the hatchling is no easy feat either, but I have no doubt you could do it. And I think you should. I’ll stay on here to watch over the dragons.”

      “But your job offer…”

      “Forget it. And thank you for helping me make up my mind. I’m going right to the inn to let him know.” Master Robotham hurried off, leaving him alone in the aviary. Yaz hadn’t expected that reaction at all. But if his master believed in him that much then Yaz would do his best to follow his dream.
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      They had just finished dinner and Yaz knew if he didn’t say something soon he never would. He’d discussed this with Brigid earlier and she was determined to join him. Things must have been worse at home for her than he’d realized. She hadn’t even mentioned the wedding, which told him something as well. At least she’d been pleased with the ironwood quarterstaff he made her. They’d probably need them on their journey.

      No more delays. He looked from his father to his mother. She watched him with sad eyes. There was no way she could know what he planned, but something in him recognized that look. Dad, on the other hand, didn’t have a clue.

      Dad belched and patted his stomach. “Helena, you outdid yourself. Hard to believe when we first married you couldn’t boil water without burning it.”

      Mom’s expression turned sour. “You still can’t. Without me you’d starve. I can’t take all the credit. Alma came up with the recipe, I just copied it.”

      “Well you did a fine job.” Dad pushed away from the table.

      Now or never.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” Yaz said.

      Mom sighed and Dad gave him a hard look.

      “Where are you going?” Dad asked.

      “Beyond the valley to find a dragon egg. It’s like Mom said, I don’t want to end up bitter and angry because I gave up on my dream. Maybe I’ll find one and maybe I won’t, but I have to try.”

      “You can’t,” Dad said. “It’s dangerous out there, son. You could run into bandits, slavers, beasts, or the gods only know what else. What will you live on?”

      “I have a modest stash saved up,” Yaz said. “Plus, I have knowledge and skills I can trade. And, while I may be of little use in the shield wall, I am a fair fighter. You taught me knife fighting yourself and I’ve been learning the staff. I’m grateful for the concern, but I’m going.”

      “What about the dragons?” Dad asked, taking another tack. “Abelard is counting on you to help.”

      “I spoke to Master Robotham yesterday and he agreed that I should go. He can handle the dragons on his own, just as he has for the last twenty-plus years.” Yaz raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Dad chewed the inside of his lip. “Maybe I could give you Soto’s egg. There’ll be some complaints, but I can manage them. If it means this much to you…”

      “Thanks, Dad, but I don’t want you to do anything that might hurt the village. That would be selfish, more selfish than going out on my own. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Traders come and go all the time. If they can travel the roads and survive, so can I.”

      “I see you’ve thought it out. That’s good. At least it makes me feel a little bit better. Helena, do you want to try and persuade him?”

      Mom smiled a sad smile. “No, our little boy isn’t a boy anymore and he’s made up his mind. All I can do is wish him luck and remind him that his home will be here waiting and so will we, with a hug and a hot meal whenever he’s ready to come back.”

      Dad put a hand on her shoulder. “Your mother always was the smart one in the family. You’re man enough to make your own decisions. If you come back with an egg, I’ll go halves with you on the cost of raising the hatchling and when you’re ready you can join the riders. Deal?”

      Yaz grinned and thrust his hand out. “Deal.”

      They shook. His father’s proud smile warmed Yaz’s heart. He could go now with a clean conscience knowing there would be no hard feelings. Hopefully Brigid would have an equally good conversation with her parents, though from what she’d told him, Yaz doubted she would make out as well as he did.

      “I’m going to pack and hit the sack early.” Yaz went upstairs and ducked into his room.

      Packing wouldn’t take long. All he had was a change of clothes, his writing supplies, and coin. Everything else he kept with Thunder’s tack, locked in a trunk in his stall down at the stable. Speaking of Thunder, there was no way the pony could carry him and Brigid. He’d have to walk and use Thunder for a pack beast. That would slow them down considerably, but until they could get a cart or a mount for Brigid it would have to do.

      Yaz was pondering his options when a soft knock on the door was followed by his mother coming in. She crossed the room and sat beside him on the edge of the bed.

      “Hey, Mom. Was there something else?”

      “I never talked about it much,” Mom said. “But you know I’m from outside the valley, right?”

      He’d never given it any thought, but with her pale skin and dark hair, his mother certainly didn’t look like any of the women Yaz knew were born in the valley.

      “Now that you mention it, it’s obvious. Why?”

      “Because I want you to know the outside world is filled with darkness and evil. There are men who will slit your throat for a copper scale. You must be ever on your guard as you travel. Take nothing at face value and always assume the other person wishes you harm. I don’t say this in the hope that you’ll change your mind. Like your father, I’m proud that you chose to follow your dream, but the path is dangerous and littered with corpses.”

      “Gods, Mom. If it’s that bad, how did you survive before coming to the valley?”

      “I survived by embracing the darkness within. I’m not proud of some of the things I did in the past. We all have a measure of darkness within us, Yaz. You will be tested out there. Don’t let your darkness consume you.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll stay well away from any darkness.”

      His mother took his hands and squeezed them hard. “No, Yaz. You will need the darkness to survive, but you must be its master, not the other way around.”

      She let go and stood, smoothing the front of her green dressing gown. “I didn’t intend to frighten you, only to offer caution. I’ll make your favorite breakfast tomorrow. Sleep well.”

      She hurried out, leaving Yaz to stare at his closed door. If Mom hadn’t been trying to scare him, she didn’t do a very good job. Not that he intended to change his mind. He had to see this through no matter what. If he did anything else, he would always wonder what might have been.
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      Brigid wasn’t sure if she woke or just got sick of lying on her pallet trying to sleep. The house was still dark and her father’s soft snores seemed louder than usual. Yaz said he was going to talk to his parents about his decision and she envied him that. But Brigid knew her father well enough to know that if she said anything, he’d beat her so bad she wouldn’t be able to walk until after Yaz was long gone. So last night she ate in silence, counting the hours until she could flee. If her parents suspected anything, they gave no sign and they went to bed as soon as the sun set.

      How many hours ago was that? She didn’t know, but Brigid figured she should leave now before anyone woke up. If she had to wait a few hours in the pasture so be it. She eased her covers off and got up as slowly and silently as she could.

      No one stirred or made a sound. She owned nothing but the clothes on her back and the staff Yaz made for her. She hid it under the oak with the intention of picking it up before they left. Brigid felt a little guilty as she tiptoed over to the door and slipped her boots on. She brought nothing to the journey and even knowing that, Yaz had seemed pleased to have her traveling with him. No matter what, she determined she’d do nothing to make him regret that decision. With a final look at her sleeping parents, Brigid slipped out into the night.

      The moon hung low in the sky, so it wasn’t as far from morning as she’d feared. The air was brisk and she’d been so nervous and eager to leave she forgot her shawl right by the door. She didn’t dare go back now. Instead she turned towards the pasture and started walking. Even in the dark she had no trouble making her way; the route was as familiar to her as the little hut where she grew up. Would she ever see it again? Did she want to?

      It hurt a little that she wasn’t sure. There had been a few good times mixed in with all the bad. Not many, but a few. Not enough to change her mind about leaving, that was certain.

      Without the sheep slowing her down, Brigid reached the old oak in twenty minutes. She jumped up and retrieved her staff from where she’d hidden it among the branches. Now all she had to do was wait. She smiled to herself. How funny would it be if Yaz changed his mind and didn’t show up after all?

      Her throat tightened at the thought. He wouldn’t do that to her. Not now that she’d run away. Everything Brigid knew about him said he’d show. She had to believe that.

      Sometime later, with the sun just barely poking over the rim of the valley, Yaz came riding up to the oak. He dismounted and she hugged him.

      When Brigid finally let go he asked, “What was that for?”

      “Showing up. I feared you might change your mind.”

      “Not a chance. I’m going to give this hunt my best shot. Succeed or fail, it won’t be from a lack of trying. How did you make out with your family?”

      “They didn’t object.”

      “That’s good. My parents tried to talk me out of going, but once I made it clear I wouldn’t be swayed, they were surprisingly supportive.”

      Yaz started walking with Thunder’s reins in his hand. Brigid fell in beside him. The pony was laden with more supplies than usual. Once again Brigid felt a twinge of guilt at her lack of gear.

      “I couldn’t find a cart for sale,” Yaz said. “Or another horse, so we’ll have to walk until we can afford something else. There’s a village about four days from the entrance to the valley. I figured we’d start there and see if anyone’s seen any dragon activity.”

      “If they have?” Brigid asked.

      “Then we find out what sort of dragon they saw and search for a likely nesting site. Since dragons only lay an egg every eight to fifteen years generally, the odds of finding one quickly are slim.”

      “Do dragons build nests like chickens?”

      “No, they don’t actually build nests at all. They bury their eggs in sand that gets a lot of sun, then abandon them. Assuming we can find one, at least we won’t have to fight off the mother dragon to claim it.”

      Brigid laughed and clapped her hands. “Is there anything you don’t know?”

      Yaz looked her way, his brow furrowed. “Are you joking?”

      “Only a little. I know sheep, the farm, and staff fighting. That’s about it. But you, I bet I couldn’t think of a question you didn’t know the answer to.”

      Yaz shrugged. “I suppose it’s all relative. Given how many books I’ve read, it’s only natural that I know more than you, but when you take into account all the knowledge in the world and how much was lost after the Dragon Empire fell, what I know amounts to little more than a drop of water in a lake.”

      Brigid smiled to herself and fell silent. She hoped Yaz found his dragon egg, but not too soon. She had so much to learn and all of it lay in front of her.
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      For two days the walking was easy for Yaz and Brigid. They left the valley behind and traveled the northern road under a canopy of oak branches. Squirrels growled at them and sunlight dappled the ground. You couldn’t have asked for finer conditions. Yaz’s mom had packed a generous bag of food so they ate well, supplementing their supplies with a few insufficiently cautious squirrels.

      They might have been the only people in the world until they met a group of four wagons midafternoon on their second day. The wagons were loaded with covered bundles. No one spoke and the guards eyed them with hands close to their crossbows. Yaz didn’t recognize anyone which meant they’d never been to the village, or he’d never met them at least. The encounter ended peacefully enough despite the sullen looks.

      With the sun low in the sky Yaz led Thunder off the road down a game trail. They came to a clearing beside a narrow creek. There was a calm pool a little ways down that looked like it might yield some fat trout.

      “This is beautiful,” Brigid said.

      “How about you get the fire going and I’ll see about some fish?”

      While Brigid laid out a fire pit, Yaz tended to Thunder before making his way to the pool. The clear water revealed five, foot-long trout swimming around. He lay down and crept closer. A survival book he read said if you were slow and calm, you could tickle the trout right out of the water.

      Yaz wouldn’t have guessed fish were ticklish, but for fresh, grilled trout he was willing to try. He lay down in the grass and inched closer until he could put his arm in the water. The creek water was frigid, but he ignored the discomfort. Eventually one of the trout swam closer.

      He eased under it until he touched its slick belly. In one smooth move he swiped the trout out of the brook and on to the bank. Fifteen minutes yielded two more and that was enough for Yaz, who could barely feel his fingers. Another five minutes saw the fish gutted and roasting over the fire.

      After dinner Brigid yawned and laid down. “Sleep well.”

      “You too.” Yaz sat cross-legged and rested his palms on his knees to begin his nightly meditation.

      He had barely closed his eyes when Brigid said, “I meant to ask you last night. Why do you do that?”

      “Meditate? It’s necessary to put my memories in order. If I don’t take the time to sort through them before I sleep, I have nightmares and wake up screaming. I had some bad nights before I learned to do this.”

      “Is it because you remember everything?”

      “I assume so. According to Master Kernel, people with ordinary memories sort them out while they’re sleeping, including in their dreams. I retain too much information and when my brain tries to sort them subconsciously it gets overloaded, thus the nightmares. When I get things set in at least a basic order…” He glanced over. Brigid’s eyes were glazing over. “It just works better.”

      “Remind me not to ask you stuff. When you try and explain things to me, I always feel more confused than when I started.” She rolled over so her back was to him.

      Yaz sighed and returned to his thoughts. He ordered the world of his mind like a library, not surprising given how much time he spent in the village library. Plus, it was a natural way to sort your thoughts. Each day had its own book, each month its own shelf. Making the book was simply a matter of imagining a tome and going over the day’s memories and picturing them appearing on the pages. A peaceful day with minimal stimuli took about fifteen minutes to set in order. When he finished, he put the book on its proper shelf and left the library.

      He opened his eyes and found the fire had burned down to coals. Stars twinkled in the sky and the moon appeared as little more than a sliver. He sighed. Their journey was off to a good start. Hopefully they’d reach the village and get a solid lead on a dragon.

      Yaz fell asleep and dreamed of flying. Oddly, he couldn’t see his dragon.
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      Yaz and Brigid were on the road again at first light. Yaz had always been a light sleeper, and he found camping in the woods, with no walls or guards to protect him, didn’t lend itself to a very sound night’s rest. Brigid, on the other hand, seemed to find camping out suited her. She woke bright-eyed and eager to get going. He found it moderately annoying but kept his opinion to himself. No sense spoiling the adventure for her.

      Their current stretch of road resembled every other stretch they’d strode down since leaving the valley. Dirt tracks, trees on either side, and no traffic. Yaz would have preferred a few more people around, even merchants with angry guards. A breeze set the leaves to rustling.

      “What do you think this village will be like?” Brigid asked.

      Yaz shook his head. “No idea. I assume it’ll be like home. A village is a village after all. It’s called Sharpsburg, named after a man named Sharp who founded the place. Not terribly imaginative, but then again if you go to all the trouble of founding a village, I suppose you’d want your name on the place. Do you think my many-times-great-grandfather would have named our village Yeagerville or something if the tower hadn’t been there?”

      “Maybe, but Dragonspire Village is a more interesting name, no offense to your family.”

      “None taken and I quite agree.”

      A bird called to their right and Yaz froze. He caught Brigid’s sleeve when she kept going.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Put your back to mine and get ready. We’re about to have company.” Yaz dropped Thunder’s lead and readied his staff. He would have preferred to use his bow but didn’t dare take the time to string it.

      Brigid’s back was warm and tense where it pressed against Yaz’s. Half a minute passed and no one appeared.

      “I know you’re out there!” Yaz shouted. “Show yourselves!”

      A few seconds later four men emerged from either side of the road. Yaz doubted any of them had seen a bath this year. Even from a distance their tattered leathers stank. Scraggly beards covered filthy faces. Only the swords in their hands appeared well cared for, the bright steel shining where the sun struck.

      The eldest of the four, a man about his father’s age though thankfully only half his size took a step ahead of the other three. “How’d you spot us?”

      “Whoever gave that blue jay call needs practice. No bird ever made a noise like that outside of a cat’s jaws.”

      “Ha! You’ve got good ears, boy. What you lack is numbers. You hand that pony over and give us an hour with the girl, and you can go on your way.”

      Brigid stiffened even more behind him.

      “I’ll have to decline.” Yaz took a second to lock all his emotions in a hidden room of his library. He needed to think clearly and act without hesitation. “My counteroffer is that you and your sons leave right now and we won’t smash your heads in.”

      That brought another laugh. “We’ve got swords and numbers in our favor and you’re offering to let us go? Pretty arrogant.”

      “On the contrary. I believe we have a tactical advantage. Including reach and an overwhelming desire not to be robbed and murdered. It’s possible you’ll defeat us, but I promise you we’ll take at least a pair of you with us. I doubt whoever lives will consider that a good trade.”

      “You talk fancy, boy. Never met anyone that talked fancy and was worth a damn in a fight, especially a skinny little runt like you. Get ’em!”

      The younger bandits charged, howling and waving their swords.

      “Side by side,” Yaz said.

      Brigid swung around so she stood on his left side. Her knuckles were white on her staff.

      Yaz took two steps to the right and one forward. In a smooth lunge his staff shot out six feet and struck the rightmost bandit square between the eyes. His skull shattered with a sickening crunch.

      He pulled his staff back and gave it a spin to deflect an incoming broadsword.

      The force of the parry sent the bandit off balance. Before he could recover, Yaz lashed out, bringing his staff hard against the man’s temple. Ironwood versus bone wasn’t much of a fight and a second bandit joined his brother on the ground.

      Brigid was holding her own against the third attacker so Yaz turned his attention to the older one. “How do you like your odds now?”

      The older bandit bared crooked teeth and raised his chipped broadsword.

      “You prefer to die with your sons. Can’t say I’m surprised.”

      The bandit attacked with a thrust that Yaz easily turned aside. A pair of slashes were blocked and an overhead chop dodged.

      Yaz countered with a crack to the man’s left knee that shattered the joint and left him standing on one leg. He hopped around, swinging his sword to no effect.

      “Ha!” Brigid’s shout prompted Yaz to separate himself from his injured opponent and look her way, just in time to see her staff crash into the last young bandit’s ribs. He collapsed and she brought the tip of her staff down on the back of his skull.

      He turned back to the last bandit. All the ferocity was gone from his expression. He was nothing but a defeated old man now.

      The bandit tossed his sword aside. “How did you know they were my sons?”

      Yaz shrugged, not lowering his guard a fraction. “Their bone structure, especially in the face, resembled yours. Also, the way they deferred to you in both stance and action. I wasn’t completely certain, but my doubts were minimal.”

      “At least I met a man that talked fancy and was worth a damn before I died.”

      “Your injury isn’t life-threatening,” Yaz said.

      “Going to leave me helpless for the wolves? I won’t last a day on one leg.”

      “You say that like I owe you some sort of compassion. You meant to rob us, rape my companion, and possibly murder us both. If I knew where the wolves’ den was, I’d happily drag you there myself.”

      “Guess I can’t argue with that,” the bandit said. “Will you give me your name before you leave?”

      “You’re not worthy of it.” Yaz spun his staff and lashed out, striking the bandit’s skull with all his might. He collapsed, killed instantly. “Dad would say I’m too soft for my own good. He would have left him for the wolves.”

      “Yaz?” Brigid stood a few feet away, trembling so hard he could see it from where he stood.

      He hurried over to her. “Are you okay?”

      “I killed him. I never…I mean the sheep and a wolf now and then, but a person. I… I…”

      Yaz hugged her and whispered, “It’s fine. We’re safe now. You can let it out.”

      She dropped her staff, wrapped her arms around him and wept. He held her and stroked her hair. Yaz would need to let his own emotions out eventually and when he did, they’d hit all the harder for the delay, but right now he needed to help Brigid.

      The last sob passed a few minutes later. She stepped back and wiped her eyes. “I’m okay, now. I shouldn’t feel bad, they were bandits and would have killed us or whoever came down the road next without a second thought. The world’s a better place without them.”

      “All true, but that doesn’t make killing them an easy thing. My father told me once that killing your first man was the hardest thing a person could do. The second one is easier and it keeps getting easier the more you do it. Do you know why?”

      Brigid shook her head.

      “Because a little bit of you dies along with the person whose life you take. Dad said he met men who fought in wars that had taken so many lives they could kill without batting an eye. They killed men as easily as you might swat a fly. I think the only thing Dad fears is becoming like those men, his heart so full of death there’s no room for anything else. Not that Mom will ever let that happen.”

      “You seem okay,” Brigid said.

      “That’s another mental trick. Trust me, when I have to face what I just did, it’s going to be ugly. But it’s going to have to wait until tonight. You never know who might show up out here.”

      “What about them?” She nodded toward the bodies.

      “We’ll take their weapons – I doubt they have anything else of value – and roll the bodies off the side of the road.”

      “You’re going to rob them?” She sounded aghast, and Yaz grinned in spite of the situation.

      “Remember when we talked about irony the other day? What could be more perfect than robbing a bandit? Besides, we’re not exactly rolling in wealth. We can sell those blades for good coin.”

      She clearly didn’t like it, but Yaz refused to be squeamish. Survival required them to do what they had to. The hard part was over, now they just had to clean up.
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      Yaz wasn’t ashamed to admit that he was wrong. When Sharpsburg came into view, he instantly realized it only superficially resembled home. He and Brigid stood on a little hill overlooking the village in the late afternoon sun. There were more and more-narrow streets than home, no open-air bazaar, and many more houses.

      And no wall. That surprised Yaz the most. A village in the wilderness with nothing to protect it from raiders or even hungry wild beasts. Seemed like someone at some point might have mentioned even a simple stockade wall and some towers that would give anyone thinking of trying something pause.

      He shrugged, it was their village and Yaz didn’t plan on staying that long. If they hadn’t had trouble up until now, hopefully they wouldn’t have any until he and Brigid left. He yawned as they descended toward the village.

      A real bed would be wonderful tonight. He’d had savage nightmares last night and didn’t get more than an hour or two of real sleep. He’d done his meditation, but the power of the memories must have been too much. Despite the lack of sleep, Yaz felt pretty composed. He’d feared releasing his emotions would leave him a sobbing wreck, but he felt fine. Then again he’d always had pretty good control over his feelings. He seldom cried, even as a child.

      Brigid seemed to have herself sorted out as well. Hopefully they wouldn’t run into anything as nasty as the bandits for a while.

      “Do you think they’ll have a bath at the inn?” Brigid asked. “I feel grimy.”

      “I suspect so, though I’d settle for a bucket of hot water.”

      They reached the edge of Sharpsburgh and followed the main street through the center of town. On their left and right were three- and four-room wooden houses. The shutters were all closed for the night. A few people sat on their porches and watched the strangers walk by while puffing on a pipe. None of them looked angry or nervous, just curious about the new arrivals. Being on the main road, they probably saw a lot of visitors.

      Yaz returned a nod from a bearded man in a rocking chair. It was the first friendly gesture he’d gotten since leaving the valley. Maybe their visit would turn out better than he’d first hoped.

      A little deeper into the village, homes gave way to businesses. They passed a barber and butcher on the right and a general store on the left. That might be their best bet to sell the swords. A village this size wouldn’t be apt to have a weapons merchant.

      Yaz led Thunder to the general store and tied him to the hitching rail out front. As he collected the weapons Brigid said, “I thought we were going to the inn.”

      “We are, but I want to sell our spoils and see where we stand for funds. Baths and meals and pretty much everything else cost extra. My savings aren’t so vast that I can splurge too much.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t bring so much as a copper scale to this venture. I’m just tired.”

      “No need to apologize. Your company is welcome and when we run into trouble your staff skills are more welcome. I’d have been in serious trouble if I’d run into those guys alone.”

      Yaz finished collecting the swords and led the way inside. The store smelled of tobacco and leather. A counter waited just inside the door with a slim, nervous man standing behind it. He didn’t have a hair on his head and covered his tan tunic with a white apron.

      He squinted at Yaz and Brigid. “Yes?”

      “Do you buy weapons?” Yaz asked.

      “Sometimes.” He patted the counter. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Yaz set the weapons where he indicated and the shopkeeper looked them over. He started with the leader’s nicked blade, holding it up to the light and checking both sides. “Fine steel,” he said at last. “Edge is a little rough, but half an hour at the grindstone will fix that up. Where’d you get them?”

      “Some bandits gave them to us,” Yaz said.

      “There’ve been a few attacks on the road south. You two dealt with them?”

      Yaz couldn’t help smiling at the doubt in his voice. “We did. There were only four of them and they didn’t have much training. They more closely resembled farmers fallen on hard times than real soldiers. Either way they won’t be bothering anyone else.”

      The shopkeeper finished looking over the swords and nodded. “Good to know. I’ll give twenty-five silver scales for the swords.”

      “Forty,” Yaz countered.

      “I’m only going to get ten apiece for them plus I need to sharpen them. Twenty-eight.”

      “Thirty and it’s a deal.”

      The shopkeeper held out his hand and Yaz shook it. He reached under the counter and pulled out a wooden box from which he counted silver coins. When he finished, Yaz separated twenty and scraped them into his money pouch.

      “The rest are your share,” he said to Brigid.

      She looked from the coins back to him. “My share? I only beat one of them.”

      He shrugged. “Close enough.”

      Turning his attention back to the shopkeeper Yaz asked, “Seen any dragons in the area?”

      “One flew over the village a month back, couldn’t make out much beyond the silhouette. Why, you moving up from bandits to dragons?”

      “If you can find where one lairs and are patient, there’s money to be made in shed scales and dung. No need to risk your life fighting one.”

      The shopkeeper pursed his lips and nodded. “Hadn’t thought about that. You find either one and I’ll give you a good price. The dragon passed over going from east to west if that helps.”

      “It does, thanks. If I might bother you with one more question, can you direct us to the local inn and stable?”

      “Sure, Ford’s Delights is four doors down on the opposite side of the street. There’s an attached stable in the back. The stable master’s honest, but I still wouldn’t leave anything you value out there overnight. He’s a heavy sleeper.”

      “Thanks again.”

      Yaz headed for the door and Brigid fell in beside him. Outside she said, “I’ve never had this much money in my life. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to hold on to it?”

      “I’m sure. If anything happens to me or we get separated, you’ll need something to live on.” He glanced over at her. “Before we leave in the morning, we’ll stop by again and get you some proper gear, a cloak and pack at the very least.”

      “Will you chase the dragon he mentioned?” she asked.

      Yaz untied Thunder and started up the road. “Might as well, it’s a place to start at least. Of course, in a month that dragon could be a thousand miles from here.”

      “How will you find it?”

      Yaz gave a rueful smile. “We probably won’t. But that doesn’t mean we won’t cross another dragon’s path or find some sort of sign. I wish I could tell you something more specific, but my knowledge is more about tending to dragons than tracking them. Most of what I know is based on how to hunt regular animals.”

      They reached the inn and Yaz went around back. A wide stable with two rows of stalls was half filled with horses of all sorts along with a pair of mules. A yawning man in a brown tunic and high boots emerged as they approached. He was scratching his gray beard and rubbing his eyes.

      “Need a stall for your pony?” he asked.

      “Yes, please. How much?” Yaz asked.

      “Two silver scales, see John Ford inside to pay. I’ll take him.” The stableman reached for Thunder’s reins.

      “I just need to collect my saddle and bags,” Yaz said.

      “You can leave them here, no one will bother them.”

      “Thanks, but I need to do some repairs tonight.”

      The stableman shrugged and held the reins while Yaz unbuckled his gear. That done, they went back around to the front door and pushed through. Inside, three-quarters of the tables in the common room were full. The scent of roasting meat and smoke filled the air and made Yaz’s mouth water. A few people looked up when they entered, but most were focused on their food or companions.

      On the opposite wall ran a bar with stools in front. Bottles of liquor covered the wall. To the right of the bar a set of stairs led to the second floor. The barman was busy pouring drinks for a serving girl who stood tapping her foot.

      A second girl spotted them and hurried over. She wore a too-tight, low-cut dress that only came to midthigh. Her hair was dark and hung past her shoulders. Bloodshot eyes squinted at them.

      “You two want a table?” she asked.

      “A room if you have one,” Yaz said.

      “And a bath,” Brigid quickly added.

      “Go on over to the bar and John will fix you up. Once you’re settled come on down. The special’s roast pork and mashed squash.” She winked at Yaz and hurried over to a patron that had raised his hand.

      “Roast pork and squash sound good,” Brigid said.

      Yaz nodded and tried to guess how much all this was going to cost. Plenty, he figured, but it was only one night so why not?

      The innkeeper had finished pouring drinks when they reached the bar. “Bet you two need a room. You’re in luck, we have one left.”

      Yaz and Brigid shared a look.

      “We’ll take it,” Brigid said. “Does it have a tub?”

      “We’ve got a tub. I can have it brought up along with three buckets of hot water for an extra two silver scales. The room costs six silver, food’s extra.”

      Yaz counted out eight silver scales and put them on the counter. John dragged them out of sight and came up with a key. “Last room on the left at the top of the stairs. The tub and water will be about half an hour.”

      “Thanks.” Yaz took the key and led the way upstairs.

      The room was nothing to get excited about. Maybe fifteen by fifteen, a single bed with a straw-stuffed mattress that would have been a tight fit for one person, a nightstand with a wash basin and jar of water. Finally, there was a trunk at the foot of the bed. Yaz dropped the saddle and bags on the trunk and sighed.

      Brigid closed the door behind her. She looked everywhere but at the bed. “This is nice. It’s almost as big as our house in the valley.”

      “You can have the bed,” Yaz said in hopes of easing any nerves she might be feeling.

      “No, no. You paid for everything, let me come with you on this adventure, the least I can do is sleep on the floor. I’m used to it.”

      “All the more reason for you to enjoy the bed. Next time we stay at an inn we’ll switch, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      They rested for a little over half an hour when a knock came on the door. Yaz opened it and found two men outside with an iron tub between them. Behind them was another guy loaded with three steaming buckets. He stepped aside to let them in.

      The tub went in the corner, the water was poured, and without a word the three men left. “I’ll wait outside,” Yaz said. “Take your time.”

      “Thanks, for everything.”

      He smiled and closed the door behind him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Yaz found sleeping on the floor no worse than sleeping outside and he woke a little stiff, but otherwise well rested. Light peeked through the room’s one window. He went to open the shade but caught himself. Brigid was still sound asleep. Much as he wanted to get going, he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. Her excitement at getting to sleep in a real bed, even one stuffed with straw, both warmed his heart and saddened him. Neither of them would be sleeping in a bed for a while once they entered the wilderness to look for dragon signs. May as well let her enjoy this one as long as she wanted.

      To fill the time, Yaz settled on the floor and closed his eyes. He entered his mental library and strolled around, debating which book to reread. He passed the door where he locked away his emotions and paused. A little further on there was a shadowy corner he’d never explored. Why would there be an area of his mind he didn’t know about?

      A chill ran through him when he took a step towards the shadow. Was that his mind’s way of warning him that some things were better left unexplored? He frowned and took another step.

      “Yaz?” a distant voice called.

      He blinked and found Brigid standing in front of him, her blond hair going every which way. “Morning. Sleep well?”

      “Yes, but a piece of straw kept stabbing me in the butt. Did I keep you waiting long?”

      “No. What do you say to some breakfast?”

      “I say let’s eat. Just as soon as I fix my hair.” She poured some water into the basin, washed her face, and ran her fingers through her hair until it was in some semblance of order. “There.”

      Yaz collected their gear and picked his staff up from in front of the door where he’d left it as a surprise for anyone that might think about trying to sneak in. A final look around confirmed that he hadn’t forgotten anything and they left.

      Downstairs someone shouted, “What do you mean he’s not coming until later? I need that letter written before the merchant and his guards leave.”

      “I’m sorry,” a meek female voice said. “I only repeat what he tells me.”

      A fist slammed on the bar. “Damn that scribbler.”

      Yaz paused at the bottom of the stairs. John was glaring at a girl a few years younger than Brigid dressed in an ink-stained smock.

      “There a problem?” Yaz asked.

      “Yes, damn it! Our village scrivener was supposed to be here first thing this morning to write me a letter so I could send it along with a departing merchant. His assistant here tells me he’s feeling a bit peaked and will be late. Meanwhile the merchant is still leaving in an hour.”

      “I’d be happy to write the letter for you in exchange for a free breakfast,” Yaz said.

      “You can write?” John sounded dubious and Yaz didn’t blame him. Few people could read or write more than a few words.

      “Are you familiar with Dragonspire Village?” Yaz asked.

      “Sure, the merchants tell stories about it. Why?”

      “That’s where we’re from,” Yaz said. “My mother’s a sage of the tower and she taught me to read and write. If you have paper, I have pen and ink.”

      “Um, excuse me.”

      John rounded on the assistant. “What!?”

      “You really shouldn’t use someone from outside the guild.”

      “If the guildsman kept his appointments I wouldn’t have to, would I? If your master has any complaints, you tell him what I said.”

      The girl hurried out as fast as she could, drawing a round of laughter from the patrons watching the show. Yaz ignored them, dug his writing kit out of his saddlebag, and set it on the bar. He opened it, revealing the crow quill and sealed bottle of ink.

      “I’ll need a sample,” John said. “I have a note that I memorized. I’ll read it to you and if they match, I’ll dictate the letter. Don’t worry, it’s short.”

      “It’s your paper,” Yaz said.

      John reached under the bar and came up with a blank sheet of cream paper and a torn scrap of the same material. He pushed the scrap to Yaz and pulled a many-times-folded rectangle of paper out of his pocket.

      “Ready?”

      Yaz nodded while Brigid watched with wide eyes. He never would understand why she found watching other people writing so interesting.

      John read three lines which Yaz wrote out. When he finished, Yaz spun the paper around so John could check it. After a full minute of looking from one to the other John nodded. “Perfect match. I’m satisfied. Will you really write my whole letter in exchange for breakfast?”

      “For both of us, whatever we want.”

      “Agreed.” John slid the smooth, full sheet over to Yaz and they got down to business.

      The letter ended up being a completely mundane order for wine and ale with a list of varieties and promise of payment on arrival. When he finished Yaz turned the letter back to John and offered him the quill. At the bottom John carefully wrote his initials.

      As John was getting ready to hand the pen back, the inn door burst open and a tall, thin man with wild hair and narrow gray eyes stormed in. It looked like he’d tucked his nightshirt into his trousers and rushed out of his house still wearing his slippers.

      John’s lip curled in distaste. “You’re too late, scribbler. Unless you want breakfast get on back home.”

      “How dare you use someone outside the guild? You know we won’t stand for it.”

      “I’ll tell you what I told your apprentice, if you’d kept your appointment, I wouldn’t have had to use someone else. And that’s exactly what I’ll tell your superiors if there’s an investigation. I doubt they’ll think much of your effect on their professional reputation.”

      The scrivener’s face turned red and he rounded on Yaz. “And you. What makes you think you can just work wherever you like without guild membership? There are penalties for that kind of thing, serious ones.”

      “As I’m sure you’re well aware,” Yaz said, trying to keep his voice calm. “Guild rules state that as long as an individual isn’t charging for his services or setting up a place of business, he or she is free to use their skills however they see fit. I’ve broken no guild laws by helping John for free. If the guild wishes to question me in this matter, there are plenty of witnesses that can swear no coin changed hands.”

      Yaz could almost hear the scrivener’s teeth grinding. The man was in the wrong and he knew it, but his arrogance wouldn’t allow him to admit the truth.

      Hoping to avoid trouble Yaz added, “My companion and I are leaving Sharpsburg as soon as we’ve broken our fast. You’ll have no competition from me.”

      The scrivener turned on his heel and stalked out without another word.

      “He wasn’t very pleasant,” Brigid said.

      “Our dear scribbler thinks he’s the gods’ own gift to us poor ignorant mortals.” John chuckled. “No doubt running into someone else that can read and write, maybe better than him, soured his mood. Now let’s get you two something to eat.”

      Yaz liked that plan. The sooner they left Sharpsburg the better. The scrivener didn’t strike him as the sort to let an insult pass and Yaz didn’t want to be here when he decided to return for payback.
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      It was a dark day with thunder rumbling in the distance. No rain had fallen yet, but Moz figured it was only a matter of time. The air held a faint ozone smell that said the storm would soon be on them. Their current course had them riding along a narrow wagon road that cut through the heart of an old forest. There were no settlements beyond the occasional logging camp for a hundred-plus miles in every direction. Bleak, but Moz figured avoiding people was the best way to keep the girl safe.

      Speaking of his charge, Ariel kept her gaze on the sky. Lightning occasionally flashed through the clouds and he assumed that was what held her fascinated. If the rains did come soon, there wasn’t much for cover except for the maple trees lining the road and Moz wasn’t sheltering there in a thunderstorm.

      He sighed and looked down at the top of Ariel’s head as she bobbed along in front of him. They’d been traveling together for ten days and he’d given up asking her questions. When he tried, at most he got a sentence or two and more often nothing beyond a hiss from the little dragons that never wandered more than a few yards away from her. She didn’t seem upset exactly, just unwilling to talk.

      The kid was an enigma. Hopefully Callie would have better luck when he got her to the bard’s college tomorrow. Moz hadn’t seen Callie in years, not since they fought together during the early years of the war. She was a kind, gentle woman who had no business doing what they’d had to do. Somehow she’d come out of the war with her smile intact, even if it was now tinged with sadness.

      The horse hesitated a fraction and Moz went instantly on alert. He cocked his head and listened. Nothing but thunder and wind. He doubted the storm was suddenly bothering the roan though.

      One of the little dragons buzzed away then quickly returned. Ariel looked up at him. “Bad men and the crow.”

      Moz’s stomach clenched. Rondo must have figured out where they were going and set a trap. “Where?”

      Ariel pointed at the left side of the road about a hundred yards ahead of them and at the right another hundred yards beyond the first spot. A simple setup, but deadly if they rode into it.

      “Hang on,” Moz said.

      He spotted a gap in the trees and thumped the roan hard. The horse took off like an arrow, burst through the branches and darted down a narrow deer path.

      Moz had no idea where it went beyond away from the ambush. Hopefully he could circle around and get back to the road.

      He kept low on the horse’s back, doing his best to shield Ariel from the occasional sharp branch. They were lucky not to run into much undergrowth. The loggers hadn’t gotten to this part of the forest yet and opened it up.

      Moz risked a look back, but no one was following them. Good, but he held no illusions that they were safe. He eased back on the reins, slowing the horse’s breathless charge. The college lay thirty miles further east and he didn’t want to blow out their only mount. Plenty of time remained between here and there to run into trouble. If they had to escape again he wanted the horse to have something left in reserve.

      The big question for now was whether to angle back to the road or keep to the forest. The ranger in him wanted to stick with the forest, but if they got into trouble running was a lot harder. Plus they’d make better time on the road.

      “Can your little friends scout for us?” Moz asked.

      She looked up at him with her strange eyes. “You want them to look for the bad men?”

      Moz nodded. “I’d like to avoid them if possible.”

      “I’ll ask.” She turned away and hummed something. Immediately one of the dragons zipped away. “She’s going to look.”

      “Thank you.” Moz’d keep to the forest until he knew where Rondo and his men were. If they were keeping to the road, he’d stick to the forest. A few hours more of travel time was a small price to pay to avoid a fight.

      About five minutes later the dragon returned and hovered right in front of Ariel’s face. It hung there for a full minute before leaving again.

      “The bad men gathered in the road to talk. The crow is yelling at everyone. He’s gone back to watch and see what happens next.”

      Probably trying to figure out how Moz spotted the ambush. Rondo couldn’t have forgotten about Ariel’s dragons. Maybe he just assumed they weren’t smart enough for such a complex task. It surprised Moz as well, not that he planned to complain about such a useful advantage.

      He turned the horse back towards the road. If they were plotting, the best move he could make was to put as much distance between them as possible. If he got to the college before they caught up that was it. No way could a small mercenary company take on a castle full of bards. They wouldn’t last ten seconds.
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      It had been good while it lasted. That’s what Moz thought as he bent low over the horse’s neck, not to protect Ariel from branches, but to shield her from the arrows that sliced the air all around them. The enemy mercenaries were getting closer all the time. He’d considered a number of possible ways the mercenaries might catch them, but having the group simply ride up behind them didn’t occur to him.

      Moz risked a look back. There were a dozen of them mounted on fine black stallions, far better horses than the one he’d bought back in Gator Alley. Fine enough to close the gap long before they reached the college. Clenching his jaw, Moz silently cursed the gods. They were only an hour away! Just a little luck would have seen Ariel safe behind high walls and surrounded by powerful guardians.

      But luck had never been a close ally of Moz’s, unless you counted bad luck.

      They couldn’t even duck back into the forest. Thick brambles protected one side and a sheer drop to a riverbed made the other impassible.

      The horse’s flanks heaved and it slowed despite Moz’s encouragement. Their time was just about up. Maybe he could take a few of the enemy with him, but escape looked impossible.

      Their mount staggered.

      Moz grabbed Ariel and leapt free of the collapsing beast.

      They skidded to a stop and Moz sprang to his feet and moved to stand in front of Ariel. They’d take the girl over his dead body or not at all.

      The horsemen made a semicircle around Moz and leveled their bows.

      “No!” Ariel screamed.

      One of the men smiled and drew his string back.

      A massive gust of wind blew half the riders out of their saddles. The rest fought to keep their mounts from throwing them.

      An instant later a shadow passed over the group. Giant wings beat and a dragon settled to the ground between Ariel and Moz and the mercenaries. The dragon was bigger than Moz’s house. Dull yellow scales covered it from nose to tail. Spikes stuck out from its back and its tail ended in bone blades a foot long.

      Moz looked down at the girl. Rage twisted her face and her golden eyes blazed with an inner light. The dragon loosed a roar that shook the air.

      It snapped a mercenary out of his saddle and bit him in half.

      Talons ending in claws that would have made fine short swords rent another pair of men to pieces. Arrows clattered off the dragon’s scales to no effect. If the mercenaries wanted to hurt that thing, they’d need siege equipment not horse bows.

      One of the mercenaries on the ground looked their way and aimed his bow.

      Moz shifted just in time to intercept the arrow meant for Ariel. It burned in his shoulder, but he’d taken worse wounds.

      The dragon’s rear foot came down on the man’s head before he could fire a second shot. A swipe of its tail sent more chunks of mingled horse and human flesh flying.

      That was enough for the survivors. The four still on their bucking mounts turned them up the road and galloped away as fast as they could.

      The dragon drew a deep breath and thrust its head toward the fleeing mercenaries. Blinding white light shot out its open mouth and vaporized the final four horsemen.

      Moz blew out a breath. They’d survived. Maybe Lady Luck didn’t hate him as much as he thought.

      The dragon turned and focused its acid-yellow eyes on Moz.

      So much for that. He’d survived mercenaries only to be killed by his rescuer. A perfect end for him.

      Ariel moved to stand in front of him and raised her arms. “No!”

      The dragon blinked and some of the venom drained from its gaze. It lowered its giant head beside the little girl and she rubbed her on the snout.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Good dragon.”

      A deep vibration filled the air. Was that thing purring? She’d made a pet out of it, just like the little ones. Only this one couldn’t travel with them. If the two of them showed up with a forty-foot dragon following along like a puppy, the bards would never open their gates.

      Girl and dragon seemed to realize it too. After a final pat the dragon beat its wings and took to the air.

      Ariel watched it until it was out of sight and promptly fainted. A nap struck Moz as a fine idea. Instead he forced himself to his feet, picked her up with his good arm, and struck out down the road. An hour on horseback was going to be at least three walking.

      He looked behind him again. During the battle he’d seen no sign of Rondo. The architect of their problems hadn’t found the guts to participate in the fight. Not that he would have been much use, but Moz would have enjoyed seeing him fried by the dragon.

      Three hours hiking felt like a lifetime with an unconscious girl in one arm and an arrow grinding in the other. Ahead of him the Bardic College loomed in the afternoon sun. Nothing about it appeared welcoming. The walls were dark gray with high battlements and towers at every corner. A single gate allowed access to the inner yard and keep.

      Moz staggered up to the portcullis. A pair of young men in mail suits armed with spears and swords stepped out from behind the wall.

      “No beggars,” the left-side guard said. “Off with you.”

      If looks could kill, that boy would have been dead in his tracks. “Fetch Callie, I’m in no mood for conversation with the likes of you. If she asks, tell her Moz needs a patch job.”

      When neither of the guards moved he bellowed, “Now!”

      The right-hand guard took off like someone had kicked him. Hopefully Callie wasn’t far off, because the world was spinning and he was going to pass out soon.

      For once things went Moz’s way. A few minutes after he left, the guard returned with a tall woman dressed in leathers and carrying a short sword belted at her waist. Wavy red hair streaked with gray hung down to her shoulder.

      The moment Callie spotted him her eyes crinkled in delight. That gave way a moment later to wide-eyed concern. “Open the gate, you fools! Can’t you see he’s injured?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” the guards said in unison. Seconds later the portcullis started up.

      “What happened, Moz?” she asked.

      “Long story. I’d just as soon tell it from a chair if you’ve got one.”

      The portcullis finished clanking up. “Give her to me before you drop her.”

      Moz handed Ariel over and wobbled through. He followed Callie through the yard, into the keep, and down halls. They passed people, but Moz didn’t register them as anything more than moving blobs. All his focus went to putting one foot in front of the other.

      At last they came to a room filled with narrow beds covered in white sheets. Moz couldn’t remember a more beautiful sight. He collapsed into the first one he came to. A soft voice filled the air and took the pain away.

      It was the last thing he remembered before falling asleep.
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      When Moz came to he felt more rested than he had in ages. The pain in his shoulder was gone as well. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and it all came back to him, the desperate flight, the mercenaries, the dragon, and the final death march to the college.

      He became aware of a presence beside his bed and turned his head to find Callie sitting on a stool beside him. She smiled. “Feel better?”

      “Mmm. You haven’t lost your touch. How long was I out?”

      “A few hours. I used my power to enhance your sleep. From the looks of you another twelve hours wouldn’t hurt anything.”

      “Maybe after we talk. How’s the kid?”

      “Unharmed and sleeping like the dead. What’s going on, Moz? I never thought I’d see you in ranger armor again.”

      “That makes two of us. The little one’s a bard.” Moz looked around, but it was just the two of them. “Is it safe to talk here?”

      “As safe as it is anywhere. I trust my people, Moz. Besides, other than the night watch, everyone else is asleep.”

      “Okay. She can control dragons and someone wants her power real bad.”

      “Dragons.” Callie breathed a long sigh. “You know what this means?”

      “Not all of it, but I know everyone I’ve ever talked to about bards has been looking for one with her ability. Why is that?”

      “It’s the same power the Dragon Emperor had. The ability to control dragons allowed him and his heirs to subjugate the entire continent. No one has had this gift since the last emperor died. She could be the ultimate weapon in the wrong hands.”

      “That last part I can confirm.” Moz told her about the battle with the mercenaries. “She didn’t really give it orders other than not to eat me. It was more like their minds were connected. That make any sense?”

      “Yes, some bards use their voices to initiate their power, but once it’s begun, they can control whatever they use by thought alone. It’s rare though.”

      “I suspect everything about Ariel is rare. She acts way younger than her physical age. I didn’t know where else to bring her.”

      “You did exactly the right thing. We can keep her safe and help her learn to use her gift wisely.”

      “Will you tell King Rend?” Moz asked.

      “It’s my duty.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “He’s a good man. I know he ordered us to do horrible things, but it was necessary to win the war. A war he didn’t start, by the way.”

      “He might be a good man, but he’s as ambitious as any other monarch. Can you look me in the eye and tell me if Rend knew about Ariel, he wouldn’t use her to crush Carttoom?”

      “Carttoom is a horrid, evil place.” Callie looked away, refusing to meet his gaze.

      “King Carttoom is a horrid man and many of the things he allows are equally vile, but that doesn’t mean everyone there is evil. I suspect there are far more good people in the kingdom than bad. Farmers, merchants, people just trying to make a living. A war won’t be good for anyone, on either side.” Moz looked past Callie toward Ariel. “And frankly, I don’t know what she might do if someone tried to use her like that.”

      “I won’t tell Rend right away, okay? This is where she needs to be, Moz. With people who understand her gift and won’t be afraid of her.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll entrust her to you.”

      “What about you?” Callie asked. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

      “I’m grateful for that, but I’d be more grateful for a horse and supplies. There are too many unanswered questions swirling around for my liking. The two I’m most interested in are where Ariel came from and who is Rondo Tegan. Considering how much he’s done so far, I doubt Rondo’s just going to give up on getting his hands on Ariel.”

      Callie smiled her fierce smile. “I’d like to see him try and get her out of here.”

      Moz smiled back, but deep inside he feared that was exactly what the man intended. He refused to let it happen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Callie watched Ariel nibble on her cookie and tried to make sense of what Moz had told her. There was no question about her strong connection to the hummingbird dragons that constantly buzzed around her. She held up a little piece of cookie and the dragons promptly started fighting over it, making her giggle. Other than her eyes, there was really nothing remarkable about the girl’s appearance. She wouldn’t have gotten a second look anywhere in the world, well maybe Moz’s homeland, but other than that she’d fit right in.

      “What happens now?” Ariel asked.

      Callie blinked. She’d been so deep in thought she hadn’t even noticed when the girl finished her snack. Callie put on her most reassuring smile. “Now we’re going to figure out the best way for you to use your power. We’ll find you a room in the dorm and you’ll study and practice with the other bards. Before then, I don’t think it would be a bad idea for you to spend another night in the infirmary, just to make sure you’re okay. It’s been a rough few days for you.”

      She nodded. “Moz saved me. He’s nice.”

      Callie’s smile widened. “Yes he is. He saved me more than once when we worked together. I owe him a lot. I’m sure he’ll be back to visit as soon as he can.”

      She nodded again and went back to playing with the dragons. Something about Ariel seemed off, not damaged, but distant, like some part of her was blocked. Callie’s gift let her heal the body’s injuries, but an injured mind was beyond her. Luckily there was a mind healer on staff. More than one bard showed up here damaged in that way.

      “I’ll be right back,” Callie said.

      Ariel paid her no mind as she ducked out of the infirmary. Jonas should be up and ready by now. Callie made the short walk to the castle’s dining hall. Fifteen students, most between the ages of thirteen and twenty, along with five senior bards that served under Callie as instructors, were seated around a handful of tables.

      She quickly spotted Jonas. Despite only being in his early twenties, every hair on his body had fallen out. At nearly seven feet tall, his shiny head rose above the others. He was so tall they had to alter a set of brown robes for him and have a uniform custom made. When he looked up from his plate, she waved to him. He nodded and rose.

      Despite his height, there was nothing imposing about Jonas. Callie doubted he weighed more than a hundred and fifty pounds. He hurried over and bowed.

      “Master?” Jonas asked.

      “How many times have I told you to call me Callie?”

      “I don’t recall, Master. Can I be of some assistance?”

      Callie let the old argument go. It was just for fun anyway. She didn’t care what he called her. “I need you to take a look at our new arrival. Something about her seems off.”

      “The school’s been buzzing about her. We haven’t had a new arrival in half a year and her guardian about gave Thom and Andrew a heart attack.”

      Callie led him out of the dining hall. “Alteran Rangers will do that. She’s a dragon speaker, Jonas.”

      He stumbled but caught himself before he could fall. “Dragon speaker? There hasn’t been a dragon speaker since—”

      “I’m aware. I’m also aware of the potential consequences. That’s why I need to know if she has some sort of mental defect. Someone with such a powerful gift needs to be treated carefully.”

      “Of course. I’m happy to help any way I can.”

      They reached the infirmary and Jonas was forced to duck through the door. Ariel glanced their way when they entered but went back to singing to the dragons a moment later. The fact that she didn’t have more of a reaction to Jonas reinforced Callie’s concern. No one met Jonas for the first time and didn’t do a double take.

      “Now?” Jonas asked.

      Callie nodded. No time like the present.

      Jonas closed his eyes and hummed an off-key little tune. It didn’t really matter what he did, some sound was necessary to activate his power. Once the initiation was complete it worked on a completely mental level.

      He fell silent and his face scrunched up, forming deep wrinkles on his forehead and making him look like an old man. A few seconds passed and he grit his teeth.

      Callie shifted her focus to Ariel. She was humming happily, paying them no attention. One of the little dragons, however, stared at Jonas with its beady little eyes.

      The tall bard gasped and staggered back, holding his head in his hands. Callie grasped his arm and murmured. Her power revealed no injury so whatever happened, happened in the psychic realm.

      “Jonas? You okay?”

      He groaned and straightened. “Yes, Master. The little dragon refused to let me touch her mind. When I tried to force my way in…it objected. I didn’t get hints but I’d say the girl’s mind and the minds of the dragons are deeply entwined. I had trouble telling where one began and the other ended.”

      That explained why she didn’t react to things like a normal girl. In her mind at least she was part dragon.

      “What do you wish to do, Master?”

      “Is there anything you can do?” Callie asked.

      He winced. “To separate them? No.”

      “Then we will have to be patient and draw the girl out little by little. I suspect something happened that forced the dragons to act to protect her mind. Until she trusts us enough to reveal what that was and we can help her deal with it, there’s no other choice but to accept how she is.”

      “Might that be dangerous, Master?”

      “If she feels threatened, it might be extremely dangerous. Once I move her into the dorms, I’ll make it clear no one is to tease or otherwise bother her.”

      The story Moz told about her calling down a dragon was fresh in Callie’s mind. A little innocent teasing might end up with a dragon smashing down the castle. No, Ariel had to be kept safe and calm. For all their sakes.
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      As Rondo rode up to the Dark Sages’ citadel, he couldn’t get the earlier battle out of his head. He could still see that huge dragon swooping in to ruin his moment of triumph. It had destroyed his mercenaries like they were nothing. He never even considered trying to finish the job himself once the dragon had flown off. He was already two miles up the road. Besides, if she called it once, she could call it again. Capturing that girl was going to be even harder than he thought when his only obstacle was an old ranger. Now he had to deal with bards and dragons. One thing he felt certain about, Lord Black wasn’t going to be pleased with his report.

      The same two men were on guard duty today as the last time he arrived. They gave him a single look, shook their heads, and asked, “Name and business?”

      “Rondo Tegan to see Most High Black.”

      One of the guards consulted their scroll. “The most high is no longer in residence. However, he was expecting your return and left one of his cadre to speak to you.”

      The portcullis went up and Rondo entered. He’d barely gone through the gates when he reined in his horse and turned back. “Where can I find this person?”

      “Try the lounge. Shade usually hangs around there.”

      Rondo blinked. The citadel had a lounge? He shrugged, left his horse at the stable, and entered the main keep. The lounge would probably be near the kitchens and if worst came to worst he could ask a servant for directions. Rondo hated admitting he didn’t know something, but if Lord Black’s man was waiting for him, he dared not delay, not after his failure.

      He followed the scent of baking bread down carpeted halls until he reached the dining area. It was between meals so none of the dozen tables were occupied. He grimaced and tried to figure out where the lounge might be.

      “Sir?”

      He nearly jumped when a soft female voice spoke.

      Rondo turned to find one of the many servants dressed in a standard black-and-white uniform standing a few feet behind him. A dusting of freckles made her look younger than her true age which couldn’t have been more than twenty. She bobbed a curtsy. “If you’re hungry I can fetch you some leftovers, sir.”

      “Thank you, but I’m late for a meeting with Shade. Do you know where I can find him?” Rondo sounded pretty confident, at least to himself.

      The servant blushed to her ears. “Master Carmine is drinking in the lounge. Please follow me.”

      She made for the same door Rondo had entered and he fell in behind her. Twenty yards back the way he’d come she made a left turn down a hall he’d never followed. They walked past two closed doors and finally stopped at the third.

      She opened the door for him. “Right through there, sir.”

      Rondo went into a dim room filled with leather couches and chairs. There was a self-serve bar stocked with all manner of alcohol. Rondo didn’t drink since he despised anything that dulled his senses. Along the back wall a bronze-skinned man with flowing black hair and wearing a black robe reclined with a pair of women who were bursting out of their low-cut dresses. He held a half-full glass in one hand and a slender, burning cigar in the other.

      He looked Rondo’s way and a flicker of recognition appeared on his face. “Excuse me, ladies.”

      The women muttered complaints as he got up, but he ignored them and walked over to Rondo. “You’ll be the newest member of Lord Black’s cadre. Name’s Shade Carmine. The boss wants me to bring you out to his private stronghold. I’m guessing the mission didn’t go well given your lack of a prisoner.”

      “There were complications,” Rondo said.

      Shade grinned and set his drink on a handy table. “Aren’t there always. Don’t worry, the boss said you’d probably show up empty handed and he didn’t seem too bent out of shape about it so I doubt he’ll kill you. Don’t hold me to that though. If he’s in a bad mood you never know. We’d best get riding. Sorry, ladies.”

      Groans followed them out of the lounge.

      “Who were those women?” Rondo asked.

      Shade shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest idea. Off-duty servants I assume. They find me wherever I go. Women that is, not those two in particular. It’s a curse really, but so far I’ve survived.”

      They retrieved their horses and were on the road again. Shade turned east and set a steady pace. When the citadel was out of sight Rondo asked, “Where is Lord Black’s fortress?”

      “The old imperial capital. The ruin sort of suits him. It’s every bit as grand and imposing as the boss.”

      “I didn’t realize the city had been cleared,” Rondo said. “Last I knew it was crawling with vermin, failed experiments, and guardian constructs.”

      “A lot of it still is, but the boss carved out a safe zone in the city center along with making a safe passage through the ruins. Only his cadre knows about it and we like to keep it that way. Discourages the snoops.”

      Rondo had always wanted to visit the old capital city ruin, but he’d never summoned the nerve. Looked like his chance had finally arrived.
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      Rondo just stared at the sprawling expanse of fallen buildings. He and Shade had been riding for two days and they finally reached the city an hour before sunset on the second day. In the distance a single tower rose undamaged from the ruins. The former capital had to cover several square miles.

      According to the books Rondo had read, over half a million people had called the city home at the height of the empire’s power. Most of them died on the Day of Mad Dragons. What a sight that must have been. All the dragons formerly under the emperor’s control all losing their minds at the same time and destroying everything in their path. An entire civilization reduced to nothing in twenty-four hours. It wasn’t an easy thing to wrap your mind around.

      “Hey!” Shade said. “Don’t fall behind. If you get off the safe path, you’re a dead man. Can’t have that, at least not until you see the boss.”

      Rondo shook off his awe and nudged his horse up beside Shade. They rode a twisted route between tumbled buildings, through open plazas, one of which still held a pair of marble statues depicting idealized male and female figures that, should they make it to market, would bring hundreds of golden scales apiece. Unfortunately, they probably weighed half a ton each.

      Though the city was only a little over two mile across, they probably rode five miles to finally reach the city center so twisted was the path Shade chose. What waited stunned Rondo nearly as much as the city itself. In a clearing at the foot of the tower was a trio of flat-bottomed ships that superficially resembled the swamp skiffs but on the scale of merchant caravels. Each ship had a single unrigged mast. The sides were high enough to allow for at least one below-deck level. Rope ladders hung down the side of each ship.

      “What’s this?” Rondo asked.

      “I’m sure the boss will explain it to you, if he’s so inclined,” Shade said. “Lord Black!”

      The most high appeared at the rail of the nearest ship and looked down at them. He leapt over the rail and drifted slowly to the ground.

      When he landed, he said, “No problems, Shade?”

      “No, according to the dragon worshippers, their man on the ground is in. He just needs the exact date.”

      “Good. Domina’s installing the final flight stone now. When Umbra gets here with the cloud maker, we’ll be set.” Lord Black turned his intense gaze on Rondo. “And you? Another failure I see.”

      Rondo winced. “Forgive me, Lord Black. The girl summoned a large dragon that slaughtered my mercenaries. I barely escaped with my life.”

      “How big exactly would you say the dragon was?”

      “Fifty feet in total, maybe. I didn’t wait around to study it.”

      “Prudent, if not especially brave.” Lord Black looked away from Rondo as though lost in thought. “Her power has awakened enough to call an adult dragon. Good, she definitely has the potential to do what I need.”

      The words weren’t directed at Rondo and, given his position, asking questions might not be wise, but he had to know what was going on.

      “My lord, I thought you’d be more upset, yet you seem pleased. I don’t understand.”

      Lord Black turned back toward Rondo. “That’s because you only see a tiny sliver of the larger picture. I never expected you to succeed, so your failure doesn’t bother me. Your report about the adult dragon indicates that I’ve found the right person. She’s with the bards now, yes?”

      “I assume so,” Rondo said.

      “Let them protect and train her.” Lord Black’s smile sent a shiver down Rondo’s spine. “When the time is right, we will seize her. Until then, we know where she is and that she’s safe. What more could I hope for given the minimal resources I’ve expended?”

      Rondo thought back to the heavy pouch of gold and swallowed. He considered that wealth minimal?

      “What should I do now, Lord?”

      Lord Black eyed him. “I’m not sure what I’m going to have you do. You’ll stay with us for now. We’ll need all the help we can get for the raid. For now, you may retire to the tower and enjoy the library. I’m sure you’ll find plenty to amuse yourself inside.”

      Lord Black raised his arms and flew back up on deck.

      “You survived, congratulations,” Shade said. “Let’s see if we can find a drink.”

      Rondo followed his erstwhile guide toward the tower. For the first time in his life, Rondo thought a drink might be just the thing.
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      Yaz and Brigid had been hunting dragon sign for over a week and he still hadn’t seen anything promising. Not a track, a shed scale, or even a sandy stretch suitable for laying an egg. If there were dragons lairing in this part of the country, they were skilled at hiding.

      Their current waste of time was a dry creek bed winding its way through the hardwood forest. At some point water flowed through the bed but given the lack of rain they were in no danger of getting wet. They’d been following it for a day and a half in the hopes that it might lead to a sandbar, but so far, they’d found nothing but gravel.

      Yaz straightened and wiped sweat from his brow. “I think it’s time to move on to richer grounds.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Brigid said. “Who would’ve thought hunting dragons would be so boring? When I pictured our journey, I figured it would be more exciting.”

      “Like with the bandits?”

      She winced. “Maybe not that exciting, but there has to be a happy medium, right?”

      He shrugged. Boring suited Yaz fine. Finding a dragon’s egg without having to fight a dragon would be ideal, especially if they wanted to live to return home.

      The current problem was supplies. Before they could move on, they’d need to return to Sharpsburg to buy food. Yaz was reluctant to go back after his run-in with the scribe. The man didn’t really scare him, but guilds could be zealous in protecting their prerogatives. The next town would be a safer bet. He consulted his mental library and found a map of the area. The nearest town was a week to the north. No way they could make it with what they had left.

      “Back to Sharpsburg I guess.” Yaz shook his head, not happy in the least.

      “What’s got you so worried?” Brigid asked. “That scrawny guy wouldn’t last ten seconds in a fight.”

      “I’m not worried about him.” Yaz turned south and gave Thunder’s reins a tug. “Guilds can be tough. Did you ever hear the story about when the guildsman came to our village?”

      “We didn’t get much news where I lived. Tell me about it.”

      “I was six at the time. A Smiths Guild representative marched into town and straight to the blacksmith, Master Archer. Not the current Master Archer, his father. Anyway, the guildsman said Master Archer would have to join the guild and pay dues if he wanted to keep his shop. Well, Master Archer wasn’t having it and they got into a fight, shouting, not swords. Dad and I were on our way to the inn for a special lunch. He heard the fight and we went to investigate.”

      “I’ll bet that didn’t go well for the guildsman,” Brigid said.

      “No. Once he figured out what was going on, Dad grabbed the guy and dragged him out behind the aviary. Dad pointed at a pile of fresh dragon dung and said if he or any other guild representative came to the village, that’s what would be left of them. No one ever came again.”

      Brigid chuckled. “Your father has a way of getting his point across. What made the guild think they could walk in and give orders like that?”

      Yaz shrugged. “Mom says they do it all the time in other places. If they get turned away, a gift to the local lord assures them that the offenders are punished. Word gets around and soon no one dares question them. Our village, unlike the others, has six dragons that assure any lord thinking of causing trouble for us pays a high price for the effort. No force led by the nobility has troubled Dragonspire Village in generations. The last one to try and bring us under his control marched with a force of two thousand men. He left with fifty.”

      It took most of the day to make the return trip to Sharpsburg. Yaz hoped they wouldn’t have to spend another night, but since only half an hour of daylight remained, they had no choice.

      “Let’s get a room and set out at first light,” Yaz said.

      “And a bath?” Brigid asked.

      “Sure, why not?” Yaz led Thunder toward the inn. The streets were quiet again, but the people were missing from their porches. “Something’s wrong.”

      He tightened his grip on his staff. If you’d asked him why, Yaz wouldn’t have been able to tell you, but there was something in the air, a tension. He tied Thunder up in front of the inn and cocked his head. Not a sound emerged from within. At this time of the day the place should have been jumping with early dinner guests.

      Brigid raised her own staff, whether from noticing his tension or something else, he wasn’t sure. Yaz eased up to the front door and listened. There was nothing for a few seconds then a dull thud followed by a groan.

      He pushed through the door and found three men with clubs standing over John. The innkeeper had blood running from a split lip and a swollen eye. The way he clutched his middle suggested damage there as well.

      The thugs were dressed in all tan with black broad-brimmed hats. They looked from John to Yaz and as a group smiled.

      “Well, isn’t this handy.” The center man took a step away from John. “I figured we’d have to hunt you two down, but here you are to make our lives easy. The Scriveners Guild doesn’t take kindly to people butting into their business. John here’s been properly educated. Now it’s your turn.”

      Yaz locked his emotions away in the secret room and felt himself go cold. “I’m surprised the Scriveners Guild has bully boys. At worst I expected a stern letter. I could have put it in the outhouse for future use.”

      “You’re a funny guy,” the guildsman said. “We’ve got ways of dealing with funny guys.”

      “Yeah,” Yaz said. “I’ve got ways of dealing with bullies. Why don’t you come a little closer and we’ll see whose way is better?”

      The guildsman lunged, swinging his club at Yaz’s head.

      Yaz ducked and thrust his staff at the man’s knee. The bone shattered with the force of the impact. The guildsman fell, howling and clutching his broken leg.

      Yaz shot the other two a hard glare. “Take your friend and get out while you can still walk.”

      They stepped around John and inched closer. Yaz kept his staff raised and ready. He could almost see their minds working as they debated a safe escape versus the humiliation of being run off by a young man half their size.

      Hopefully pride didn’t force them to do something everyone, but mostly them, would regret. At last, after hanging their clubs from loops on their belts the nearest man said. “We’ll go, but you haven’t seen the last of us.”

      Yaz’s staff snapped out, stopping an inch short of his throat. The bully stiffened and froze. In a cold, flat voice Yaz said, “If any of you come after me again, you’ll be visiting the coffin maker, not the healer.”

      The man’s throat worked as he tried to swallow. Whatever he’d expected to happen tonight, this wasn’t it.

      Yaz pulled his staff back and nodded toward the door. The uninjured men helped their comrade up and the three of them hurried out of the inn. Yaz gave a little shake of his head as his emotions came flooding back. The impact was far less than when he killed the bandits.

      He knelt beside the injured innkeeper. “Anything broken, John?”

      “Nah, they just gave me a thumping. Guild boys might get away with beating a man, but even they wouldn’t escape the noose for murder. Don’t think you made any friends tonight, Yaz.”

      “I wasn’t looking to make friends, I was looking to make a point. My father used to say that if you show weakness, the world will beat you over the head every day for the rest of your life. I don’t go looking for trouble, but neither do I walk away from it, not if there’s any hope of winning.”

      “Do you think they’ll try something else?” Brigid asked. She clutched her staff so tight it trembled.

      “I hope not,” Yaz said. “With any luck they’ll tell their superiors that the message was sent and move on. For the gods’ sake, it was one letter. It’s not like we’re setting up shop.”

      “Give us a hand up,” John said.

      Yaz grabbed hold and pulled John to his feet. “They do anything besides thump you?”

      “They ran tonight’s customers off and smashed a few bottles of cheap wine, nothing major. Like you said, the offense was minor. You two need a room?”

      Brigid nodded. “Please.”

      “But only if having us here won’t cause you any more trouble,” Yaz added.

      John waved a hand then winced. “It’s my own damn fault for accepting your offer. Anger got the best of me when I should have known better. Our scribbler has a highly defined sense of his place in the world and won’t accept anything less than what he considers his due. Bah, damn the man and his guild.”

      John reached behind the counter, pulled out a key, and slapped it on the bar. “Same room as last time. No charge.”

      “Thank you.” Yaz scooped up the key. “If you have willow bark you can make a tea that will help with the pain. If you have trouble breathing or cough up blood, come and get me. I know a little about healing.”

      “I’m fine,” John said. “No need to fuss.”

      “Okay.” Yaz gave Brigid the key. “I’ll get Thunder settled and join you in a few minutes.”

      She nodded and hurried up the stairs. Yaz scrubbed his hand across his face and sighed. So far nothing was going according to plan. Maybe tomorrow would be better.
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      The nightstand screeched as Yaz dragged it across the floor. Such a little piece of furniture shouldn’t be so heavy. What did John do, fill the legs with lead? He finally got it in front of the door and sighed. That should slow down anyone trying to sneak in.

      “What are you doing?” Brigid asked. She sat on the edge of the bed, a glum little frown creasing her face. After what happened, neither of them had the heart to ask for a tub and water.

      “Taking precautions on the off chance those guildsmen are stupider than I think. It’s surprising how often people let emotions get the better of their common sense. Did you notice the look on the face of the guy whose knee I busted?”

      “Anyone would be mad if their knee was smashed by an ironwood staff.”

      “True, but it was more than that. I can’t describe it exactly, but more than simple anger lurked behind his eyes. A hint of madness perhaps.” Yaz shrugged. “Maybe I’m imagining things, but better safe than sorry.”

      “Did your dad teach you that as well?” Brigid asked.

      “No, Mom did. If those three attacked my father, he’d have killed them all so there’d be no chance they’d return and threaten him again. I didn’t take that path and I fear we may come to regret my weakness.”

      “I didn’t do anything. What does that say about me?”

      “You did something.” Yaz left the nightstand and sat beside her on the bed. “You watched my back so I could focus on the enemies in front of me. That’s no small thing and don’t think I don’t appreciate it.”

      She smiled and rested her head on his shoulder. “Thanks. You know, when we left, I wasn’t really sure what I expected to happen on this journey. So far it’s been long stretches of boredom punctuated by terror and violence.”

      “If you want to go back—”

      “No! No.” She pulled away and turned to face him. “I have no regrets. Whatever happens, it has to be better than what I left behind. At the very least, I’m glad I have you for a traveling companion.”

      “Likewise. What do you say we get some sleep?”

      “Okay.” She stood and Yaz crooked an eyebrow. “It’s your turn to get the bed, remember?”

      So it was. He wouldn’t insult her by refusing. Yaz kicked off his boots, and rolled over on the lumpy mattress, the straw crunching under him as he snuggled in. When Brigid gave him a nod, he reached out and snuffed the room’s single candle. He could do his nightly meditation lying down in the dark.

      It seemed Yaz had only been asleep for a few minutes when something rattled, waking him instantly. It was the water jug on the nightstand. A light came from under the door. Someone was out there, trying to get in. Yaz stared at the light, trying to force his eyes to get used to the brightness.

      He rolled silently out of bed, slipped his boots on, and collected his staff. He snuck over beside the door and waited. Brigid never stirred from her spot on the floor. Yaz considered waking her but seeing her there would set the men’s minds at ease, hopefully providing him with an opening.

      They pushed again and the heavy stand scraped against the floor.

      How could she sleep through that racket?

      The scraping stopped and a floorboard creaked out in the hall.

      Someone slammed into the door, sending the nightstand flying.

      Light flooded the room, forcing him to squint. Two men rushed in. He saw tan clothes and struck just as Brigid screamed.

      The ironwood staff came down on the first man’s head. Yaz spun and drove the butt of the staff into the second man’s gut, doubling him over.

      Yaz caught the lantern as it slipped from the crumpled man’s fingers. When his eyes had adjusted more it became clear that the guildsmen had returned.

      The man he’d hit in the gut was lying on the floor moaning, but the first man was still, far too still. Brigid hurried over to him. “What?”

      “Our friends from this evening. Check that one please.” Yaz nodded toward the unmoving figure on the floor.

      Brigid knelt and rested her head on the man’s chest. Seconds passed and she finally looked up. “He’s dead.”

      Yaz grimaced. Must have hit him harder than he thought.

      The surviving man half laughed and half coughed before rolling over. “You’ve done it now. You killed a guildsman. There’s nowhere in the kingdom you can run. The guild will hunt you down like a dog.”

      Yaz rested the tip of his staff on the man’s chest. “I doubt the penalty for killing two guildsmen is much worse than killing one. You two broke into our room in the middle of the night. What did you expect to happen?”

      “I figured you’d be asleep, we’d whomp you a few times, then leave this miserable little town. I mean, who puts a nightstand in front of their door?”

      “Someone expecting trouble. I noticed how your leader looked at me when you took him away.”

      “Yeah, Crogan didn’t much like you making him look bad. He said coming back was a matter of guild honor.”

      “Where’s Crogan now?” Yaz asked.

      “Waiting outside with the horses.”

      Yaz moved a few steps away and frowned.

      “What are we going to do?” Brigid asked.

      “We have to make a choice. We can either kill this one and Crogan, dispose of the bodies, and pretend nothing happened or we let them go and hope they forget about revenge.”

      “Wait,” the man on the floor said. “You can’t just kill me in cold blood. That’s murder.”

      Yaz shrugged. “You’ve already told me I’m as good as dead for killing your friend. Doing away with the rest of you seems like my best choice.”

      Brigid grabbed his arm. “Don’t do it. Don’t be evil just because they are.”

      “I agree,” the guildsman said. “Let me go and I’ll do my best to convince Crogan to forget about you. I swear.”

      “I appreciate that,” Yaz said a moment before kicking the man in the side of the head. “But I doubt it would do any good.”

      Brigid stared at him.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll live and we’ll have a little head start. Come on.”

      Yaz quickly collected their gear and they headed for the stairs. At the bottom a groggy John was waiting with a lit candle in his hand. “What’s going on?”

      “The guildsmen returned to finish what they started,” Yaz said. “There are two bodies upstairs, one breathing and one not. We need to make ourselves scarce. It was nice meeting you, but I doubt we’ll be back to this town.”

      “I don’t blame you,” John said. He shook Yaz’s hand and kissed the back of Brigid’s. “Good luck.”

      Yaz took a step toward the front door and stopped. “Do you have a back door?”

      “Through the kitchen, I’ll show you.”

      John led them behind the bar and into the cold kitchen. Past workstations and cabinets was a closed door. John lifted the bar and waved them through.

      Yaz poked his head out. All clear. He slipped through and eased his way toward the front of the inn. About three-quarters of the way there he spotted Crogan sitting on his horse, watching the door. Two more horses were tied to the railing.

      Yaz sprinted towards him, planted his staff and used it to leap into the air. He hit Crogan square with both feet, sending him plummeting to the ground. Before he could recover Brigid ran over and stuck her staff in his chest.

      Crogan glared from Brigid to Yaz. “You’re both dead.”

      Yaz dusted himself off, walked over, and stomped on Crogran’s broken knee. The man howled and writhed in the dirt. “You’re hardly in a position to make threats. Because of your stupid pride I had to kill a man tonight. If you and your friend come after us again, I’ll be forced to kill two more. I don’t want that. You don’t want that. So move on.”

      Crogan clutched his knee and stared daggers. He should smash the man’s head in, there was no question about it, but he wouldn’t, not today anyway.

      “We’ll be taking your horses by way of compensation for the trouble you’ve caused,” Yaz said.

      He untied the horses, gathered all their reins, and went to the stable to collect Thunder. At least now they wouldn’t have to walk. Mounted, they’d get a good distance before the guildsmen could make trouble.

      At least Yaz hoped they could.
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      The library in the old imperial tower nearly rivaled the one at the Dark Sage’s citadel, at least Rondo thought so. He didn’t bother with an inventory, but just at a glance he figured there were easily seven thousand tomes covering hundreds of shelves. It was like a scholar’s heaven. He sneezed and rubbed his nose. Could use a little airing out.

      He’d been stuck in the library reading a book on rare plants for the past four days. He assumed Lord Black would have some task for him, but he’d assumed wrong. Shade came and went a few times, always with a smile and a wave, but no information. The handful of times Rondo went outside he found no one around and the ruin silent, eerily so. You’d think there’d be birds or bugs or something around, but other than a stray breeze, he might have been alone in the world.

      Alone with three giant ships. What could Lord Black be planning to do with them? The nearest large body of water was hundreds of miles east. How did he plan to get them out of the city? So many questions and so few answers.

      Rondo closed his book, rubbed his tired eyes, and got out of his moth-eaten chair. Shade had showed him a cupboard stocked with food. He’d get a bite then try his luck outside again.

      He’d barely taken a step when the tower door opened and Shade entered. “Rondo! Good news, my friend. Umbra’s arrived and we’re nearly ready to go.”

      Rondo nodded like that meant anything to him. “Great, what should I do?”

      “Come on out and see the ships. Domina and the boss finished installing and calibrating the gems this morning. Umbra’s working the cloud generators now. Come on.”

      Forgetting about his lunch, Rondo hurried across the room and followed Shade out into the work yard. He stopped dead in his tracks. The ships were floating about six feet off the ground. He blinked and rubbed his eyes, but the scene didn’t change. Flying ships, just thinking it made his brain hurt. He’d never heard of such a thing, even at the height of the Dragon Empire.

      He shook his head and took a couple more steps so Shade could close the tower door. He finally noticed the lone figure standing under the rightmost ship. He or she, Rondo really couldn’t tell from a distance, almost disappeared in the shadows cast by the hull. No matter how hard he tried, Rondo couldn’t seem to bring the individual into focus.

      Instead he tried to puzzle out what the cloaked figure was doing. He had his arms raised and appeared to be attaching something to the bottom of the hull. Probably the cloud generator Shade mentioned.

      “Something, right?” Shade clapped Rondo on the shoulder and guided him toward the central ship.

      There was a rope ladder hanging down and Shade started climbing. Rondo swallowed the lump in his throat and set his foot on the first rung. The ship held steady and after a shaky start, Rondo picked up speed.

      Shade was waiting at the top and helped him over the rail. Rondo took a moment to steady himself then looked around. The layout was basically the same as the other ships he’d been on. The deck was smooth and a square hatch allowed access to the hold. At the rear was a raised area with a helm. Or at least Rondo assumed it was a helm, there was no great wheel to allow steering. In fact, he hadn’t noticed a rudder either.

      “How do they make the ship go where they want?” Rondo asked.

      “I’m no expert,” Shade said. “But from what I picked up it sounded like there were wind spirits bound to the ship and whoever stands up by that raised part in the back can control where the ship goes.”

      Naturally a flying ship would have a magical steering mechanism. “Do the wind spirits hold it in the air as well?”

      “No,” a new voice said. Lord Black flew over from the right-hand ship to join them. “They’re kept in the air by levitation stones.”

      Seeing Rondo’s confusion Lord Black asked, “What are the two unique characteristics that make a dragon a dragon?”

      Rondo tried to think. He hadn’t studied that much about dragons. “Their energy breath and um…”

      “And that they can fly despite being too heavy for their wings to lift them,” Lord Black said. “They accomplish these things via two magical organs, one positioned at the base of their throats and a second in the center of their bodies. After a dragon dies those organs calcify into stones over time. It took seven years to collect enough levitation stones to lift the ships, but we have them now.”

      “Amazing,” Rondo said. “But what’s the purpose of these ships? I can see how they’d be handy, but the time and expense to make them must have been horrendous.”

      “Indeed it was. But with them I have mobile, unassailable bases from which I can work. That’s a huge advantage. Their immediate use will become clear soon enough.”

      Lord Black turned just as the shadowy figure from below flew up on deck. Out in the light it was clear he was wearing a black robe with a deep cowl. Shadows still swirled around him, but they didn’t fully obscure his figure. “It’s done,” he said. The man had a whispery, almost hissing voice.

      “Thank you, Jax. Let me introduce Rondo Tegan. He’s a provisional member of the cadre and will be helping us on this mission. Rondo, this is Jax Umbra.”

      Rondo bowed to him. “An honor to meet you, sir.”

      Jax nodded back. “I’ll be below if you need me.”

      Lord Black waved him off and turned back to Rondo and Shade. “If there’s anything you need to bring aboard, do it quickly. We leave in ten minutes.”

      Rondo had nothing he needed. He had no idea where they were going, but his heart raced to be doing something. No matter what, he would prove to Lord Black that he was a worthy member of the cadre.
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      Moz had felt guilty as hell leaving Ariel with Callie, but he really didn’t have much choice. Taking her on the road was just asking for trouble. Plus, she needed to learn what only the bards could teach. At least the kid hadn’t cried. She just looked at him with those big, weird eyes and hugged him goodbye. He promised to return and visit her and assuming he survived his investigations he had every intention of keeping that promise.

      That was two weeks and a couple hundred miles ago. The horse Callie provided was a fine dappled mare, with good sense and a calm disposition. She also gave him a dark cloak with a deep hood to disguise his armor and face.

      Moz had been traveling west and a little south from the bard college toward a rough town called The Pit. It was every bit as wretched as the name implied. There was no law to speak of beyond your own sword. Bandits, mercenaries, and outlaws of all sorts gathered there. An old acquaintance of Moz’s ran the weapons shop. Hopefully he could help Moz get a line on Koltin and whether Rondo hired him there or somewhere else.

      Half a mile out, The Pit appeared on the horizon. The town wasn’t built according to a plan. When someone showed up and decided to settle, they threw up a shack out of whatever wood they could scrounge or steal, usually starting with the wagon in which they arrived. One of the reasons Moz assumed the king didn’t bother burning the place down was that the scum living there wouldn’t be out much and could just rebuild somewhere else. At least everyone knew where The Pit was if they had to look into something like Moz did.

      A hundred yards out, the stink of manure, rendering fat, and cheap ale washed over him. The horse snorted and shied, clearly wanting nothing to do with The Pit. Moz knew just how the mare felt, but he had business and stink or not, he was going in. He gave an encouraging click of his tongue and urged her on.

      Before entering the town proper, Moz pulled his hood up and loosened his swords in their scabbards. The first buildings were one-room shacks and even a few lean-tos. One held a passed-out man lying in his own filth, a nearly empty bottle of the local liquor beside him. What passed for whiskey in a place like this was poison anywhere else.

      He moved deeper into the town, leaving the newest shacks behind. The next group of buildings resembled real houses with a few businesses sprinkled in. Moz ignored them and made his way to the center of town. His contact was one of The Pit’s founding fathers. His shop was the only stone building in the entire settlement.

      As he rode, a few of the locals emerged from the left and right to look the newcomer over. The people matched the town perfectly. Most of them had lost their teeth, and had patchy beards clinging to scabby faces. They dressed in threadbare tunics and ripped trousers. Moz met their appraising looks with a hard, defiant glare of his own. He didn’t dare show an instant of weakness. These serpents would smell it and be on him at once.

      However horrible they were, he preferred not to kill anyone if he could help himself. Not that anyone would care how many people he killed. Minding your own business was the first and only law of The Pit.

      Moz finally reined in outside a big stone building with a sign that read Marco’s Fine Weapons. Under the words were a crossed sword and ax. Moz dismounted and tied his horse to the rail. He took his saddlebags off, leaving little for anyone to steal, and walked through the open doorway. Inside were racks and tables filled with every type of weapon imaginable, swords, axes, maces, bows of all sorts. At the opposite end of the shop was a counter behind which the proprietor stood, burly arms crossed, watching Moz the way a cat would a mouse.

      Moz flipped his hood back and walked to the counter. “Been a long time, Marco. Glad to see you’re still alive.”

      “Moz!” Marco leapt the counter, rushed across the room, picked Moz up and spun him around. “What’s it been, ten years? I never thought I’d see you again. I thought you retired?”

      “I did and can you put me down?”

      “Sorry.” Marco set him down and grinned. “So if you’re retired, what in the world are you doing here?”

      “I’m here because the gods decided I’d had enough rest. A couple thugs led by a guy named Koltin tried to kill me a few weeks back. They were working for a man named Rondo Tegan. Either name ring a bell?”

      “Rondo’s a new one on me, but I know Koltin. Got himself run out of town two years ago.”

      Moz barked a laugh. “What do you have to do to get run out of The Pit?”

      “Rape Tad the innkeeper’s wife then kill the little man when he complains. There aren’t many things we agree on in this town, but everyone liked Tad and his wife. Koltin got out just ahead of a mob intending to draw and quarter him.”

      “I knew he was a son of a bitch, but I didn’t figure he was that bad. Any idea where he ran off to?”

      “Sorry, Moz. Once somebody leaves town, I don’t pay them any mind.” Marco snapped his fingers. “Tad’s wife might know. She was always talking about hiring someone to kill the bastard. If she knows anything, she’ll tell you since you’re the one that killed Koltin. Hell, you’ll never have to pay for room or board at the inn for as long as you live.”

      Moz had no intention of ever eating or sleeping in The Pit, but he nodded like it was a great deal. “I’ll go talk to her.”

      “I’ll join you,” Marco said. “An introduction from a local will make things easier.”

      “Thanks.”

      Marco closed the door behind them and led the way across the street to the inn, no name, just “Inn” spelled out in giant letters over the door. One of a handful of two-story buildings and the only one that didn’t lean left or right, the inn looked nearly respectable from the outside. They mounted the short flight of steps leading to the double front doors.

      Marco opened the left-hand door and waved Moz through. The interior was dim despite being midmorning. Red curtains covering three windows tinted the meager light crimson. The common room was empty and the bar unmanned. Clearly no one expected customers. Hell of a way to run a business.

      The door slammed behind Marco and he started across the dining room, weaving around tables and chairs, and angling toward the door at the end of the bar which Moz assumed led to the kitchen. Not bothering to knock, Marco pushed through into a wave of heat and the first decent thing Moz had smelled since arriving: fresh-baking bread.

      A single woman stood hunched over a table wrist deep in a mound of dough. She wasn’t a young woman, though probably younger than Moz. Her dark hair was gray at the temples and the side of her face visibly sported deep worry lines.

      She looked at them with piercing gray eyes. “How many times have I told you to knock before entering my kitchen?”

      Marco raised both hands. “Sorry Agnes, but I had good news and couldn’t wait to share.”

      Agnes wiped her hands on a flour-covered apron and crossed her arms. “Well, let’s hear it.”

      “Koltin’s dead.”

      A look of mingled joy and relief flashed across her face so fast Moz might have imagined it. Looked like she had a lot of practice hiding her emotions. A useful skill in a place like The Pit. “How?”

      Marco jerked a thumb at Moz. “Tried to kill a retired Alteran Ranger. Not a good move for the best of fighters, much less a piece of slime like Koltin.”

      Agnes nodded at Moz. “I’m grateful, but I doubt you came all this way to tell me that filth is dead.”

      “No, ma’am,” Moz said. “I’m trying to find out more about the man that hired Koltin and I thought he might have done it here. Marco says not, but that you might have some idea where I should look next. Any help you can offer would be appreciated.”

      “As usual Marco’s right. I kept an ear open for any news I could get on Koltin. Kept saying I was going to hire someone to kill him, but it was just a thought to help me sleep at night. Last I heard he was working out of a town called Diamond Point. Know it?”

      Moz racked his brain but came up empty. “Can’t say I do.”

      “No surprise,” Agnes said. “It’s a little mining town up in the foothills west of here. Some idiot years back founded it thinking he’d find diamonds. Needless to say, he didn’t. Lucky for him he did find a streak of copper and iron wide enough to pay. The old name stuck since no one wanted to live in Copper Point.”

      “How do I get there?” Moz asked.

      “Simple, ride dead east on the caravan trail until you reach a heavily rutted wagon track north into the hills. That track leads to Diamond Point. Stay on your guard. There isn’t any more law there than there is in The Pit.”

      Moz nodded. “Much obliged, ma’am.”

      “I’m the one that’s obliged for you killing the son of a bitch. Just wish I’d been there to see it so I could spit on his grave.”

      “I fed his body to the gators, so spitting on it will be difficult.”

      She laughed. “Better yet. If anyone deserves to end up as alligator shit, it’s Koltin. Give me five minutes and I’ll have fresh rolls for you to enjoy on your ride.”

      Moz nodded again and he and Marco went to sit at the bar.

      “That is one strong woman,” Moz said.

      Marco nodded. “You said it. Better yet, her baking is fantastic.”

      Moz grinned. Of all the things he’d expected to get in The Pit, a decent meal wasn’t one of them. Maybe his luck was improving.
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      Yaz and Brigid had been riding steadily northwest since their encounter with the guildsmen in Sharpsburg two days earlier. The terrain hadn’t changed much, still mixed forest and prairie. He’d decided to avoid the main trade routes and stick to smaller, less traveled wagon trails, really little more than wagon ruts running through the knee-high grass.

      There’d been no sign of pursuit so far which was a relief to Yaz. Hopefully they could find some dragon signs in the central mountains, or at least in the foothills. The mountains themselves were far too tall, jagged, and cold for eggs to hatch. The best part was towns tended to be few, far between and small, too small to interest the guilds, hopefully.

      He flicked a glance over at Brigid. She still sat her horse awkwardly, but she hadn’t fallen off, which, given her lack of experience as a rider, impressed him. Not having to walk had allowed them to cover nearly a hundred miles. She held herself so erect that her back and shoulders had to ache, but she didn’t complain. That impressed him more than anything during their time traveling together. Despite various setbacks she still uttered hardly a word of complaint.

      “How are you holding up?” Yaz asked.

      “Fine. I think this horse is starting to like me.”

      Yaz doubted the horse had an opinion one way or the other, but he just smiled.

      “Think we’ll find an inn anytime in the near future?” Brigid asked.

      “There’s a trading post about ten miles up the road where I hope we can get some supplies, but I’d like to avoid any bigger places if possible. Our last visit to an inn didn’t end so well.”

      “Think the guild is still looking for us?”

      “I hope not actively, but if we run into any of their people, I’m sure word will get around soon enough and we’ll be fighting again.”

      “Maybe we can just buy some soap and find a pond. I’m itching like crazy.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem where we’re going.”

      They rode in silence for the next hour and a half, then the trading post came into view. It wasn’t much really. A big wood-and-thatch building with a pair of smaller outbuildings, one of which was the outhouse. Two piebald horses were tied up at the rail out front. The slick coats and fine leather saddles indicated the owners weren’t poor. Travelers rather than hunters or trappers.

      Yaz slowed as he debated waiting until the others left before approaching. No, they couldn’t hide from the whole world. This would be a good chance to see how people reacted to them. Hopefully, they’d be treated like just another pair of customers.

      “Something wrong?” Brigid asked.

      “Nope, just thinking.” Yaz urged his horse to move faster.

      They dismounted and tied up at the rail. Yaz took his staff and left the rest. They wouldn’t be long and if anything happened, he didn’t want to be burdened by the saddlebags.

      “So what do we need?” Brigid asked as they approached the front door.

      “Food for us, grain for the horses, soap. I guess that’s about it. Why, do you want anything in particular?”

      “No, just curious.”

      Yaz reached for the door pull, but before he could grab it the door opened inward and a pair of men started to step out. Everyone stopped at the same moment. The men, both in their forties and sporting salt-and-pepper beards and bald heads, stepped back into the trading post, clearing the way for Yaz and Brigid.

      “Beg your pardon,” one of them said, flashing a gold tooth.

      Brigid smiled. “No problem at all. Thank you for holding the door.”

      Both men stopped just short of drooling as Brigid moved deeper into the building and started looking at the many heavily laden tables and racks. Yaz caught Gold-Tooth’s eye and whispered, “Word to the wise, she knows how to use that staff.”

      He snapped his mouth shut. “Sorry. Don’t see many pretty girls this far from civilization. Name’s Mal, this is my brother, Tal.”

      “Yaz. That’s Brigid. Nice to meet you.”

      Handshakes were exchanged and Mal asked, “Where you two headed, a homestead?”

      They assumed he and Brigid were a couple off to set up a new household. Reasonable enough given their age and that they were traveling alone together. He’d use that assumption.

      “That’s right. We’re going north to County Cob.” Yaz had read about the rich farmland in that county and how the local lord was giving it to anyone willing to settle and work the soil. “It’s the best opportunity I’ve ever heard about.”

      “If you like digging in the dirt,” Tal said. “We’re hunters. Word is there’s good money to be made in the Vast Swamp hunting gators.”

      Yaz went immediately on alert. If these two were hunters then Yaz was a spotted fawn. Better to play along for now. “That’s in the Kingdom of Rend. Won’t crossing the border be a problem?”

      “Nah,” Mal said. “Just got to watch out for border patrols. Once you cross over it’s not like anyone can tell where you’re from. Long as you don’t cause trouble no one cares either.”

      “Well, I wish you the best of luck,” Yaz said.

      “You too.” Mal and his brother ambled out the door.

      Yaz watched them until they’d mounted up and rode off. He didn’t know their real business and as long as it didn’t involve him and Brigid he didn’t care.

      “Problem?” Brigid stood alone by the counter.

      Yaz finally closed the door. “I’m not sure. Did you find what we needed?”

      “I found some nice soap and I asked the gentleman behind the counter for horse grain, but I wasn’t sure what you had in mind for food.”

      Yaz made a quick circuit around the room, gathering bacon, beans, jerky, flour, sugar, salt, and dried fruit. He paused in front of ten-pound sacks of horse grain.

      “Where did you say the owner went?”

      “For the grain.”

      He tapped the bags. “Grain’s here. Get down, below the counter.”

      Brigid gave him a confused look but hunkered down out of sight. Yaz moved to stand to the side of the counter flat against the wall and raised his staff.

      Not a moment too soon. A man in his sixties came charging out of the back, a crossbow older than Yaz cocked and loaded in his hands.

      The owner hesitated a fraction of a second when no one was in sight and Yaz brought his staff down on the crossbow, sending it crashing to the floor. He grabbed the unarmed old man by the front of his tunic, dragged him across the counter, and slammed him to the ground.

      “What’s the big idea?” Yaz demanded.

      “Twenty gold scales,” he said in a trembling voice.

      Brigid got up from her hiding spot. “I don’t understand.”

      “That’s the bounty on your heads. Twenty scales for the pair of you.”

      “How did you know about that?” Yaz asked.

      The old man reached for his shirt.

      Yaz thumped his head on the floor. “Hold still.”

      “Okay, okay. No need to crack my skull. The wanted poster’s inside my tunic.”

      Yaz looked at Brigid who sighed. “Fine, I’ll get it.”

      She gingerly reached inside his tunic and came out with a rolled-up piece of paper. When she’d smoothed it out she showed it to Yaz. It said “Wanted” across the top with their pictures, fair likenesses too, and a list of their supposed crimes including murder of a guildsman. So that’s how they were explaining it. Pity he hadn’t smashed the other two’s heads in. Too late to do anything about it now.

      “The two guys that just left give the poster to you?”

      The old man nodded. “They’re guildsmen.”

      “Not scriveners.”

      “No, ironmongers. They sell me nails, horse shoes, that kind of thing. They’re handing out posters at every post. Please don’t kill me.”

      Yaz straightened. “I’m not going to kill you. For the record, the man I killed broke into our room at an inn with a weapon in his hand. In my place, you’d have done the same thing.”

      The trader tried to shrug while lying on the floor. “Don’t matter to the guilds. They don’t like anyone messing with their people. In their eyes, you should have lied down and died rather than injure their people. You’ll have no peace from them now.”

      “How much for the supplies?” Yaz asked.

      “Can’t sell to you. If word got out, I’d be in trouble.”

      “Have it your way.” Yaz collected his supplies and started for the door.

      “Hey! I said I can’t sell to you,” the trader shouted.

      Yaz looked back over his shoulder. “Do you hear me offering to pay?”

      He loaded the supplies onto Thunder and they set off. Those guildsmen would be back with friends soon enough. Yaz wanted to be far away when they arrived.
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      Rondo could hardly believe it, but the flying ships crossed half the continent in three days. The journey would have taken months on horseback and weeks via river barge. The value of that sort of speed couldn’t be underestimated. No wonder Lord Black had built the ships. It had taken Rondo a few hours to get used to looking down on the world, but now he stood at the rail and studied the city of Port Steel without getting queasy. The view was a little hazy since he had to look through the outer edge of the illusory clouds hiding them from view.

      The port was the second-largest city in the Kingdom of Carttoom and the center of commerce. It was also known as the city of slaves given its largest commodity and the fact that the Chained Order made its base there. Rondo had never dealt with the Slavers Guild directly, but from Shade’s hints that was about to change.

      At the control pillar, dressed all in black as was her habit, Domina piloted all three ships. It took a wizard to control spirits, so she and Umbra had been taking turns. They flew out over the ocean, the ships turned, and descended as they approached the docks.

      Shade came up on deck and hurried to the front of the ship. Using hand gestures, he guided Domina to their assigned berth. The moment the hull hit the water, Lord Black came up as well. Since it was midmorning, bright and sunny, Umbra made no appearance. Rondo hadn’t had a chance to talk to the shadowy wizard and wasn’t at all eager to. Something about the man made him nervous. Maybe because he still hadn’t the slightest idea what Umbra actually looked like.

      A big man dressed in black trousers and a leather vest stood on the docks, a curved sword hanging at his waist. His arms were covered in scars as was his chest and face. Whoever he was he’d had a rough time of it at some point. At Lord Black’s gesture the gangplank floated up and over the rail, settling into place.

      The man on the docks marched up the ramp, stepped over the rail, went up to Lord Black, and clasped his wrist like they were old friends. “Leonidas, right on time as expected. I must admit, if I hadn’t seen your flying ships with my own eyes, I would have doubted their existence. Everything is ready?”

      “Yes, we strike in three days. Are your men prepared to board?”

      “All set. They’re gathering the last of the manacles and will be here soon. Are you certain three hundred pairs is enough?”

      A faint smile quirked the corner of Lord Black’s lips. “I didn’t do a census, Korbin. If we’re short there’s rope in the hold.”

      A deep scowl twisted Korbin’s face, making it even uglier. “I don’t trust rope. You want to keep a slave under control you need steel.”

      A trio of wagons heavily laden with men and supplies rumbled down the dock. “I believe your people are here,” Rondo said.

      Korbin shot Rondo a hard look. “Who’s this? A newcomer, at this juncture? Can he be trusted?”

      “He’s a new addition to my cadre. My people know their duties, rest assured.”

      “This is the biggest snatch in the history of the guild. Nothing can go wrong. My position as guild master is at stake.”

      “Nothing’s going to go wrong,” Lord Black said. “We’ve planned this for two years. You never struck me as the nervous sort, Korbin.”

      The slaver stepped back and reached for his sword.

      Shade seemed to appear out of nowhere, a dagger at Korbin’s throat. “Now, now, best keep a tight rein on that temper. Threaten the boss and losing your position with the Slavers Guild will be the least of your concerns.”

      Korbin’s suddenly pale face made his scars appear more prominent. He slowly moved his hand away from the sword’s hilt.

      “Steady, Shade,” Lord Black said. “I’m sure Korbin didn’t mean anything. You know how passionate warriors can be.”

      “Yes,” Korbin quickly agreed. “A momentary lapse, I swear. No offense was meant.”

      Shade’s easy smile returned and his dagger vanished as quickly as it appeared. “Of course.”

      Shade moved to stand beside Rondo who said, “I didn’t know you were so quick.”

      “Didn’t I tell you? In addition to ferrying messages I’m Lord Black’s assassin. Anyone gets in his way, I get them out of the way.” Shade scratched his cheek. “The boss hardly needs me protecting him, but it’s a reflex. Anything happens to him and I’m back working freelance.”

      The wagons clattered to a stop on the dock and burly men started hauling manacles up onto the ships. All of them appeared cut from the same cloth as Korbin. The slave trade probably didn’t attract scholars.

      “Is that the only reason you were so quick to protect him?” Rondo asked.

      “Hardly. The boss saved my life. Six years ago, I messed up on a job and got a bounty put on my head. A big one, five hundred gold scales. Lord Black paid off the woman that put the bounty on me. I don’t know what it cost him, but it was plenty you can bet. Anyway, once the hunters were off my tail, he offered to let me join his cadre. No threats, no or else. I was in the clear, but the idea of a steady position appealed to me, so I signed on. Haven’t regretted it for a second.”

      “Same deal with the others?” Rondo asked.

      Shade shrugged. “Umbra doesn’t talk to anyone, so I have no idea about him. Domina’s clearly totally in love with the boss. Don’t know why. They were both part of the cadre before I arrived and neither felt much need to spill their life story.”

      Rondo couldn’t say Shade’s tale surprised him. He figured everyone owed Lord Black a major debt which was why they were so trusted. Down on the dock, the wagons were rolling off back the way they’d come. The final man was inching his way up the gangplank. He was clearly no slaver. Dressed in a dark green robe and carrying a staff carved to resemble a dragon, he looked like a mystic. Long white hair hung past his shoulders and an equally impressive beard covered his lower face.

      “Who’s that?” Rondo asked.

      Shade shrugged. “Beats me. Some high muckety-muck in the Scaled Society come to make sure we don’t hurt the poor dragons.”

      Rondo’s heart skipped a beat. “Dragons?”

      Shade grinned. “Yeah. Don’t you know? The place we’re raiding is protected by dragons.”

      Rondo remembered the giant black dragon coiled around the swamp tower and shuddered. Why couldn’t he get away from bloody dragons?
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      The path to Diamond Point was more of a goat trail. Moz let his horse pick its way along the narrow path and tried to ignore the sheer, hundred-foot cliff to his left. If the people ever had to defend their town, they’d have no trouble. A pair of archers could hold this path forever if they had enough arrows. Fortunately, the trail widened out again after a few hundred yards. If Moz had had to ride the whole way to the mining town beside that cliff his nerves would’ve been shot by the time he arrived.

      As it was, the familiar tension of visiting a new place filled him. Before he retired, any time the rangers went into unknown territory were always the most dangerous missions. The enemy knew the land and could set traps and ambushes. Hopefully no one knew he was on his way and if they did wouldn’t consider him a threat. All he wanted was information, not blood. The problem was, what he wanted and what he got were seldom the same thing.

      Around midafternoon, he reached a collection of rough-built wood buildings. This had to be Diamond Point. There were around thirty structures altogether, the largest of which he assumed was the tavern. The dirt streets were empty of everything but dust. Everyone was probably still working in the mine. If he hurried, maybe Moz could find out what he needed and get out of here before the miners returned.

      He stopped halfway down the main and only street and tied his horse up outside the tavern. It only had a single floor so probably no rooms for rent. How many people came to spend the night in a place like this anyway?

      A set of swinging half-doors filled the entrance and Moz pushed through. A handful of rough men sat at a table playing cards, a small pile of nuggets resting in the pot. They all stared at Moz with hard, angry eyes. The sour stink of cheap booze mingled with smoke and set his eyes to watering.

      Maybe he should have stayed with Ariel and Callie.

      Moz offered a polite nod and picked his way around the tables to the bar where a fat, bald man in an apron polished a pewter tankard.

      “Drink?” the barman asked.

      Moz shook his head. “Know a merc named Koltin?”

      “I’ve seen him around, but he and his boys left weeks ago and haven’t been back. You got business with him?”

      “I had business with him,” Moz said. “Now I’m trying to figure out who hired him.”

      The barman shrugged. “Afraid I can’t help you with that. I sell the mercenaries drinks and hear a tidbit now and again but poking your nose into their business isn’t a heathy proposition long term.”

      Moz grunted, disappointed but not surprised. “Did Koltin work for the mine?”

      “For a while, but he was too stupid and brutal. After he killed a miner for looking at him funny the bosses fired him and said if he didn’t want to end up at the bottom of their deepest shaft to keep out of their business. About a week and a half after that a weaselly little man in black arrived. Koltin and three other men left with him the same day.”

      “You’d never seen the man in black before?” Moz asked. “His name is Rondo.”

      The barman shook his head. “Never seen him before he walked into my tavern. He wasn’t the sort that comes here on business. The only people with money that come here are ore buyers. One look at that little man and you knew he wasn’t in the business.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s anyone else I might talk to that would know more?”

      “Doubt it. People tend to mind their own business around here. I’m sure the bosses were just happy to see Koltin leave.”

      “That seemed to be a common opinion wherever Koltin showed up.” Moz slapped a silver scale on the bar. “For your time.”

      The barman nodded, snatched up the coin, and went back to his polishing. Moz needed another line of questioning. Koltin was clearly a dead end and he had no idea where to even start looking for information on Rondo.

      Moz frowned. “One last question. Does the name Tegan mean anything to you?”

      The barman laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Why would I be?”

      “Because the Tegan family owns the mine, the miners that work it, and this whole damn town. Have done for three generations.”

      A couple things instantly settled into place for Moz. Rondo must have known about the mercenaries from his time here so naturally he’d come home to hire them.

      “You said you saw Rondo Tegan but didn’t recognize him. How could you not recognize a member of the local lords?”

      “The high and mighty don’t mix with us regular folk. They keep to their mansion up near the mine. Got their own cooks, servants, soldiers, you name it. I don’t think a Tegan’s been to my tavern in fifteen years.”

      “Thanks.” Moz turned to leave.

      The men from the card game were on their feet, blocking his way. The central man, a bearded bruiser near seven feet tall and five feet across the shoulders said, “You say you seen little Rondo?”

      “That’s right, why?”

      “Bosses are going to want to talk to you. Rondo run away a few years ago and they been mighty worried and angry.” The big man scratched his beard. “Not sure why since he never was worth a damn, but that’s family for you. We’ll go up to the mansion and you can talk.”

      Moz debated for a moment, but this might work to his advantage. Besides, he didn’t want to kill five men if he could help it. “Okay, I’ve got some questions for them too.”
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      Moz had visited the royal castle once to receive a commendation from King Rend. The place was huge and opulent beyond anything he’d ever experienced before or since. That said, the Tegan family mansion wasn’t far behind. Perched on a low hill overlooking a vast pit where scores of workers dug copper and iron ore, the family home sprawled more than towered. It was only two stories tall, but Moz guessed the ground floor covered ten thousand square feet. A crushed stone path that sparkled with flecks of copper led from the base of the hill up to the front door.

      His giant guide led the way while the remaining four thugs followed along behind. When Moz glanced back they glared and fingered the hilts of their swords. If they were trying to intimidate, they’d have to do better than that. These weren’t real fighters, just bullies used to pushing around exhausted miners. Moz doubted they’d last any longer than Koltin and his pals in a fight.

      At the top of a short flight of steps waited an elaborately carved, closed set of double doors. Bronze door knockers shaped like miniature pick axes hung from each door. The guide reached out and gave the left-hand door a few hard raps.

      Less than a minute later a stooped old woman in a black servant’s uniform opened the door. She looked at the collection of rough men on the porch and frowned. “You weren’t summoned.”

      “No,” the guide said. “But we have a visitor. He claims to have spoken to young Master Tegan. I thought Master Roland would want to know.”

      The maid’s beady black eyes shifted to Moz. “You’ve seen little Rondo?”

      “I spoke with a man calling himself Rondo Tegan. Whether he was telling me the truth, I have no idea.” Moz gave a quick description.

      “He was,” the maid said. “That sounds exactly like the young master. One moment while I see if Master Roland wishes to speak with you.”

      She slammed the door without inviting them in. “She’s a charmer.”

      “Balinda is the chief maid,” Moz’s guide said. “She runs the household with a fraction less kindness than the master runs his mine. She’s not a person to have as an enemy, at least not if you’re staying for dinner.”

      Moz grinned. But before he could comment the door opened again revealing Balinda’s cheerful form. “Master Roland will see you. Follow me.”

      The guide took a step, but Balinda stopped him with a single hard look. “Not you lot, just the one that saw Rondo.”

      The big man shrugged and made room for Moz. Roland must have been confident if he agreed to see Moz without his muscle along. This meeting might prove more interesting than Moz first thought.

      He followed Balinda down a long hall carpeted in red with polished wood walls. There was no art or anything to break up the paneling. No small tables held knickknacks. The passage was far more utilitarian than the giant mansion suggested from the outside. It was like opening an oyster expecting a pearl and finding nothing but sand.

      The hall led to an open door beyond which was a square room with a table and two chairs. A man around Moz’s age sat behind the desk. His hair was dark and slicked back, his cheeks sunk in revealing the shape of his skull. He dressed in a plain tan tunic. It was like someone took a human being and sucked everything kind out of him leaving only the bitter dregs behind. He looked enough like Rondo that Moz had no doubt he faced Roland Tegan.

      Standing beside Roland was another man, this one tall and lean with hard blue eyes that assessed Moz in a second. A long, curved sword hung at his waist and Moz had no doubt he knew how to use it. Whoever he was, he presented more of a threat than all the mercenaries that remained outside.

      “You’ve seen my son,” Roland said.

      “I have. He wanted to hire me to guide him through the Vast Swamp on a ruin-hunting expedition. I turned him down.”

      “Why?” Roland asked.

      “Because ruin hunting is a good way to end up dead. Your son either didn’t find the ruin or got lucky because he got out of the swamp alive. Then he and his mercenaries killed a farmer and his wife and tried to kidnap their daughter. I rescued her and killed the mercenaries.”

      “Can’t have been worth much,” the swordsman said.

      “They weren’t,” Moz said. “Rondo fled. Where he is now I couldn’t say.”

      “Are you now hunting my son to bring him to justice?” Roland’s voice held no emotion as he spoke, but something in his eyes warned Moz to be careful how he answered.

      “What I want to know is why he was so interested in the daughter and whether he was working for someone else. I’ve been following his back trail, trying to figure out where he came from. I tracked a mercenary named Koltin here. Never would have guessed this was his hometown.”

      “Our interests may align in this matter,” Roland said. “I want Rondo returned home. Bring him back to me and I’ll make it worth your while. I will also offer my solemn promise that he will remain here and cause no more trouble.”

      “That works for me,” Moz said. “Can you tell me anything about where he went when he ran away?”

      “Nothing certain, but he was obsessed with seeing the city of Blinder. He was always overfond of books and he read about the city’s great library. That’s the best information I can offer.”

      Moz nodded. It wasn’t much, but it gave him somewhere to look. Maybe Diamond Point wasn’t going to be a complete bust after all.
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      After leaving the trading post, Yaz and Brigid rode hard for the rest of the day, made a cold camp, and set out again at first light. Noon had just passed and he hadn’t seen any signs of pursuit. The constant checking over his shoulder was giving Yaz a crick in his neck.

      “Will you please stop that?” Brigid said after he looked back for the third time in a minute. “I’m sure if someone comes up behind us, we’ll notice.”

      “Sorry, it’s almost a reflex.”

      “What are we going to do, Yaz? Anywhere we go, we’ll have people looking for us, hunting us. Where will we be safe?”

      “Back home.” Yaz had been thinking about it for a while and there was really no other option. As soon as they ran out of supplies, they’d have to return to the valley. “Bounty hunters and guildsmen aren’t welcome in Dragonspire Village and Dad would never turn us over in any case.”

      “So it’s the noose or an unwelcome marriage. Talk about choices.”

      “There’s one other option,” Yaz said. “I’m going to get back into hunting and looking for rare herbs. I could use a partner. We won’t get rich, but with what I make writing papers for the sages, it’ll be enough for two people to live on. Then, when you find the right person, you can get married on your own terms, or not at all for that matter.”

      “I… You’d do that for me?” Brigid’s voice was choked with emotion. “Why?”

      “Why? We’re friends, right? We look out for each other. If you can’t count on your friends in a tough spot, who can you count on?”

      She smiled and brushed her hand across her eyes. “Thanks. If there’s anything I can do to pay you back, just tell me.”

      “You don’t have to pay me back. There’s no score between us.”

      She sniffed and Yaz looked away to give her a chance to wipe the tears away. The moment he focused ahead, three men stepped into the road, loaded crossbows in their hands.

      Yaz pulled up and looked back. Another trio emerged from the woods behind them similarly armed.

      A moment of distraction and they rode right into a trap. Yaz cursed himself silently. How could he have been so stupid?

      His hand tightened on his staff.

      “Don’t,” the left-hand crossbowman said. “You’re both wanted for serious crimes and we mean to take you in to stand trial for them. Surrender and you’ll get a fair hearing. Resist and you’ll still get a fair hearing, only you’ll get it with a crossbow bolt in your leg.”

      “I don’t suppose it would help to point out I only killed that guildsman because he broke into my inn room with a weapon in his hand.”

      The bounty hunter shook his head. “Nope. The magistrate decides that. We just bring the wanted people in. Now toss those staves aside.”

      Yaz grimaced but escaping with a wound would be far harder than if they were uninjured. He dropped his ironwood staff and a moment later Brigid’s landed beside it.

      “Very sensible,” the bounty hunter said. “Two of my men are going to tie your hands behind your back. Hold real still.”

      One of the hunters from behind eased up beside Yaz and another went to Brigid. He grabbed Yaz’s wrists and jerked them behind his back. Coarse rope was wrapped and tied tight, binding his hands.

      At last the crossbows were lowered. The men who tied them up rode around and grabbed the horse’s reins. The final hunter urged his horse up closer and paused to collect the staves. Yaz didn’t blame him. Ironwood weapons brought good money. The thought of his captors profiting not only from selling Yaz to the law, but also selling his weapon made him sick.

      “Let’s get back to camp,” the leader said. “I doubt the boss will want to move out before morning, but you never know.”

      Reduced to a passenger, Yaz bobbed along and tried to learn what he could from studying his captors. The clothes and weapons gave away little beyond their profession. None of the men carried edged weapons. In addition to their crossbows they had clubs at their waists to stun their prey. Yaz had always assumed the bounties were dead or alive, but judging from their gear, this group focused on alive.

      He flicked a glance at Brigid and found her glaring at the back of the man leading her horse. Good, angry was more useful than scared. Calm and ready was better yet, but you couldn’t have everything.

      It took nearly two hours to reach the bounty hunters’ camp. Three tan canvas tents were pitched around a large fire pit. A pot was suspended from an iron tripod over a low fire. Yaz’s mouth watered at the savory smells.

      A line of horses was picketed thirty feet from the tents and a pair of men tended them. When they were nearly into camp a tall, slim man emerged from one of the tents. He was shirtless and his dark hair had been slicked back with water. His left eye was milky and bisected by an angry scar.

      The leader of their captors broke off and rode over to the one-eyed man. Yaz dearly wanted to hear what they were saying, but the rest of his captors led them to a patch of grass where another bound figure lay. Rough hands dragged them from their horses and dropped them to the ground next to the other prisoner.

      The bound man shifted so he could see them through long blond hair that nearly covered his whole face. His hands were tied behind him and several bruises colored his pale skin. He was dressed in gray trousers and tunic with brown leather boots.

      He smiled, revealing straight, white teeth. “Good evening. I see I’m not the only outlaw having a bad day. I’m Silas Stormcrow, pleasure to meet you.”

      Yaz frowned. “Stormcrow. Lightning-path wizard?

      Silas’s bright, blue eyes widened. “Very impressive. I doubt one in a hundred people could have known that just from my name.”

      “I read a lot. Name’s Yaz, my companion is Brigid.” Yaz looked around. A pair of hunters kept a close eye on them but seemed untroubled by their talking. “How did these guys capture a wizard?”

      “Base treachery. They set a trap that broke my horse’s legs and sent me flying. While I was stunned, they tied me up and took my catalyst.”

      “Catalyst?” Brigid asked.

      “A platinum and onyx ring that I enchanted. It allows me to interact with the forces of magic. Valuable though useless to a non-wizard, but without it, I’m practically a non-wizard as well. Bastards! If I could get my ring back, I’d show them a thing or two.”

      “Why did they grab you?” Brigid asked, prompting a wince from Yaz.

      The question didn’t seem to bother Silas. He smiled and said, “Murder. I killed the son of a baron after he slaughtered my familiar right in front of me. How about you?”

      “I wrote a letter,” Yaz said.

      Silas burst out laughing. When he got himself under control he said, “Seems a little excessive to put a bounty on you for that.”

      “I also killed a guildsman when he came to teach me a lesson about working without his guild’s permission. That might have been what really upset them. It was pure self-defense, but I doubt a magistrate will find for us.”

      “Probably not,” Silas agreed. “The guilds and nobles control everything in Carttoom and they dislike having their authority challenged. Trust me on that.”

      Yaz didn’t need to trust the man, he’d seen it clearly for himself. “How long have they had you?”

      “Since dawn this morning. They set up camp when word came in that another bounty was in the area. I guess they figured they’d make it worth their while. Lying on the ground with your hands tied behind your back all day leaves a lot to be desired. Not that anyone seems to care.”

      Yaz’s shoulders were already starting to cramp. At this point, even if the opportunity to escape arose, he doubted he’d be in any shape to make a run for it. Not that he wasn’t willing to try.
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      The bounty hunters had prepared their dinner hours ago and the scent still lingered in Yaz’s memory. Someone among them knew how to cook judging by the odors of stewed meat and fried bread. Not that any of the food had been offered to the prisoners. All Yaz, Brigid, and Silas got was to watch their captors eat.

      When the sun set two hours ago, a pair of men had been chosen to watch over the prisoners. Each carried a torch in one hand and a club in the other. Yaz’s shoulders hurt so bad now he could hardly stand it. The gods alone could guess what was going to happen over the next few days. And forget about sleep. There was no way to get comfortable even if the pain subsided enough to let him rest. He could just make out Brigid in the dim torchlight. She had to be every bit as sore as him, but she hadn’t said a word.

      Talk about tough.

      Silas had shifted onto his side, facing the guards who watched them with silent indifference. All in a day’s work for a bounty hunter.

      A faint chill sent a shiver down Yaz’s spine. He caught a glimpse of movement from the darkness as something small and white glided along just above the grass. As it got closer details emerged. The object was a fist-sized dragon’s skull, from a hatchling maybe five years old. Its tiny teeth were razor sharp and a faint red glow emerged from the empty eye sockets.

      It was an undead creature, but no malevolence radiated from it. Yaz had read stories that said their hatred of life produced an aura of darkness. This little monster gave off nothing. Instead it flew over to Silas and chewed on his ropes. Its teeth quickly and silently frayed the strands and in less than a minute Silas’s hands were free.

      He gave no outward signs of his release beyond using the first two fingers of his right hand to stroke the skull. At first Yaz thought Silas was just thanking the thing for setting him loose, but a moment later tendrils of dark energy rose from the skull’s white surface.

      When Silas had coaxed a handful of the energy from the skull, he spun his finger and guided streams of darkness out toward the two guards. The bounty hunters didn’t seem to notice anything at first. Neither did Yaz for that matter, but as seconds passed the light from their torches dimmed and the men rubbed their eyes with the backs of their arms. They yawned and blinked, staggering around a moment before collapsing.

      Silas scrambled to his feet and winced. He studied the guards for a moment then nodded to himself. When Silas had decided that things were to his liking, he knelt beside Yaz and started working the ropes around his wrists loose. In a few seconds Yaz was free. While Silas worked on Brigid’s bindings, Yaz took a step toward the fallen guards. The clubs weren’t much, but any weapons would be an improvement.

      “Stop!” Silas said.

      Yaz froze. “What?”

      “If you enter the area of the spell, you’ll end up unconscious like the hunters. Even I can’t enter the area safely.”

      Yaz rejoined his companions just as Silas finished untying Brigid. She rose and rubbed her shoulders. Silas stretched while the little skull rubbed his cheek.

      “What about our gear?” Yaz asked.

      Silas shook his head. “Can’t do it. We’re going to have to make do with our wits. The binding darkness spell will last until sunrise. Soon as that happens, they’ll be on our tails.”

      “What’s the plan?” Yaz asked.

      “We put as much distance between us and them as possible before morning. I was planning to explore a ruin north of here. I’m headed back there to hide out and search for a piece of platinum so I can reforge my ring. If you want to join me, you’re welcome.”

      Yaz and Brigid shared a look, but what choice did they have? “We’ll take you up on that,” Yaz said. “Lead on.”

      Silas screwed up his face and after a few seconds a weak glow surrounded the skull.

      “I thought you couldn’t do magic without your ring,” Brigid said.

      As they walked Silas said, “I can’t do much, but through my connection with Wicked I can cast a few simple necromancy spells and any wizard worthy of the name can conjure light.”

      “Wicked?” Yaz asked.

      “My familiar, or at least the little that’s left of him. I drew a fragment of his soul back from the other side and bound it to his skull.” Silas let out a loud sigh so filled with pain that Yaz was glad he couldn’t see the wizard’s expression in the dark. “I can’t help thinking what we might have become if Wicked had survived. Anyway, since he’s an undead being he has a direct connection to necromantic energy that I can use to power my magic. I can’t draw too much since Wicked needs the power to exist, but it comes in handy now and then.”

      It was lucky Yaz and Brigid had ended up captured with Silas. Yaz shuddered to think what might have become of them without the wizard’s help. But then Wicked looked at Yaz with his glowing red eyes just long enough to make him wonder what they’d gotten themselves into.
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      During one of their brief rests, Yaz had gone into his mental library and shoved his pain and exhaustion into the side room where it wouldn’t bother him. His thoughts were clear as they climbed a grassy hill. The sun was just coloring the sky orange and red and below them a huge hardwood forest spread. Under other circumstances the view would have been beautiful, but they all knew that Silas’s spell was now broken and their pursuers would soon be on their trail. Worse, the bounty hunters had horses. It wouldn’t take long for them to close the distance.

      “Where’s this ruin you mentioned?” Yaz leaned forward and gasped for breath.

      “In the forest another five miles northeast,” Silas said. The wizard was pale, his eyes red and rimmed with dark circles. Yaz doubted he could make it another five miles. “I was hiding out in the forest and stumbled on it a few days ago.”

      “Do you explore ruins often?” Brigid asked. Her hair was snarled and tangled and she looked every bit as exhausted as Silas. Yaz was glad he didn’t have a mirror.

      “When I can. Selling the loot, it’s one of the few ways I can make a living. Plenty of merchants want imperial artifacts and don’t ask questions about who they buy from. It’s a sketchy way to survive, but when your options are limited you do what you must. I keep saying I’m going south to Rend, but it’s a long journey with bounty hunters on your tail. Maybe someday.”

      “You could come to Dragonspire Village with us,” Yaz said. “After what you did, I’m sure my father would offer you sanctuary. Bounty hunters and guildsmen aren’t welcome in the valley.”

      “Assuming we can get clear of the group on our tail, I’ll do that. For now, we should keep going.”

      Brigid groaned and Yaz straightened. The trio set off down the hill toward the forest. It was farther to the forest than it looked; an hour after leaving the hilltop, they stepped under the branches. The air was twenty degrees cooler in the shade of the trees.

      Silas picked his way around oak and maple trunks, seeming confident in his direction. Hopefully it wasn’t all for show.

      A couple hours later the first distant howl echoed through the trees. Yaz spun and tried to orient on it, but the sound bounced around too much.

      “Please tell me that was wolves,” Brigid said.

      “Hounds,” Silas said. “The guy that runs the bounty hunters has four of the beasts that he keeps with him. He must have set them on our trail. The ruins aren’t far. We need to find a defensive position.”

      Silas picked up the pace and Yaz studied the litter covering the forest floor in hopes of finding anything he might use as a weapon. The few fallen limbs were too small, and the rocks too big to lift. It seemed the gods were mocking them, letting them escape only to snatch victory from their grasp at the last second.

      The first sign of the ruins was a pile of fist-sized rocks too regular in shape to be natural. Behind them the howls grew louder by the moment. Yaz figured the hounds would be on them in minutes. He paused long enough to grab a rock for each hand. Hardly ideal weapons, but if he went down he was taking at least one of the hounds with him. Brigid followed his example and the two of them hurried to catch up with Silas who hadn’t slowed.

      Signs of imperial architecture became more common as they moved deeper into the ruin. Fallen columns lay atop and beside destroyed buildings. There wasn’t anything close to an intact structure, nowhere for them to hide. What had Silas been thinking?

      The first hound burst from the forest a few hundred yards behind them and was quickly joined by the remaining three. The beasts raced toward Yaz and his companions, ropes of saliva flying from jaws spread wide to reveal white fangs.

      “Buy me a few seconds,” Silas said.

      Yaz hefted his rocks and shrugged. What choice did they have?

      When the first hound was ten paces away, he hurled his first stone as hard as he could.

      The beast flinched at the last moment causing Yaz’s shot to glance off its shoulder.

      Brigid’s throw did better, hitting the second hound in the side of the head and sending it stumbling to the ground.

      Yaz drew back with his remaining stone just as the first hound reached him.

      The beast leapt.

      Yaz swung, hitting it in the skull.

      The dead hound landed on his legs, knocking him to the ground and pinning him in place.

      As he struggled to push the heavy animal off of him Brigid shifted to stand over him. The surviving hounds surrounded her, wary after the death of their pack-mate.

      One darted in then leapt back when she swung at it. A second hound lunged for her extended wrist, missing it by a breath.

      Yaz finally got free of the dead hound, but he’d lost his rock. He clenched his fist, determined to go down swinging.

      The air suddenly went cold. A black tendril rose out of the dead hound, snaked out, and wrapped around the throat of a second dog. It squealed and struggled to no avail.

      Two more smoky tentacles appeared and attacked the remaining hounds. In seconds all three were on the ground fighting to breathe. A few moments after that they went still.

      Yaz turned to find Silas holding Wicked in his hand and pointing the skull at the dead hound.

      “Good timing,” Yaz said.

      “Thanks.” Silas collapsed.

      Yaz and Brigid hurried over. The wizard was still breathing. His eyes were open but only the whites showed.

      Yaz tapped his cheek and when that didn’t get a response slapped him harder. Silas groaned and his eyes flickered opened and closed.

      “Are you okay?” Brigid asked.

      “No,” Silas said. “Using magic without a proper catalyst isn’t a good idea. I’m not going to be much use for a while.”

      “How long is a while?” Yaz asked.

      Silas shook his head. “Can’t say. However long it takes me to recover. It’s different every time for every wizard, not that most are dumb or desperate enough to cast without their catalyst.”

      “The hounds’ master will be here soon,” Brigid said. “Where are we going?”

      “She’s right,” Yaz said. “There’s nowhere to hide.”

      “There is. I found an intact basement in one of the buildings. There’s an opening that leads to a system of tunnels. I only took a superficial look around, but it appeared fairly extensive.”

      It was better than nothing. “Where is it?” Yaz asked.

      “Help me up.”

      Yaz took him under one arm and Brigid got the other. They lifted Silas to his feet. The wizard pointed weakly to their left and the three of them shambled off. As they worked their way toward Silas’s hiding place, Yaz listened hard for any signs of the bounty hunters. They couldn’t be far behind their hounds and if the three of them were caught in the open, in the shape they were in now— hell, in any shape— they’d have no chance.

      Further into the ruins, the buildings were at least recognizable as buildings even if they were broken and fallen.

      “There.” Silas pointed at one of the more intact structures. “In the back.”

      It had probably been someone’s home long ago. At least it didn’t look like a business. They shuffled around to the rear and found the back wall caved in and a rough stone ramp leading into the basement.

      Yaz eyed the stones and the rubble hanging precariously above the entrance. Even if they got Silas down there, it wouldn’t take much more than a strong breeze to send it all tumbling on their heads.

      “My hounds!” a pained voice said.

      No more time to wait. The hunters had arrived.

      They eased Silas to the ground and Yaz climbed to the base of the stone ramp. Silas, with Brigid’s help, inched down until his feet were low enough for Yaz to grasp. After a painful couple minutes, they got the wizard down into the basement.

      Yaz helped Brigid to the floor and they took a moment to catch their breath. His pain had grown to the point that it no longer all fit in his secret room. He was right on the edge and from her ragged breathing he doubted Brigid was in any better shape. Silas lay still on the floor, Wicked flying in a slow circle above him.

      “We’re a sad lot,” Yaz said.

      “At least we’re alive and free,” Brigid said. “I promise I’ll never complain about being bored again.”

      Yaz grinned. “Thanks for protecting me from the hounds.”

      “You’d have done the same for me,” Brigid said. “Besides, he’s the one that really saved us.”

      Yaz couldn’t argue with that. Without Silas they’d both be on their way to the gallows. And they still might be if they didn’t get out of sight.

      Someone had knocked a hole in the wall opposite the stone ramp. That had to be the entrance to the tunnel system Silas mentioned. Yaz didn’t know what waited for them down there, but it had to be better than what was up here.
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      Yaz and Brigid carried Silas through the hole in the basement wall and along a tunnel that angled slightly downward. Dirt walls gave way to stone and the floor leveled out. In the dim light given off by Wicked, Yaz could make out a few details. The stones were precisely set, but not mortared. The floor was smooth, compacted earth.

      “We should keep going,” Brigid said.

      “Just a moment.” Yaz lowered Silas to the floor and studied the wall. “This isn’t imperial stonework. I’d say we ended up in an old Kingdom of Aqua ruin. The imperials probably built their settlement right over the top of the old one. Which makes sense given that a Kingdom of Aqua village would be certain to have a clean source of water at the center both for the people to use and as a worship site. According to the book I read, they often built underground temples near springs when there wasn’t a lake or river nearby.”

      “Very interesting.” Brigid looked back the way they’d come. “But we need to put some distance between us and the entrance.”

      “They also protected their temples with magical traps and summoned elementals designed to kill intruders who didn’t know the mysteries of their faith. It’s been several thousand years, but that doesn’t mean the magic isn’t still in effect. I’d prefer to avoid traps if possible or better yet use them to deal with our pursuers.”

      “What sort of traps?” Brigid asked in a strained voice.

      Yaz’s focus had turned inward as he searched his mental library for the information he needed. Brigid’s question was barely audible even though she stood right beside him. He finally found the book he wanted and brought its contents to the front of his mind.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I said what sort of traps?”

      “Oh, you know, magical pillars of water that appear around you so you drown. Elementals made of ice that can tear intruders apart, that sort of thing. Basically, any sort of death you can imagine that involves water, ice, or steam is a possibility.”

      His gaze shifted from the walls to the floor and he soon found what he was looking for, a faint mark that resembled a water droplet. He pointed it out to Brigid. “See that? It’s a holy mark indicating that spot is trapped. The trigger extends six inches out from the center of the symbol. We have to avoid it.”

      “Looks like a divot in the dirt to me,” Brigid said.

      “Exactly. That’s what it’s supposed to look like if you don’t know what you’re watching for. Grab his feet.”

      Yaz picked Silas up under his armpits while Brigid lifted his legs. She had to walk backwards down the tunnel, so it was important for Yaz to guide her away from any traps. He would have liked a little more light but doubted Wicked could do anything without Silas’s help. They’d just have to be careful.

      They followed three tunnels and avoided seven traps before finally reaching a large open cavern with a stone floor. This had to be the temple proper. Humidity and the scent of mineral water filled the air. There shouldn’t be any traps here since only the worthy would make it this far.

      “Let’s find some place to set Silas down,” Yaz said.

      “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in years.” Brigid looked around than added, “Where?”

      The domed cavern was largely empty, at least what he could see of it in the meager light. There should be an altar somewhere nearby, but he was too tired to search.

      He looked quickly around for a good resting place, but given the emptiness of the space, one place seemed as good as another to Yaz, but further away from the entrance might be wise.

      “A little further on near the wall should be fine.”

      They inched deeper into the cavern, hugging the wall as they went. About fifty paces in Yaz stopped and gently set Silas on the smooth stone. Unbelievable as it was, the wizard appeared to be sleeping. The magic must have taken a lot out of him.

      “I think he’s got the right idea,” Brigid said.

      Yaz nodded. “I’ll take the first watch if you want to rest.”

      A long, pained scream reached the cavern. “It appears the bounty hunters have found the first trap,” Yaz said.

      Brigid’s face paled and she hugged herself. “On second thought, maybe I won’t sleep after all.”

      Until Silas woke up, there wasn’t much they could do, so Yaz slid down and leaned against the wall. Brigid sat beside him with a sigh. Try as he might, Yaz failed to summon words to reassure her. He settled for taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. She squeezed back and offered a tired smile.

      Yaz swore to himself that he’d figure a way out of this mess for them all. He just wished he had an idea how.
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      Rondo found flying agreed with him. He stood in the front of the ship and let the wind rush over his face. They were only an hour from the target, a place called Dragonspire Valley. Rondo had heard of it of course. Anyone that paid attention knew about the only community that had domesticated dragons. He shuddered. Flying on the ship was one thing, but flying on the back of a scaly, fire-breathing monster was another matter altogether.

      Shade assured him that the dragons would be dealt with by their inside man. If they weren’t, wooden ships wouldn’t last long against dragons.

      Rondo staggered when the ship came to a sudden stop. They still had a good fifty miles to go. What was the holdup? He glanced at the helm and found Domina standing with hands on shapely hips. She scared him more than Shade. The look in her eyes the few times he’d met her gaze wasn’t entirely sane.

      Their pause seemed to be a signal as everyone came up on deck from their cabins below. Even Umbra, who Rondo hadn’t seen in daylight since the day he installed the cloud generators. Rondo hurried down from his position and joined Lord Black and the rest of the cadre. Korbin and his slavers were divided between the three ships. During the three-day flight most of them had spent at least a little time at the railing emptying their stomachs on anyone unfortunate enough to be traveling below.

      “We’ll be moving in at dusk,” Lord Black said. “After the dragonriders have completed their final patrol of the day. We have two hours to prepare the dust emitters. Shade and I will handle the left-side ship. Umbra, the right-side ship is yours. Grab one of Korbin’s thugs if you need muscle. Domina, you and Rondo handle this one.”

      Everyone must have known what they were doing because as soon as he finished issuing his orders, Lord Black raised his hands and he and Shade flew over to their ship. Umbra flew himself away without comment and the next thing Rondo knew, he was alone with Domina. Not a place he ever wanted to find himself.

      Her lips curled into a smile that made his knees weak and his heart race. The tiniest bit of her sharp eyetooth glinted in the light. Rondo swallowed. “What should I do?”

      “I keep forgetting your ignorance. Downstairs in the storeroom you’ll find what looks like a large wooden funnel. Bring it up and place it in the front of the ship. There are also ten sealed buckets. Bring those as well.”

      Rondo hastened to obey. In his mind he grumbled that if he wanted to do physical labor he would have stayed home and worked the mine. Outwardly he didn’t make so much as a sigh of complaint. He didn’t know what Domina might do if he was less than obedient. Or Lord Black for that matter. Rondo might have been on good terms with Shade, but he held no illusions that if their master gave the word, Shade would cut his throat without a second thought.

      The stairs down to the hold were steep and the hall narrow. When he reached the storeroom, it didn’t take long to spot the giant funnel. About two feet in diameter and three feet high with a plug in the bottom, it was surprisingly light. Light, but awkward. Rondo carried it up on deck and set it where he’d been standing moments before.

      “Not there!” Domina shouted. “The front. You’ll see a hoop designed to hold it.”

      Rondo looked around but saw nothing obvious. When he leaned out and peered over the railing, he spotted the edge of an iron ring jutting from the very front of the ship. How was he supposed to get the funnel out there?

      He flicked a glance to his left and spotted Lord Black gesturing and his funnel floating out into the other ship’s ring. No doubt Umbra would do it the same way. Unfortunately for him, Rondo was no wizard.

      He looked back over his shoulder. Domina watched and tapped her foot on the deck. He somehow doubted a request for help would be well received. Dropping the funnel would be less well received. At least the thing was light.

      Taking a firm grip on the funnel, Rondo swung his leg over the railing. It was a long reach, but he got the tip into the ring.

      A gust of wind came up and shook the ship. Rondo held on to the funnel and railing for dear life. When the breeze died down, he gathered himself and tried again. He got the tip in again then flicked his wrist. The funnel wobbled, clattered, and bounced, sending Rondo’s heart into his throat before the funnel finally settled into the ring. He blew out a sigh of relief and scrambled back on deck.

      Something bumped his shoulder and when he turned, he found a smiling Domina leading a parade of floating buckets. She gestured and the buckets flew out and dumped a brown grain that looked a bit like wheat into the funnel. When the buckets had all been emptied the funnel was full to the top. She gestured again and a glowing lid formed over the funnel.

      “I’m impressed,” she said. “I was certain you’d fail at that task just as you’ve failed at every other task you’ve taken on since joining the sages.”

      Anger surged in him, but he tamped it down. “Was this some kind of test?”

      “Everything’s a test.”

      Curious but cursing himself for it Rondo asked, “Did I pass?”

      “It wasn’t that sort of test. You completed the job which was good, but you failed to speak up even though you had to know my order wasn’t reasonable, which shows a distinct lack of courage. I didn’t need to test you to find that out however.”

      His silence in the face of her insult probably proved her point, but he wasn’t stupid enough to argue. Rondo only needed to impress Lord Black, not Domina.

      Speaking of which, their leader came floating back to the flagship with Shade. The assassin landed beside Rondo and slapped him on the shoulder. “That was an impressive bit of footwork.”

      Rondo accepted the compliment and ignored the mocking tone. “Thanks. What now?”

      “Now we wait until sunset,” Lord Black said. “Then we strike.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was pitch black when the flying ships stopped for a second time. Rondo had no idea where they were or what was going on. The only thing he could see was the glow from Domina’s eyes. She’d used some sort of spell to let her see in the dark and hadn’t seen fit to share it with anyone else.

      Her shoes clunked on the deck as she passed him and took her place at the front of the ship. He caught a hint of whispery words that sent a chill up his spine. The wind swirled around, blowing Rondo’s robe every which way.

      Time passed in the darkness and after a while Domina said, “It’s done, my lord.”

      “Excellent.” Rondo nearly leapt out of his skin when Lord Black spoke just feet from his ear. “Summon the lights.”

      Domina spoke three harsh syllables and a handful of nearly blinding white lights the size of Rondo’s head sprang into being. From one of the other ships, Umbra conjured lights of his own, turning night into day.

      Domina returned to the helm and they were moving again. Rondo looked over the railing. They were flying over a wide valley. Farms were dotted here and there. One of the ships descended and landed on a level spot. The moment it did, a wide gangplank went over the side and eager slavers descended with manacles draped over their shoulders.

      The second ship broke off and landed on the opposite side of the valley. Lord Black’s ship never slowed and soon a walled village appeared ahead of them. In the center of the town rose a high tower featuring a dragon top with a lightning bolt coming out of its mouth. It was an exact twin to the one Rondo found in the swamp and a smaller version of the one in the capital ruins.

      As Domina began to land, Lord Black came and stood beside Rondo in the front of the ship. “Do you recognize the dragonspire?”

      “It’s like the one I found and the one in the capital ruin,” Rondo said.

      “Correct. Beside the ones you mentioned, there are two more on the opposite side of the Central Mountains. Along with the girl, these towers are the key to ruling the continent.”

      “I don’t understand, Lord Black.”

      “You don’t need to. All you need to do is revel in the fact that you are a part of the most ambitious project since the fall of the empire. Quite an honor. Don’t make me regret giving it to you.”

      There was a gentle thump when the ship hit the ground. Everyone hastened to reach the town. Lord Black left Rondo to his own devices, flying over the rail with his ring and disappearing from sight. Not wanting to miss anything, Rondo hurried down the ramp and joined Shade, Domina, and Lord Black in front of the village gate.

      The wizards could have flown over, but the rest of them were out of luck.

      “Shade?” Lord Black said.

      “Ready, Boss.”

      Shade rose into the air and glided over the wall. A few minutes later the gate swung ponderously open. The slavers hurried through first, their chains tinkling in the dark. Lord Black strode through like he owned the place. The village was eerily quiet. You’d have thought there’d be some guards on duty.

      A single straight street ran directly to the tower and Lord Black never deviated from his path. They passed several large buildings, one made of stone. The old man with the dragon staff marched off that way on the trail of a pair of slavers.

      The slavers pulled open the doors and entered. They emerged a moment later with an unconscious man between them. One started to clap manacles on him, but the old man shouted, “No, no! He’s my agent. Carry him gently back to my cabin on the ship.”

      One of the slavers said, “Korbin told us we get everyone for the blocks. You got a problem, take it up with him.”

      “Leonidas, wait. This is quite unacceptable. Without Abelard we never would have been able to deal with the dragons. You must explain to these cretins that he’s not to be made a slave.”

      A grimace of distaste twisted Lord Black’s stern features. “Leave that one alone.”

      “We don’t take orders from you.” The slaver got busy clapping irons on the fallen man.

      “Shade, explain his error to him.”

      “My pleasure, Boss.

      Shade ambled over to the two slavers. “Fellas, when Lord Black gives you an order, you obey. There are plenty of others for you to take prisoner. Now get lost.”

      The bigger of the two slavers straightened. “How about I ugly up that pretty face of yours?”

      Shade shook his head. “That’s just rude. We’re all on the same side here and so is the guy you’re trying to chain up. Plenty of coin to go around, right?”

      The slaver drew back a fist. Before he could throw it, Shade closed and struck him in the throat with the edge of his hand. The big man fell to the ground clawing at his throat and gasping for air.

      Shade turned to the second man. “He’ll live. If I have to argue with anyone else, they won’t, got me?”

      The second slaver grabbed his companion and half dragged him away as fast as possible.

      “There you are,” Shade said to the dragon worshiper.

      “How am I supposed to get my comrade back to the ship now?”

      “Don’t push your luck, Alvin,” Lord Black said. “I don’t intend to waste another minute on this.”

      Alvin bowed and Shade hurried to rejoin the group.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t kill him,” Rondo said.

      “The Slavers Guild is still our ally,” Shade said. “Besides, we don’t want to leave any bodies behind and I didn’t plan on carrying him back to the ship.”

      Lord Black marched on toward the tower. All around, slavers were breaking into buildings and pulling unconscious people out in chains. They were planning to enslave an entire village. That had to be a first.

      The tower door was closed and on one side was a rectangular panel marked with nine runes. Lord Black touched them in a precise order and the door swung open. Inside was a library much like the one in the capital tower. Thousands of books covered every surface. The collection had to be worth many thousands of gold scales. They’d need a lot of help to cart them all back to the ship.

      Lord Black ignored the fortune in books and made his way to the center of the tower. There was a round, open space there that appeared totally out of place. Lord Black moved toward the middle of the space.

      He’d barely taken a step when a harsh female voice said, “You! How dare you come here?”

      Rondo turned to see a stern but beautiful woman with dark hair emerge from the stacks to glare at Lord Black.

      “Can it be?” Lord Black murmured. “After all these years, we meet again, Helena. How nice. What’s it been, twenty years since you ran away from the Dark Sages? We can’t let that pass you know. You will have to face your punishment.”

      “What do you want here, Leonidas?” Helena asked.

      “That’s Most High Black to you, traitor,” Domina said.

      Helena’s beautiful face twisted in distaste. “I see some things never change, Domina. Still a mad dog at your age? I hoped time would mellow you. Foolish, I suppose.”

      Rondo winced. How would Domina kill her? From the looks of it she wanted to do it with her bare hands.

      “Easy, Domina,” Lord Black said. “You know the punishment for leaving the group as well as I do. She must face it the same as any other. You may take her prisoner if you like. Gently, please.”

      “As you say, Leonidas.” Domina’s tone was obedient and her expression lethal.

      Helena made no effort to run, instead glaring at them all as though already planning her revenge. Whoever she was, she had guts.

      Domina raised her hands and whispered in the same hissing tone she used on the ship. A breeze swirled around, rustling through the books.

      Helena went rigid. Domina stalked over and belted her in the jaw. Helena collapsed and Domina shook her hand, smiling down at the unconscious woman.

      “Feel better?” Lord Black asked.

      “Not really,” Domina said. “She’s still breathing.”

      Lord Black shook his head and moved to the center of the tower. He pointed at the floor and a glowing white dot appeared. As he traced his finger through the air an image appeared in glowing lines, slowing growing to become a stylized dragon.

      When it was finished, Lord Black stepped back and snapped his fingers. The image vanished in a burst of light that streaked up into the ceiling.

      “Grab Helena and let’s get back to the ship,” Lord Black said.

      Domina flicked her extended finger upward and the unconscious woman lifted off the floor and floated behind her.

      When they left the tower Rondo looked back at the fortune in books just sitting there. “Are we coming back for the collection?”

      “No time,” Lord Black said.

      “All the villagers are chained up or soon will be.” Rondo nearly choked when he realized who he was arguing with. Still, leaving all those books behind seemed wrong.

      “I don’t care about a few people.” Lord Black never broke stride as he hurried toward the gate. “It’s the dragons waking up that concern me.”

      Rondo had completely forgotten this village was supposed to be protected by dragons. Suddenly the books seemed a bit less important.

      “Leonidas!” The dragon worshipper called Alvin was still standing beside his unconscious comrade. “I really need some help here.”

      Lord Black sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Shade, Rondo, help the fool get his friend aboard. Time is running out.”

      “Sure, Boss.”

      Shade led the way and Rondo ended up grabbing the unconscious man under the arms. He was heavier than he looked. Rondo hissed and grimaced as they joined the line of slavers carrying unconscious villagers toward the ship. He hadn’t become a scholar so he could lug bodies around. If he’d wanted to do that, he’d have found work as a grave robber.

      They made it up the ramp and dumped the body on deck. Alvin wisely made no complaint. At least his friend was onboard.

      One of the slavers spoke to Lord Black. Rondo didn’t hear what they said, but Lord Black nodded and said, “Domina, we’re leaving.”

      The unconscious Helena was nowhere to be seen as Domina took her place at the helm. The ramp was brought back on board and they slowly rose into the air. An exhausted Rondo found a comfortable spot at the front of the ship.

      Below them, the dragon statue at the top of the tower looked like it was breathing white fire. It was a beautiful sight. He felt like he’d been part of something important, Rondo just wished he better understood what.
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      Brigid’s soft breath tickled Yaz’s ear. She’d fallen asleep an hour ago with her head on his shoulder. No sound had emerged from the tunnels in forty-five minutes. Perhaps the hunters had decided to lay siege to their hideout instead of trying to force their way in. That was Yaz’s biggest worry. They had no supplies or way to escape, at least that he knew about. For now he was content to let his companions sleep. Soon enough they’d have to make a move and the more rested they were the better.

      Yaz closed his eyes and entered his library. While he had the chance, he might as well review everything he knew about Aqua Kingdom ruins. Shouldn’t take long given how little anyone really knew about the ancient civilization.

      He conjured a table and manifested his memory in the form of a leather-bound book. It was all mental trickery, but the trappings of a real library helped Yaz focus. He glanced at his secret room before settling in. The door was bowed and bulging. Soon enough all the pain, anger, and fear he’d hidden away would have to be released. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but he’d bear it. He didn’t have any other options after all.

      Satisfied that all was in order he settled into his seat and opened the book. It was written by an imperial scholar that had explored three different ruins and combined his knowledge into a tome he hoped would help others who wanted to follow in his footsteps. Yaz paged through descriptions of various traps and monsters and how best to deal with them. The general consensus was avoidance was best and if that wasn’t possible use magic. Good advice, but useless to Yaz.

      A little further on came a description of an Aqua temple and its guardian spirit. They all had one, generally bound to the altar relic, a treasure dedicated to that temple. Yaz swallowed the lump in his throat. There was likely a spirit bound to this temple as well. Hopefully they wouldn’t meet the creature. The only saving grace was that the spirit was bound to the temple and couldn’t move beyond its walls. Good news if there wasn’t an army of bounty hunters waiting for you outside.

      The rest of the book was largely historical information of little practical use. Yaz had just finished paging through it when Silas groaned. “Where are we?”

      Yaz blinked and was back in the temple. Brigid had taken her head off his shoulder and was yawning.

      “In the central temple of an Aqua Kingdom ruin,” Yaz said. “The hunters have given up for the moment. How are you?”

      “Better.” Silas rose and stretched. “My energy is mostly restored, though I don’t dare use magic stronger than the light spell until I find a proper catalyst. You guys carried me down here?”

      Yaz nodded. “We couldn’t just leave you lying there for the bounty hunters to find. If you two are up to it, we need to take a closer look around. Maybe there’s a back door.”

      “You think so?” Brigid sounded so hopeful Yaz didn’t have the heart to tell her no, he didn’t think so.

      “Maybe. Silas, can you brighten things up a little?”

      “Sure.” Silas touched Wicked and the skull glowed brighter, still less than a lantern, but more than a torch. “That’s the best I can do.”

      They set out toward the center of the cavern. If the altar was anywhere, it would be there. Sure enough it came into view thirty paces later. The altar appeared to be made of ice. It sat on a raised dais and a black egg sat in the exact center. That had to be the temple relic. In front of the altar was a deep, clear pool of water.

      Yaz knelt, drew the symbol of a water droplet in the air, and scooped a handful of water to his mouth. It was cold, pure, and delicious. He’d never had such a refreshing mouthful of water. At least they wouldn’t die of thirst.

      “How is it?” Brigid asked.

      “Amazing,” Yaz said. “Make the proper obeisance like I did and try some.”

      “O-what?”

      Yaz smiled. “Kneel and draw a drop of water in front of you.”

      She did as he said and eagerly slurped the pure water.

      Silas only had eyes for the black egg. “I could make a fine necromantic catalyst from a piece of obsidian that big.”

      “You might summon the temple guardian as well. Didn’t you study this sort of thing during your wizard training?”

      Silas finally looked away. “Contrary to what most people think, not all wizards are scholars. My master only had ten books and they all dealt with magic of one sort or another. He didn’t give a damn about any other subject. I fear I inherited that preference.”

      “That’s a dangerous preference for someone that explores ruins for a living.” Yaz frowned and looked closer at the egg. It had a faint texture. “I don’t think that’s obsidian.”

      “What else could it be?” Silas asked.

      “I think it’s a dragon egg.” Yaz bounced to his feet and took a step closer. There was definitely a scaly pattern on the egg’s surface. “When a dragon egg ends up in an inhospitable location it goes dormant and becomes as hard as iron. They’ll stay preserved that way until they are taken somewhere appropriate for incubation.”

      When everyone had drunk their fill, the little group continued their exploration of the temple. Most of it was empty, but on the far wall they found a door in the right-hand corner. It was designed to look like just another section of wall, but over the years the earth had shifted enough that cracks appeared at the corners.

      Yaz worked the tips of his fingers into the crack and pulled. The door shifted a few inches, but whatever made the cracks also screwed up the hinges.

      “I’m going to need a hand,” he said.

      Brigid grabbed the door below him and Silas above.

      “On three,” Yaz said.

      At his count they all heaved. The door suddenly gave and they tumbled into a heap on the floor.

      “Ow.” Yaz ended up with Brigid’s elbow in his gut and Silas’s foot in his face.

      They untangled themselves without doing any more damage and Wicked flew through the door, illuminating a small chamber holding a wooden table littered with objects that glittered in the light. Most of the items – candle holders, plates, a decorative knife – were made of silver. A single gold ring set with a sapphire rested on one of the offering plates and a lone, leather-bound book with a water drop embossed on the cover leaned against the wall. Unfortunately, there were no other exits from the room.

      “The temple treasury I’d say.” Silas rubbed his hands together. “There’s enough here to live on for a year. No platinum though, pity.”

      “I’ve never seen so much wealth,” Brigid said.

      “Won’t do us much good if we can’t get past the bounty hunters,” Silas said. “We’re going to have to explore the tunnels and see if we can find another way out.”

      “Maybe not.” Yaz picked up the book and ran a finger over the cover. He opened it and flipped through the pages. “Here we go.”

      There was a map of the temple spread across the center two pages. It showed the entire tunnel complex as well as all the traps. What it failed to show was another exit. One way in and one way out. Ideal for defense, but a pain for Yaz and the others.

      “Let me read this,” Yaz said. “Maybe I can find something useful.”

      An especially loud crash filled the air. Brigid rushed back out into the temple then quickly returned. “They’re here.”

      “Better read fast,” Silas said.
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      Yaz flipped page after page of the temple book in the hope that there might be something that would save them from ending up prisoners again. What he found was a lot of religious history that didn’t interest him in the slightest. Sometimes knowing this useless information would be stuck in his brain for the rest of his life depressed him, but he didn’t have time to dwell on that now. The bounty hunters would find this room soon enough and when they did it was over for Yaz and his companions.

      “You have nowhere to run,” a muffled male voice said. “Surrender and no harm will come to you.”

      Yaz snorted. Assuming you didn’t count getting hung at the end of their journey.

      “Find anything?” Silas asked. The wizard had stationed himself at the door, ready to use what little magic he could muster as a last resort.

      “Not yet.” Yaz returned to his reading.

      “Can’t you put them to sleep, like before?” Brigid asked.

      “It’s daylight out,” Silas said. “I can feel it.”

      “We’re underground,” Brigid said.

      “Doesn’t matter to the magic. That spell only works at night.”

      Yaz ignored them and flipped another page. He froze. There was a drawing of the altar along with a description of the temple guardian and a warning not to summon it without a water priest present. The spirit would attack anyone present if the proper invocation wasn’t made at the moment of its arrival. It was a distant hope, but maybe they could use it.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Yaz said. “But it’s risky. I think we should summon the guardian spirit and try to escape in the chaos. It’s a slim chance and we might end up killed in the battle.”

      “A slim chance is better than no chance,” Silas said.

      Brigid offered a nod of agreement.

      “This is your last chance to surrender,” the bounty hunter said. “It’ll go worse for you if we have to drag you out of whatever hole you’ve slunk into.”

      That pretty much made up their minds.

      “Grab what you can,” Yaz said. “There’ll be no coming back.”

      Silas stuffed his pockets with coins and Brigid slipped the gold ring on her finger before taking up the silver dagger. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but she might slice a wrist or throat with it. For his part Yaz held on to the book, but otherwise didn’t burden himself. He’d need a free hand when they reached the altar.

      “Everyone ready?” Yaz asked. When they indicated they were Yaz continued, “When I give the word, douse your light.”

      “How will we see?” Brigid asked.

      “Don’t worry, when the time comes it won’t be a problem.” Hopefully, Yaz didn’t add.

      They slipped out of the treasury with Yaz in the lead. It wouldn’t take the hunters long to spot Wicked. The only way this was going to work was if Yaz reached the altar first.

      So he ran. The other pounded after him.

      In every direction he spotted the orange glow of torches. The hunters were spread out, searching. That might work to their advantage.

      “There they are!” someone shouted from the left.

      Their momentary advantage was lost. Yaz spotted the altar an instant later. He had a clear path, thank the gods. The black egg glistened with a fine sheen of moisture.

      He reached the altar from one way just as an armored man appeared from the opposite.

      “You have no hope of escaping,” the hunter said. “My men have the cavern surrounded.”

      Yaz lunged and slapped the egg at him. “Catch!”

      The hunter instinctively dropped his torch and caught the egg.

      “The light!” Yaz shouted.

      Wicked stopped glowing, shrouding the area in darkness only vaguely lessened by the hunter’s sputtering torch.

      The darkness didn’t last long. An azure glow rose from the pool along with a thick mist. The mist took the form of a giant female figure that towered over the humans.

      “Run!” Yaz shouted.

      They’d barely taken a step when the spirit’s fist came down, crushing the hunter to pulp and sending the black egg skittering across the floor.

      Yaz darted toward it as the blue glow grew brighter by the second.

      The water spirit stomped after the egg, shaking the cavern with every step. Yaz snatched up the egg and darted right just ahead of a massive fist.

      A hunter appeared out of the murk, torch in one hand, club in the other. Yaz threw the egg at him.

      It hit the man in the chest and a moment later, splat, the spirit crushed him flat.

      The egg slid further down the cavern floor and Yaz chased it.

      He had no other weapon and damned if he was going to let it get away.

      He darted a quick look to his right and spotted Brigid and Silas racing toward the exit, a pair of hunters hard on their heels.

      Yaz reached the egg and gave it a swift kick toward the fleeing pair.

      The spirit chased after the egg, sending hunters flying and clearing Yaz’s path.

      He ran after the spirit, never getting too close.

      The egg slid past the two hunters chasing Brigid and Silas.

      The spirit stomped on one man and sent the other flying with a backhand. The egg had almost reached the exit while Silas and Brigid were already out.

      Yaz put on a burst of speed and slid between the spirit’s legs, grabbed the egg, and rolled out into the hall beside his companions.

      The spirit reached for them, but its hand stopped at the doorway. As Yaz figured, it couldn’t leave the temple. A roar shook the complex and Yaz pitied the remaining bounty hunters. The spirit wasn’t going to go easy on them.

      “You actually held on to the book after all that?” Brigid said.

      Yaz must have done it on instinct as he had no real memory of wrestling with it. “Mom taught me books were the most valuable things in the world. I guess I took her lesson to heart. Now let’s get out of here.”

      They picked their way through the tunnels, careful to avoid any traps. It would have been a crime to escape the temple only to fall victim to carelessness. At last they reached the surface and found ten horses waiting, tied to some nearby brush. At least they wouldn’t have to walk back to the village.

      Yaz went over and grinned. “Thunder! Nice of them to bring you along, boy.”

      He patted the pony on the neck and got a thump on the chest in return. Their gear was still loaded on Thunder’s back, including the ironwood staves. Yaz added the book and egg to his pack before digging out jerky and dried fruit. He couldn’t remember when they’d last eaten and he was starving.

      Once they had all eaten their fill, Yaz said, “I think we need to go home for a while, at least until the bounty hunters move on to fresh prey. If you guys want to do something else, I’m open to suggestions.”

      “Home sounds good,” Brigid said.

      “I’ve never been to Dragonspire Village,” Silas said. “I wouldn’t mind paying a visit, especially if bounty hunters aren’t welcome.”

      “Great, now all we need to do is change.” Yaz went to the horses and rummaged through their gear. Hopefully they had some spare clothes.

      “Change into what?” Brigid asked.

      “Mercenaries.” Yaz finally found some far-too-big leather armor and leggings. “The hunters are looking for an individual wizard and a man and woman traveling together, not a group of three male mercenaries. If we do this right, no one will know who we are. Should make traveling a sight easier.”

      Brigid eyed the dirty leathers with distaste. “I don’t know…”

      “This is no time for squeamishness.” Yaz held the oversized clothes out to her. “Don’t worry, they’re reasonably clean.”
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      Yaz could hardly believe that after two weeks of riding, avoiding bounty hunters and people, they were finally almost home. The sun was low in the sky when they emerged from the forest just outside the valley entrance. He breathed deep of the cool, damp air. It even smelled like home. He couldn’t wait to see his parents again or to show the dragon egg to Master Robotham. Hopefully no one would object to him bringing some guests home. The chief’s house was plenty big enough for two more.

      He grinned so hard his face hurt. Gods it was good to be home.

      They were returning from the south after an unlucky encounter with some curious merchants forced them to change direction. The caravan had been interested in hiring extra guards forcing Yaz to come up with some random excuse why they couldn’t join up. He’d probably been worried about nothing, but better safe than sorry.

      Yaz guided his horse down the rugged, winding path to the valley entrance. They’d sold all the extra horses at a trading post bringing a nice chunk of coin.

      “I didn’t think we’d be back so soon,” Brigid said. “I’m not eager to return to my parents’ hut.”

      Yaz looked her way. “Your share of the loot will make you instantly one of the richest people in the village. If Mom won’t let you stay with us, you’ll have coin enough to live at the inn for months.”

      “Is that normal?” Silas pointed at the sky.

      Yaz turned back. It was getting darker and a weird white light shot into the sky from where Yaz guessed the village should be. Didn’t look like fire exactly. In fact, it didn’t look like anything Yaz had ever seen.

      “No, it isn’t normal. I’ve never seen a light like that.” Yaz scratched the stubble he’d grown to help with his disguise. “Something’s going on.”

      He wanted to gallop into the village, but the narrow path wouldn’t allow it. Gritting his teeth, Yaz let the horse pick its own path until the pass opened into the valley proper. No guards called out a challenge as they approached. That worried him more than the strange light. There was always a squad of guards on duty at the valley entrance. If anyone was approaching, the dragonriders would warn them so they could prepare a welcome. Yaz hadn’t seen any dragons as they approached either. He figured the branches must have blocked them and thought no more about it. Maybe he should have.

      Coming from the south they’d reach the village in about half an hour at a canter. Yaz gave his horse a kick in the ribs and thundered down the dirt road. Brigid and Silas were only half a second behind him. They rode hard until the walls of the village appeared in the strange light. Speaking of the light, it was shooting out of the top of the tower.

      It was also the only light in the village. Not a single candle burned in any of the windows he could see. A few minutes later it was clear the gates were wide open. If he needed any more convincing that something had happened, that finished the job.

      He rode through the gate and glanced up at the lookout towers. They were as abandoned as the guard post they passed earlier. In front of his house Yaz leapt off his horse, not bothering to tie it to the hitching rail as he ran up the steps and through the open door.

      “Mom? Dad?”

      No reply. The house was silent and empty.

      A stench came from the kitchen. Grimacing, Yaz dodged around the dining room table and ran into the kitchen. The smell came from a pot sitting on the cold stove.

      Mom must have been in the middle of cooking dinner when whatever happened began. When Yaz returned to the entranceway Brigid and Silas were waiting.

      “Yaz?” Brigid asked.

      He shook his head. “They’re gone, without a trace.”

      “I have to find my parents.” Brigid ran back out.

      “Wait!” Silas shouted.

      She ignored him, leapt on her horse and rushed north.

      “We shouldn’t split up,” Silas said.

      He was right, but Yaz had to check on the tower. His mother might be hiding there.

      They made the short walk to the tower, the weird light providing plenty illumination to see by. Yaz’s hopes rose when they found the door closed and locked, but he forced them down. No sense setting himself up for disappointment.

      He pressed the proper sequence of runes and pulled the door open. The library looked exactly as he expected. As far as he could tell, not a paper was out of place.

      “Anyone here?” he called.

      No response. He sighed and wished he was surprised. A quick look around to make sure wouldn’t take long. Yaz wove his way through the familiar stacks. It felt strange being in the library without the sages around.

      “I’ve never seen so many books,” Silas murmured.

      “There’s over five thousand altogether. The head sage said it was the fourth-largest collection in the world.”

      “I believe it. How much are all these books worth?”

      “They’re priceless for the knowledge they possess.” Yaz reached the center of the library and stopped. A glowing circle with a stylized dragon in the middle filled the space. “This is new.”

      “It’s magic,” Silas said. “I can feel it from here.”

      “What’s it do?” Yaz asked.

      “No idea, and figuring it out could take weeks even if I had a proper catalyst. Whatever it is, I suggest keeping your distance. Strange magic is almost always dangerous.”

      Yaz didn’t need to be told twice. They retreated and sealed the door behind them. He’d worry about the glowing circle later. There was one more thing he needed to check.

      The dragons’ aviary was only a short run across the street from the tower. Yaz’s throat tightened. The main door was wide open. Inside, all the stalls were empty, even pregnant Soto had left.

      Brigid!

      The dragons wouldn’t have gone far, not with all the livestock around to provide easy hunting. They generally weren’t active at night, but generally didn’t mean always. Brigid could be in danger.

      Yaz spun on his heels and ran back out past a staring Silas.

      “What’s going on?” the wizard asked.

      “The dragons are loose. We need to find Brigid and warn her.”

      Yaz barely heard Silas mutter, “I knew we shouldn’t split up.”
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      Brigid raced out the north gate, slapping her horse on the rear to get it to run faster. She’d been so eager to leave them behind the weight of her fear came as a shock. Her chest clenched so tight she could barely breathe. Despite their arguments, Brigid loved her parents. Even as she ran away with Yaz she always intended to return, hopefully rich enough to build them a nice house and maybe hire someone to help her father tend the flock.

      All she wanted now was for them to be okay. She might have even agreed to marry bloody Owen Chase if she found them safe.

      The path home was as familiar as her face in the mirror. Even in the dim starlight she had no trouble navigating it. A few hundred yards out from the hut she heard the bleating of sheep. They never made a fuss like that. What could have them so worked up?

      The outside of their hut looked okay. She dismounted and ran to the door. “Mom!”

      The inside was empty, like they had just turned into puffs of smoke and blown away. She backed out of the single room and fought to keep from crying. Tears wouldn’t do any good now.

      She crossed the dirt yard and went to the pen. Fully half the flock was lying on the ground dead. The bleating survivors were thin and panting. She guessed they’d been locked in there for over a week. She opened the gate and leapt aside as the sheep raced out towards the pasture where they could find food and water.

      Brigid watched them until they were out of sight. Poor things. She sighed and scrubbed a hand across her face. It wasn’t far to the Chase farm. Brigid held out little hope of finding anyone, but at least she could free their stock.

      She started for her horse when a bark brought her up short. She spun just in time to get tackled by a furry form that set to licking her face. She hugged Rum, glad beyond reason that her dog had survived, probably by hunting rabbits and drinking at the creeks.

      “Good to see you too, boy.” Brigid scratched him behind the ears.

      She finally stood, dusted herself off, and mounted up. With Rum jogging along beside her, she rode to the Chase farm. She set a slower pace and twenty minutes later pulled up in front of Owen’s house, a single-story cabin with a slate roof. She tended the sheep first. At least Owen had a small pond in his paddock so none of his sheep had died. They stampeded out to find something to eat with Rum barking at their heels.

      Brigid went to the house and found it empty. Owen and his boys had vanished without a trace, just like her parents.

      What could have happened? It defied Brigid’s imagination to think that the entire valley had been emptied of people.

      There was nothing more she could do here. Maybe Yaz had learned something useful in town. Either way she wanted to get back. Being out here alone set her nerves on edge. A piercing whistle brought Rum trotting up beside her.

      They’d barely left the farm when her horse shied. She made soothing noises like Yaz taught her, but the horse refused to calm, rolling its eyes and bucking in an attempt to throw her.

      As she fought to keep her seat Rum started growling.

      Finally, her horse leapt and kicked, launching her from the saddle before running off as fast as it could. Brigid landed hard on her butt.

      Rum’s growling got louder. “What is it?”

      She turned to see a huge red dragon stalking toward her. Its eyes glowed with an inner light. Brigid’s heart raced as she scrambled back. She gave no thought to fighting. Even if she had her staff, how could she fight a dragon?

      The beast’s lips peeled back revealing long white fangs.

      “Nice dragon,” Brigid said. “There’s some sheep down in the pasture. Wouldn’t you rather go eat them?”

      It took a couple more steps toward her then stopped and lifted its head. Brigid heard the pounding of hooves a moment later. Yaz and Silas must have come looking for her. Now they were going to run into a dragon. She cursed her helplessness.

      The horses stopped behind her somewhere. She didn’t dare look away from the dragon to see what the others were doing.

      The next thing she knew Yaz was standing between her and the dragon. Hope and terror fought inside her. What would she do if something happened to him trying to save her?

      “Easy, Soto,” Yaz said. “You remember me, don’t you?”

      He reached out with an open hand, drawing a hiss from the dragon.

      “Stop that,” he said. “Be a good girl and I’ll find a nice sheep to cut up for you. Where are the others? Not too close by, I hope.”

      The dragon lowered its head and inched closer.

      “That’s right.” Yaz cooed at the dragon like Brigid would a nervous sheep. “I won’t hurt you. Come on.”

      It finally let Yaz rub its head and Brigid let out a sigh. The threat appeared to be over for the moment.

      “You okay?” Yaz asked without looking back at her.

      “Yeah, though your friend gave me quite a fright.”

      “Soto’s a good girl. I don’t think she would’ve hurt you, she’s just not used to strange people, plus she’s going to lay an egg soon. Aren’t you, girl? She’s probably hungry. We don’t teach our dragons to hunt so she might not know how. I’ll have to cut up a sheep for her. Hopefully it’ll draw the others then we’ll know where they are at least.”

      Brigid shook her head. She wanted nothing to do with any more dragons. “Half our flock died of thirst in their pen. Would those work? I can’t believe I’m saying this, but they wouldn’t make her sick, right?”

      “No, dragons can eat any kind of meat, fresh, rotten, you name it. Where’s your place?”

      “I’ll show you. My horse ran off somewhere when the dragon showed up.”

      “I’m not surprised. Horses and dragons don’t get along. Silas, could you round up Brigid’s horse please?”

      Silas had kept his distance with his and Yaz’s mounts. At least one member of the group had some sense. “Sure, no problem. I’ll meet you guys back in the village.”

      Silas rode off and Brigid said, “I think your friend makes him nervous.”

      Yaz smiled and patted the dragon’s neck. “They do take some getting used to. Once they know you there shouldn’t be any trouble, unless they get really hungry.”

      They started walking back to Brigid’s farm. She was careful to keep Yaz between her and the dragon. Now that he was here, the beast seemed content to trot along beside them the same as Rum, who was keeping a good hundred yards away. Yaz held a hand on the dragon’s neck, murmuring nonsense to it every so often.

      After a tense walk, they reached the farm. Yaz frowned. “I don’t have my butcher knife.”

      “Dad keeps one in the shed. You can use that.” Brigid edged around Yaz and the dragon, making her way to the little shed where they kept their tools and retrieved a long straight knife they only brought out during harvest time. “Will this work?”

      “It’s perfect, thanks.” Yaz accepted the knife and led the dragon to the sheep paddock.

      He went through the gate and started cutting up the nearest carcass. One leg then another went down the dragon’s gullet and soon the entire sheep had been consumed. As he started on the second sheep rustling came from the north. Five pairs of glowing eyes appeared in the dark and soon enough the remaining dragons came trotting up. Probably smelled the sheep blood.

      They ignored Brigid and ran up to Yaz, who smiled and patted each of them before handing out more treats. For most of an hour he cut up sheep and fed the dragons until each of them had eaten two full carcasses and only a handful remained in the paddock. With their meal finished the dragons curled into balls like a bunch of cats and went to sleep.

      Yaz cleaned the knife on some grass and left the paddock. “Is there somewhere I can clean up?”

      “The well’s this way.” Brigid led him to the pump and worked it while he scrubbed the blood from his hands and the knife. He dried the blade on his shirt and handed it back to her. “Thanks.”

      “Thank you for the loan.”

      “Not just for giving the knife back, but for coming to get me. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, I don’t know what might have happened. I thought that dragon was going to tear me limb from limb. Then you show up and they act like well-trained hounds.”

      “They’re more like semi-domesticated wolves. Soto was probably hoping you’d give her something to eat. The dragons associate humans with being fed so she wasn’t likely to hurt you unless someone she recognized gave her the kill command. Did you find any sign of your parents?”

      Brigid shook her head. “You?”

      “No. The whole village is empty as far as I can tell. I suspect all the farms will be the same. I don’t know about you, but I’m going to find my parents. Damned if I know how, but I’m going to try.”

      “I’m with you no matter what. I bet Silas will help too. What about the dragons?”

      “That’s the tricky part. After everything I fed them, they’ll probably sleep for a few days. There are plenty of sheep, but like I said, they don’t really know how to hunt. I’ll probably have to catch and butcher enough sheep to last them for a couple months. After that they’ll have to figure it out on their own. Hopefully we’ll be back before that becomes a problem.

      “Why don’t we head back and search for clues,” Brigid said. “Who knows, maybe Silas already found something.”

      “That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” Yaz grinned and Brigid’s heart melted a little. She had always liked him, but when he stepped in front of that dragon to protect her, she knew it was more than that. Whether he felt the same she didn’t know. With everyone gone the gods only knew where, now probably wasn’t the best time to explore what she felt, but that time would come. She knew it.
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      Silas got back to town a little less than an hour after leaving his new friends behind with the dragon. He shook his head and nudged his mount toward the inn’s hitching rail. He’d seen some crazy things but when that kid ran in front of the dragon without a moment’s hesitation then talked it down and even petted it like an oversized dog he about fainted. Granted he wasn’t used to dealing with dragons, but still, a single bite would have cut him in half.

      He dismounted and tied up all three horses in Wicked’s dim light. Something flashed and Silas bent down. There was a silver coin on the ground, not an imperial scale, but an older design. One side had a mountain and the other the bust of a man wearing a crown. He didn’t recognize the king, but like he told Yaz earlier, he was no scholar. Maybe the kid would know who it was, he seemed to know everything else.

      “I shouldn’t think of him as a kid,” Silas said. “Those two can’t be more than a few years younger than me.”

      Wicked just floated in front of him. Silas doubted his familiar understood much beyond simple commands, but they’d been traveling alone together for so long Silas had gotten in the habit of talking to the little undead like it was a real person. It felt strange having actual companions. Companions he could trust.

      He shuddered to think what might’ve happened if he tried to explore that ruin without Yaz to guide him around the traps. He’d have died in ten minutes. The three of them made a good team. Silas suspected the offer of sanctuary wasn’t much good now that all the people had vanished.

      And where could they have gone? There had to be magic involved, but he’d never heard of magic capable of kidnapping an entire village. Even the Five Elemental Dragons, the most powerful wizards in the world, couldn’t do something like this. Silas wasn’t sure he wanted to know who could.

      Silas wandered around the empty village, looking for clues and trying without much luck to come up with a theory that fit what had happened. People didn’t just disappear into thin air.

      “Silas!”

      Sounded like Yaz and Brigid had returned. He turned toward the north gate, emerging from between the inn and general store just as his companions reached the horses out front. They appeared unharmed.

      “So you didn’t get eaten,” Silas said. “Congratulations.”

      Yaz grinned, looking far younger than his true age. “Thanks. Did you find anything interesting?”

      “As a matter of fact…” Silas pulled the coin out of his pocket and flipped it to Yaz. “Ever seen one like this before?”

      Yaz snatched it out of the air and studied the coin. “It’s pre-imperial for sure, but I don’t recognize the style. Not Kingdom of Aqua. I don’t know.”

      “Wow,” Brigid said. “Never thought I’d see something you didn’t know.”

      Yaz handed the coin back to Silas. If her comment bothered him, Yaz controlled his reaction perfectly. “There’s a vast sea of knowledge out there and what I know is only the smallest drop. That coin may be an important clue, or some visiting merchant might’ve dropped it on his way to supper. I simply can’t say.”

      Silas and Brigid fell in behind Yaz as he walked down the street. After a moment of silence Silas asked, “Where are we going?”

      “The aviary. I only glanced in before I noticed the dragons were out. I want to see if they broke out or were released.”

      “Why does that matter?” Brigid asked.

      “If they were released it means someone did it before they vanished. If they broke out because they were hungry then whatever happened, happened so fast no one had a chance to reach the dragons. None of them had their saddles on and we never let them out until they’re saddled. That means if they were released it wasn’t by Dad or the other riders and probably not Master Robotham.”

      “Then who were they released by?” Brigid asked.

      “Exactly. Soto wouldn’t be as friendly to a stranger as she was to me.”

      “I’ll vouch for that.” Brigid shivered.

      Yaz glanced back. “I think she liked you. Soto has excellent instincts.”

      Silas smiled at the sideways compliment. He might be a genius, but Yaz wasn’t very good with girls.

      They reached the aviary and Silas sent a little power through his link to Wicked and conjured more light. Inside, the gates were intact and wide open. Clearly the dragons had been released by someone.

      Yaz went into the first stall, sniffed like a hunting dog, and picked something up off the floor. It looked like a sprig of grass. He tasted it and spat.

      “Dragon’s Bane. Someone poisoned them. That’s why Soto and the other dragons didn’t try to protect the village.”

      “I thought you said dragons could eat anything without getting sick,” Brigid said.

      “Dragon’s Bane is the one thing they’re vulnerable to.”

      “Yet whoever poisoned them didn’t kill them,” Silas said.

      “You can’t kill a dragon by feeding them Dragon’s Bane. They’ll fall unconscious before they eat enough to be fatal. Someone just wanted them out of the way.”

      Yaz kicked the wall of the stall. It was the first real sign of emotion Silas had seen from him. Somehow it made him feel better about Yaz, like he was a real person.

      “It might not be much,” Silas said. “But I know someone who might be able to tell us more about the coin. He’s a dealer I’ve sold to in the past.”

      Yaz left the stall and stopped in front of Silas. “So you’ll help us find our families?”

      “You two saved my life. I owe you.”

      “You saved us at least twice before that.” Yaz held out his hand. “And I don’t keep score with friends.”

      Silas hesitated. During his training and while he was on the run, he’d never had much use for friends. Or maybe he just didn’t trust anyone not to turn him in.

      Finally, he grasped the outstretched hand. Brigid put her hand on top of theirs, smiling a bright smile. Maybe having a couple friends wouldn’t be so bad.
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      For two days, from sunup to sundown, Yaz and Brigid rode through the valley, visiting every farm and setting livestock free of their pens. Yaz brought troughs to the sleeping dragons and filled them with the meat of nearly a hundred sheep and goats. He figured that should keep Soto and the other dragons well fed for three months. When Brigid asked about wolves stealing the meat from the sleeping dragons, Yaz had grinned and asked if she’d ever seen a wolf brave enough to approach even sleeping dragons.

      While they were riding, Silas settled down with a platinum coin he scrounged up in the inn. He intended to make himself a proper catalyst and Yaz wished him luck. A wizard that couldn’t use his magic without collapsing wasn’t a great deal of help in a fight.

      At last, on the morning of the third day, Yaz, Brigid, and Silas gathered at the tower. Yaz had left the dormant dragon egg inside where it would be safe.

      “So where does your friend the coin merchant live?” Yaz asked.

      “I wouldn’t call Carnack a friend. He’s a grasping, greedy little man that cares only for coins. He’s also a coward too afraid of me to call the bounty hunters. He lives in the City of Bells to the east.”

      Yaz had read about the city but lacked any firsthand knowledge. Since it was their only lead, he was content to follow Silas’s directions.

      “How long will it take to get there?” Brigid asked. She’d made her distaste for her mercenary disguise clear earlier, but it really was a much safer way to travel given their circumstances.

      “If all goes well, a couple weeks.” Silas shrugged. “When you’re on the road anything can happen.”

      Brigid sighed. “Don’t we know it.”

      Yaz looked from Brigid to Silas. With such fine companions he had no doubt they’d succeed in figuring out what happened to their families. Whether they’d like what they learned was another matter, one to be dealt with later.

      “Let’s go.”
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