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Chapter One
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The mimic was laughing at me again. I’d followed him through a barren landscape, running from fires that popped out of nowhere and fleeing windstorms and floods that nearly swept us away. We were looking for Zyla. We were looking for Zin. We were hunting Saboraak. And through it all, he laughed at me, mocked me, taunting me with my frailness. I dreamed fitfully and fiercely and for so long that it felt as if I had been sleeping for days but never resting.

My eyes popped open, startling me. 

Bright light pierced through them, searing my vision. My head exploded in pain, but I didn’t have the strength to lift a hand and hold my throbbing head. My eyes adjusted slowly, and my painful breathing steadied. How long had I been lying here? How long had I been dreaming?

Had I really been snatched from the flames by Saboraak’s jaws?

Yes.

Saboraak! Her voice was like balm to my mind. I’d missed it. The mimic was a terrible companion compared to my dragon.

I’m here, trout. She sounded nervous, though.

“Of course, she sounds nervous. She’s watched you lie here and dream for five days now,” my mimic said, running a hand through his dark hair. “And you aren’t much to look at.”

Are you okay, Saboraak? I was so worried!

The Kav’ai healed me of my wounds and I am whole again. She still sounded guarded.

“She doesn’t trust you anymore,” the mimic said. “That’s the thing about friends. Eventually, they always find out who you are and stop trusting you.”

“Shut up,” I told him. The back of my hand felt hot, as if his words had seared me.

My vision was clearing. I was lying on a pile of blankets in a shallow cave – long and low and cut into yellow stone. Outside the cave, in the glaring sun, Saboraak sat like a watchful sphinx, but her gaze was not on the world outside. Her eyes were focused directly on me, concern filling them.

Why was she looking at me like that? Maybe it was the face tattoos I’d picked up through the Ko’tor’kaen. Were they hideous?

Those can only be seen in moonlight, remember?

Then what? Why are you looking at me like that?

You went through a lot in the Trials.

That wasn’t a reason to look at me like I was crazy. Hadn’t I saved everyone? Hadn’t I done everything it took to get them all out before Apeq destroyed the World of Legends? That was the compassion and dedication she was always harping on. She should be pleased with me.

At least I wouldn’t have to deal with Apeq again. At least he was gone forever.

“Don’t be too sure,” my mimic said. “He’s too much like you to die that easily.”

Saboraak shifted uneasily. Why was she so nervous about me? I could barely move. I was weak as a newborn kitten and even if I could move, I would hardly hurt my dragon.

Tor, I have something terrible to tell you. Please, understand that I won’t leave you. I will stay by your side until the end. I will help you remember who you are, and I will make sure that you don’t harm yourself. I care about you like a brother and I always will. 

I sat up, almost hitting my head on the low cave roof. What was she talking about? What had happened behind the Door of Heaven? Had I lost my legs? 

I patted the blanket in front of me and then pulled it aside. Two legs – naked except for my underthings, and glassy in places where burned skin was healing, but they were there. I wiggled my toes and they moved easily. They should be in a lot worse shape after the burning I’d had!

That was five days ago. And the Kav’ai have talent with healing.

I’d lost five days? So, my mimic hadn’t been lying. What had happened in that time?

We’ve all been resting, eating, and waiting for you. I haven’t gorged like that in a long time. There is a large lizard here that is surprisingly tasty.

“You won’t find me eating lizards,” the mimic said. I agreed with that.

My hands and arms were fine. They moved exactly as I asked them to. I examined them closely, my jaw clenching at the scar on the back of one of my hands. It looked almost exactly like one of those doorways had been branded into my skin with a blazing iron. It must have been a trick of the tragedy. A strange coincidence of my injuries there. 

I was fine. Healing, but fine. I breathed out through my open lips in a gust of relief. She’d had me worried there for a minute. 

“You don’t need to worry, old girl,” I said with a laugh. “See? I’m fine!”

I let the blanket fall, eased myself from the cave to stand in the blazing sun. It was warm here and my bare skin broke out immediately in a sheen of sweat. It felt good after so many weeks in the cold. 

“Except that you look like a plucked chicken with those skinny, bare legs,” my mimic said with a shudder. “Stop embarrassing us and cover those up!”

“I thought I told you to shut up,” I growled at him. 

Saboraak reared back. 

There’s no easy way to say this, Tor.

Say what?

The problem is not with your body.

That made me nervous.

It’s with your mind. You left the World of Legends insane. Her mental voice ached with compassion. Please don’t panic. I will stay with you and tend you through your insanity. I’ve already told the others. They are ready to receive you as you are.

Whoa. Wait. 

“There’s been a misunderstanding,” I said, trying but failing to laugh. Instead, the laugh came out a strangled squeak. “I’m sane as you are, Saboraak!”

Tor, her tone was gentle. I can hear you speaking to yourself. You argue back and forth. And you are not very kind to yourself. You were doing it in your dreams, but now you do it in the waking world. 

She could hear the mimic! 

“That’s not me, Saboraak. That’s a mimic. A thing from the Trials.”

If it was from the Trials, Tor, then why is it still here? The Trials are over. You won.

“Because they told me it would last! I wished for him to last.”

You wished for insanity?

It sounded strange now that I said it out loud. “I needed two of me to save all of you. So, I wished for two of me.”

But there is only one of you, Tor. The other one is an illusion in your own mind.

He looked pretty real to me. He was lounging on a rock with his arms crossed behind his head, dressed head to toe in close-fitting black and wearing a wide hat against the sun. If I was going to convince Saboraak that I wasn’t insane, then I was going to have to ignore him.

“Good luck with that.” I’d never noticed what a truly mischievous face I had before I met the mimic. Every line of his face looked like he was teasing me, even when he was serious.

I could ignore him. I’d start right now.

If you are really sane ... She sounded uncertain about that. If you are, then Kyrowat needs you right away. Hubric is practically bursting. 

“No rest for the weary!” The mimic’s laughter echoed through my mind until a voice cut through it.

“Tor?”
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Chapter Two
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Zyla! I’d almost forgotten about how she’d saved me. 

I scrambled around, looking for clothing. She couldn’t see me like this! She made me uncomfortable enough when I was fully clothed! I grabbed the blanket from the ground, wrapping it quickly around my waist and legs.

When I looked up, she was standing in front of me with her arms crossed and a smirk on her pretty face. See mimic, she doesn’t seem to mind my chicken legs!

My mimic snorted.

Saboraak stood nervously behind her like a mother worried her baby would fall over after taking his first steps. She really did think I was crazy.

Just relax. I’m going to take care of you. 

I nearly rolled my eyes.

And I’m asking Kyrowat to give you a moment to speak to Zyla. She’s been watching over you these past few days like a mother with only one hatchling.

“Did I dream it, or did you save me from the fires?” I asked after the moments dragged out. 

Zyla licked her lips nervously. She was twisting her hands together like she was nervous to speak to me.

She was dressed oddly in a leather half-shirt that covered the top half of her torso and the bottom half of her arms. A loose white blouse covered the tops of her arms and went from beneath her ribcage to just below her hips. Thick leather belts crisscrossed over waist and hips, cinching and accentuating her small curves. Wide, voluminous pants tucked into low leather boots. 

I recognized the costume as Kav’ai and now that I was tasting the heat of the desert for myself, I could finally understand the practicality of it all. A wide, lightly woven yellow scarf wrapped around her head and hair, keeping the sun from beating down on her.

I could feel the intensity of the heat even more strongly than I had a moment ago. 

“I couldn’t leave you like that,” she said, her huge eyes bright gold in the yellow sun. “Would you have left me to die that way?”

“Of course not!”

“Then why would you think I would leave you, Tor Winespring? You aren’t the only person who can accomplish things, you know! You aren’t the only one who can be heroic.”

She crossed the rest of the way to where I was and planted her palm on my chest, fingers spread out. I swallowed at the feel of it against my chest, knowing she could feel every beat of my heart. Something like lightning shot through me. Magic?

“If you mean the magic of a pretty woman touching you, then sure, it’s magic!” my mimic mocked. I ignored him.

Zyla shoved me backward and I let her. With her hand on my chest, I might let her do anything.

“Don’t you have the sense to stay out of the sun?” she asked with a sniff.

I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. Why was she so irritated? She was as bad as the mimic. Girls. They made no sense at all. I was trying to thank her, and I ended up feeling like I needed to apologize.

There wasn’t much room in the small cave, but I ducked inside. She followed me in and any relief I felt from the glare of the sun was suddenly lost as all my blood rushed to the surface of my skin. I could feel my cheeks on fire. I felt as hot as when I’d been on fire in the World of Legends. I felt like I might burn to ash.

“She’s not that pretty. Get a hold of yourself,” the mimic said. 

I ignored him. He didn’t know what he was talking about. She was that pretty – or that something. Focused, maybe. Or intense. Or something that made my heart pound.

Zyla looked like she might explode from wanting to say something. She sat, tense as Saboraak, her hands almost shaking with emotion. She had a water skin in them and a stack of clothes.

“Are those for me?” I asked.

“Here,” she said, shoving them at me almost like she was relieved to be rid of them. 

I opened the waterskin and drank long and deep. The water was body-temperature – too warm to be truly enjoyable – but I was thirstier than I’d realized. I gulped down mouthful after mouthful as Zyla watched me and I felt my cheeks heating. Her gaze lingered over every part of me as if she was looking for something. 

It wasn’t just that the sun glowed on her flawless brown skin or that her black curls seemed to be a symbol of the mystery of her – a girl who curled and tangled so much that she was impossible to predict. It wasn’t just the kind of courage it would have taken for her to mount Saboraak and demand to be carried back into the World of Legends.

That’s exactly how it went! You should have seen her! She screamed in my face as if I didn’t want to go back as badly as she did. As if you weren’t my life, too!

‘Too.’ Saboraak had said, ‘too,’ implying that somehow, I was life to Zyla. I shied away from the thought. I was no woman’s life.

I literally just said that you are my life. And I am female.

That’s different. That’s a magic that binds our lives together. You wouldn’t have chosen me if you had a choice.

I choose you now.

I stopped my train of thought. That needed acknowledging. 

Thank you. That’s very sweet. And of course, I choose you, too. 

But I’m thinking about Zyla right now. I’m wondering what it is about her that draws me in like a hummingbird to a flower and bids me bend my head and drink ...

I took another swig of room temperature water, trying to stall while I thought.

It was the fact that she’d come for me twice. Once, down in the basement of the Bright Redemption. Once in the fires of the World of Legend. 

She placed her hand on the doorway and demanded to be marked and then leapt on to my back and we flew through the door ...

It was that she searched for me in those fires until she found me and whisked me away.

We almost died in there. We were out of time. The whole world was on fire.

It was also that, even now, she was facing me bold as a lion, her jaw set and her chin high and those glorious eyes so bright and big and ... worried. As if she was afraid of what I would say. As if I had the power to say something that would break her.

“Why do you keep coming to rescue me?” I said aloud.

“Why do you keep acting like you don’t need to be rescued?” she demanded.

When had I ever done that? I just looked after myself. If everyone looked after themselves it would be easier for all of us.

“I guess I should be thanking you,” I said more aggressively than I intended. I’d meant to thank her – I really had – but somehow, she always got my back up.

“Maybe you should be!” I loved the challenge in her eyes. I loved the way that they refused to flinch away from me no matter what I said. “But you’re still angry about before when I didn’t save my sister first,” she said, bitterness filling her voice. “You said things ... ”

Her voice trailed off.

I still didn’t know how I felt about her choices when she was spying. I still didn’t know how I felt about her choice to save me instead of Zin. I didn’t like those choices. 

“I’m not used to people needing to rescue me,” I said. And it was true, even if Saboraak was snorting in my head and the mimic was all-out laughing like I was the world’s biggest jester. I felt heat rushing to my cheeks again and the scar on my hand burned hot. Okay, maybe it wasn’t entirely true, but it was still better than having to say the one thing I hated saying most of all. 

She pulled back from me a little, her actions wary, like she was waiting to hear something. 

“I was just trying to do the right thing,” she said, practically vibrating with some emotion I couldn’t read. “I’m always just trying to do the right thing – the faithful thing – the smart thing. But sometimes you can’t do everything. Sometimes it just doesn’t work like that. Sometimes you have to make painful choices and watch how they play out.”

She wanted absolution. Like I was the one who decided those things. But that wasn’t up to me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, speaking the magic words I thought everyone wanted to hear.

“That’s not what I want to hear,” she said in a small voice.

“You’re terrible with women,” my mimic said, and I felt Saboraak’s agreement in our bond. Great. Just great. They were ganging up on me.

I scrubbed my hand through my hair awkwardly.

“Then what do you want to hear?” I asked. She looked so small and vulnerable. She could have been her sister in that moment. Where was the lion who pulled me from the flames? Where was the girl who kissed me and then fled into the arms of my enemy? Where was the defiant glare, the angry frown?

“When you were being judged in the Ko’tor’kaen what did you want to hear?” she asked, question for question. Her voice trembled. But why did she hide what she wanted instead of just saying it? It was as if admitting whatever it was would make her too vulnerable.

And I knew that feeling. I preferred to admit nothing. But something about what she said stuck in my mind. 

“Wait ... you knew that was me? Didn’t you think I was Bataar?”

She laughed scornfully. “As if I can’t tell you apart from Bataar! Be serious.”

Those anxious looks. Those longing, worried, obsessive looks ... those had been for me?

My lips parted and the words tumbled out in a rush.

“That you matter. That your trying matters. That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it?”

She leaned forward. I must have done something right. Her lips were parted, trembling with every breath in a way that made me swallow and lick my own lips. She was smarter than I was. She was more capable. What did she care what I thought? And yet she did.

“Yes.”

I wasn’t the forgiving type. But if I could forgive myself for all my failures, couldn’t I forgive her, too? After all, it wasn’t up to me. I didn’t make those judgments. Except for inside my own mind.

And I realized, suddenly, that I wanted to give her anything she ever wanted. 

“You do, you know,” I said, huskily. “You matter to me.”

“I just want everyone to be safe,” she said in that deep feminine voice of hers. It was like she was still begging for justification. Like I had it to give to her. “I just want to keep them safe.”

“Skies and stars,” I said, reaching up to brush her hair from where it had fallen over her eye. My hand lingered there, brushing her cheek lightly. I was afraid to touch her more. Afraid she’d pull away and run. “That’s all I want, too.”

Caring about her was a gamble. She was more dangerous than an angry dragon. But I was nothing if not a gambler, right? And the way she was looking at me, like she was begging me to heal her somehow – to snatch her out of her own fires the way she’d snatched me out of one. I couldn’t leave her like that.

I leaned down, not waiting to think it through, not waiting to weigh my options, just seizing the opportunity. I wrapped an arm around her firmly and kissed her. After all, she’d kissed me first after that golem. I couldn’t let her do all the kissing. 

She kissed me back so passionately that I almost drew back, but I held my ground even as my eyes widened at her searching hands skimming across my skin. That was Zyla for you – a whirlwind in a woman’s body. A pure force of will and determination. She couldn’t be mine any more than the moon could be. And yet, I wanted her.

I kissed her back, not worrying about what had come before, not thinking about what would come after, just grateful for what we were sharing for that one moment.

When she was finished – and it was definitely her who decided we were finished – she straightened, quickly tidying her hair and smoothing her clothes while my suddenly empty hands still grasped for her. 

She gave me a brief smile and shoved the clothes she’d brought into my hands.

“You should put those on. Everyone will be here soon. They want to see how insane you really are.”

I couldn’t stop the grin that played around my lips and lit my eyes. If this was what insanity brought, I could live with being insane.

Watch it! That’s not healthy talk.

I could be more insane than anyone!

Seriously, you’re worrying me.
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Chapter Three

[image: image]


I shrugged on the loose breeches and low leather boots, fumbling with the many buckles that attached to the wide belt. It spanned from low on my hip bones to the bottom of my rib-cage – thick and with so many straps, knife sheaths, and pouches that it boggled a man’s mind the first time he tried to put it on. There was some sort of harness attached and I fought to settle it over my shoulders and chest on top of the thin white shirt that went with it.

A soft pair of hands tugged the straps from me.

“Let me,” Zyla said softly, weaving the straps around my body like she’d been dressing full grown men her whole life. She eased the knife holster between my shoulder blades, as she worked on the other straps. 

I felt my cheeks heating at the thought of what we must look like.

“She’ll get a bad reputation if anyone sees her with you – but that would be true whether you were dressed or undressed,” my mimic said. He was still sleeping under his wide-brimmed hat. He couldn’t possibly be watching. “I’m you, remember?”

When Zyla was finished with the straps, she wound a light scarf around my shoulders and neck and then she traced my arm down to the burn mark on the back of my hand. “They healed most of your wounds with magic, but the scars remain.”

I wasn’t too worried about that. Scars were just proof you’d lived through an adventure. I flexed my hand. 

“Still works just fine,” I said. “What about you? Were you hurt in the fire?”

She met my eyes with a small smile. “Not by the flames.”

“And you have Ko now, too.”

She snorted. “Not that it will do any good. The World of Legends is gone. The Doorways of Heavens only serve to take a person place to place now. They won’t work to take you to the World of Legends. The Ko’Torenth thought they were markings for their heads of house and to access the judgment power of the ko’tor’kaen, or at least that’s how they used them. The Kav’ai knew what they really were. They knew that the Ko accessed the Trial in the World of Legends. They gave all the Ko Bearers the chance to be the Chosen One. And now you bear the marks of their Chosen One. As long as you are alive, no one else can wear those marks.”

“Oh.” I ran a hand through my hair awkwardly. “If it helps, I didn’t mean to get all marked up.”

“It does not help,” she said coolly. “But now that you have the marks, you will have to live up to them. These people – the Kav’ai – they are yours now.”

“I’m a spy,” I said.

“I’m afraid that you are more than that now.”

“I’d have to agree,” a deep voice said. Hubric stepped from around the rocky hillside, his hands full with a leather sack. A baleful-looking Kyrowat followed him, flaming idly at any flies who dared to circle his old head.

I couldn’t hold him off any longer.

“Hubric! You’re alive!”

I hurried toward him, pausing when we were a few strides apart. I couldn’t exactly embrace the old man. The thought of that felt strange.

“You look ridiculous just standing there,” my mimic said.

What is wrong with you, Tor? Just hug him!

Saboraak and the mimic. Two voices in my head – two opinions about how to live. It was the worst when they agreed.

I still don’t believe this mimic is a real thing. I think you should ignore it and it will go away.

“I’m not going anywhere,” the mimic said from under his hat. I wanted a wide-brimmed hat like that.

“Of course, I’m alive. I don’t die easy,” Hubric said gruffly. “I can hardly believe you are, though. You couldn’t have made a worse mess of things, boy.”

I threw my hands up defensively. “Hey, I wasn’t supposed to have to do this on my own and I wasn’t supposed to be hunted by Magikas. Where was your contact?”

“Looking for you! Did you see a man in blue searching throughout Ziu for you?”

The man in blue! I had noticed him, but I had thought he was one of Shabren’s men. 

“How was I supposed to know that was my contact?”

“He would have told you if he ever caught up to you! But no, all I hear about is leaps from the heights of the mountains, tangling with the Midnight Artificers, and getting Zin and Zyla Cloudbender in so much trouble that they almost died! On top of that, you first get marked hero, then King, then – worst of all! – the legendary Ko’roi. Do you know what that means?”

I gave him my most charming grin. “That you’re here to save me from all that?”

He rolled his eyes and shoved the leather sack at me. “Here. At least take your knives. How much of my gold did you lay out for these?”

“Enough.”

“At least you know good knives when you see them. There’s an axe in there, too. Maybe next time you can cut cables a little quicker than sawing them with a knife!”

I gasped. “You were awake for that?!”

Hubric frowned, but he looked a little guilty. 

“Kyrowat told me about it afterward.” He cleared his throat. “Apparently I owe you thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said awkwardly as I slipped my blades in their holsters – including the tricky one between my shoulder blades.

“I won’t,” Hubric said with a frown but I could see a warmth under it. “Besides, there’s a lot more to do and not enough time to do it in. We need to fly – tonight. 

“Tonight?”

“Apeq A’kona’s army marches south. The Magika camp you saw before has swollen to ten times the size and the testing they are doing in that camp – explosions, flames, earth-shaking magic – well, they’re planning war. There’s no other way to see it.”

I swallowed. My mouth felt dry already, despite the water.

“So, nothing we did mattered.”

“Ha!” Hubric’s laugh was grim. “Nothing mattered? Don’t sell yourself short. Zyla has a list of the traitors south of the border. Who they are. What they plan. We have just enough time to stop their aid before the Dominion armies march north and the war begins – just enough time to stop a war, but we need you. With Saboraak’s shapeshifting ability, you can infiltrate any Dominion Sky City or Castel. And with Zyla’s information, we know which ones to infiltrate. I need to send you south. I would have sent you days ago if I could have.”

“Well, I would have woken right up if I knew you were sending me on holiday.”

Hubric snorted. “Sure.” 

I’m ready!

My dragon was always eager to throw herself into trouble. Good thing I was the sane one in this partnership.

I’m not at all sure that’s true.

“But before we can do any of that, you’ll need to convince these Kav’ai to let you leave.” Hubric looked grim. “Things have been ... tense ... these last few days. They seem determined to keep you here. I guess finally getting their chosen one makes them a bit ... devoted.” He looked embarrassed, like he knew how they felt. But he’d never treated me like that, so who had he been embarrassingly devoted to? “You kept that book I gave you, right boy? Zin told me it was in your pockets after the fire. She tucked it into Saboraak’s saddlebags. Have you read it?”

It was my turn to look guilty.

“Read it!” the old man demanded. “But later. Right now, there are things that can’t be kept waiting much longer. Follow me. And tuck those daggers away where they aren’t flashing in the sun like fishing lures!”
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The cave had led me to believe that Kav’ai was a primitive place, but as Hubric led me down the dusty path around the side of the bluffs, my breath was stolen away. 

The path was steep, a narrow trail that was challenging for a human and would have been impossible for a dragon if it weren’t for their flapping wings to help them keep their balance. Hubric, Zyla and I led the way, flanked by Kyrowat and Saboraak. The mimic was probably around somewhere, too, but unlike me, the laws of this world didn’t seem to affect him. 

“Because I’m only in your mind,” he whispered, “a product of your insanity.”

I wanted to growl at him to go away, but that would only add to people’s suspicions about me. Instead, I kept a smooth smile on my face and followed Hubric’s sure footsteps as we rounded the edge of the steep hill to where it fell into rocky bluffs – still yellow and dusty – and then dropped into a wide green river basin, where the snaking river was rimmed with trees, grass, and so many birds that they boggled the mind. 

“Welcome to Kav’ru,” Zyla said, her voice full of wonder. “One of the Clan cities of the Kav’ai. Bataar’s people lay claim to this place.”

“But they will only keep it if they can,” Hubric said with less wonder. “And that slim hope grows slimmer now that Bataar has failed the test.”

“It doesn’t make sense that he failed it,” I said. “He is the perfect Kav’ai. He respects their precepts. He believes in their ways. I am none of those things.”

Hubric snorted. “Of course, you aren’t. Do you think we’re fools? We know who you are. But apparently, the Ko Bearers who went before you were tricked by your wiles and chose you to represent them. Which is going to be a problem for us. We need you to go south. Tonight.”

“There was no talk about me representing anyone,” I said grimly as we began to descend into the bowl. “There was only talk of sacrifice and something about weaving a future.”

“Do you know how to weave the future?” Hubric asked, giving me a curious look.

“Not yet,” I admitted.

He nodded. “Then don’t worry about it. We can only deal with the problems we know.”

The steps we were on led to a ledge where Zin and Bataar stood waiting. I glanced at them and then back behind me at Saboraak and Kyrowat and the strangest warmth came over me. Perhaps I needed that hat worse than I thought. No, it was something more. Something like belonging maybe or loyalty or ... something.

The word that you are looking for is family.

That couldn’t be right. I’d never had a family. 

You have one now.

I’d wanted a family all my life. My eyes ran over each of them – even Bataar, who I didn’t like – looking to make sure they were well and whole.

You don’t have to like family.

What did you do with a family when you had it?

Protect it. 

I could do that. I would definitely do that.

We joined Bataar and Zin on the platform and he spoke first. He was avoiding looking at me. As if that would change anything. I hadn’t asked to take his place and I wasn’t going to – not if I could help it.

“The Elders wish to see the Ko’roi in their clan meeting. Only Ko Bearers are invited.” 

His head hung down as he spoke and I noticed Zin reach out and touch his shoulder, like she was showing him support. What for? Wasn’t he glad not to have to be the “Ko’roi” or the chosen one of his people? He ran away from home, he wanted to avoid it so badly. He did everything he could to avoid the Trials.

“Avoiding something and failing at it are two different things,” my mimic said. He was leaning against the rock wall examining his nails. “You know that. You avoid a lot of things, but you rarely fail at anything.”

I’d failed at this. I never wanted to be anyone’s chosen one.

“Well, if you had failed, then your friends would have all died and I remember something about how that was oh so important to you. Important enough to give me a permanent voice in your head.” 

He flashed his grin, letting his dimples show and his green eyes dance – they were crooked – a fact I had missed all these years – but I fiercely ignored him. One of me in my head was enough work.

We can take you to Haz’drazen, Saboraak assured me. She can cure many mental illnesses. I will keep you close until you can go to her. Until then, you should ignore that voice. He is only your damaged brain sending up unworthy thoughts.

I had a feeling that whatever these Elders wanted from me, an extended vacation to the dragon lands probably wasn’t it.

I laid a hand on Hubric’s shoulder. “Don’t leave without me.”

He smiled. “I don’t plan to. But it’s up to you to talk sense into this lot, or you’ll end up tied to these people tighter than a cinch strap on a dragon saddle.”

I nodded. I was going to have to think this through – not my usual style. I preferred to wing things and hope I figured them out on the fly. I’d have to be careful. These people had tangled Bataar up in knots and if I wasn’t careful, they’d do that to me, too.

Hubric joined Zin and the dragons on the ledge with a last comment. “I’ll saddle the dragons and prepare supplies for the journey. Don’t take too long.”

Zin waved shyly to me, but she followed Hubric without a word. She was a mystery to me. Hopefully, whatever happened next, I could keep her out of danger.

Bataar led us down a branching staircase silently. I could feel waves of bitterness washing off of him. Well, if he wanted to be angry, he could be. I’d done what I had to do to save everyone – him included. I’d never meant to take what was his. And I wasn’t going to apologize for it now, either.

Bataar chose a path down with sharp steps that seemed less worn than the others and then, when the side of the mountain turned into a tunnel and the path grew darker, he seized a lit torch from the wall and led us into the darkness.

I was sick of stairs. If I ruled a country, I’d make everything be on ground floor. No more stairs. No more ladders. No more climbing at all.

A very inconvenient design for dragons.

Saboraak could be in charge of designing the dragon portion. And it could be any way she liked. I owed her.

I could get used to that.

We were silent as we went, just Zyla, Bataar and me. Even though I couldn’t see our Ko without the moonlight, I could feel an itch where they usually shone. We were going to be grilled by these elders because of the Ko – something I’d never even asked for. 

We turned a corner through the cavern and Bataar paused above a massive, golden bowl carved into the mountain. He set his torch in the bracket and stepped out on a wide ledge over the bowl. There was no need for torches here.

Below us, seated on benches were men and women dressed just like Bataar. They could have been his family they looked so much like him.

They were shaded by the cavern from the beating sun, but someone had drilled holes in the ceiling and walls of the cavern and here in the bowl, it was bright as a calm morning. A small pool of water stood in the center of the room. The rock – which rippled like lapping water – met the edge of the pool smoothly and a tiny trickle on the far wall of the bowl fed the little pool. The water made the whole room feel cooler.

I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized how hot and dry the outside sun had left me. My ease was short-lived.

Bataar shoved me forward, still not looking me in the eye and as the voices below died off, he spoke loud and clear.

“I present to you, your sacrifice! The Ko’roi.”

Great. Nicely worded, Bataar.
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The elders stared in silence and then one stood, her billowing clothing making her appear bigger than she actually was.

“I am Ala daughter of Eda, daughter of Itam. This is the Bowl of Memory and all who enter it enter the memories of the people. We see the marks of memory upon you and we acknowledge them.”

What did she mean?

There are marks on your face. 

Very helpful, Saboraak, but they should only see those under the moon!

Ummm ... did I forget to mention that you have new ones? Ones that can be seen in the sun?

“If magical things don’t stop marking up my body there is going to be retribution!” My mimic said, staring at my forehead with squinting eyes. “I’ll smash them all to smithereens! I’ll burn them all and dance on their ashes! I’ll – “

Don’t you at least want to know what they look like?

Yes!

They look like a crown around your forehead. They glow golden in the bright sun.

I was marked by both sun and moon.

If you hate them. You could probably cover them with a cloth tied around your forehead.

The mimic hated them more than I did. I just felt resigned. I was never going to be able to slink through a town unnoticed again. Not at night and now, not even in the day. I was going to have to find one of those cloths quickly. Maybe Saboraak could ask Hubric to pack one.

If it silences that voice of insanity, then sure.

The silence of the elders had gone on for too long. They were clearly expecting me to say something. I cleared my throat awkwardly. I should give some sort of inspiring words or statement, but I decided to go for honesty first.

“Look, I definitely want to help you guys out, but the one you really need is Bataar. He knows your ways and your precepts and – ”

“No!” One of the other elders said. He looked exactly how I imagined Bataar would look in thirty years, though the sun had deepened his wrinkles to hard lines and wings of white wove through his hair above his ears. “The Trial alone chooses a Ko’roi. Where the Ko’roi goes and how he weaves the future are according to prophecy and judgment, but who Ko’roi will be is chosen by the Trials. Bataar Bayanen was not chosen. It is you who must lead us.”

I could feel anger from Bataar even though he was behind me. Seriously? I’d never asked for this!

Lead them? I didn’t even know them!

“The golden crown in the golden basin – a sign of our people!” One of the women said in a voice that bordered on rapt.

My mimic stood behind her, copying her adoring expression precisely.

Nope. This was exactly what I was trying to avoid. No one should feel rapt around Tor Winespring. No one should be expecting signs and prophecies fulfilled or people governed well. That could only lead to disaster and disappointment. I needed to test them to see how far this nonsense went. And I needed to word my questions carefully, so they didn’t find a way to trap me or to guess that I had no idea what I was doing.

“I have a responsibility to your people,” I said cautiously.

“Yes!” the rapt woman said and around her, there were murmurs of agreement. The scar on my hand felt cold as they spoke.

“And you know what that responsibility is.” Hopefully, they’d tell me!

“Responsibility,” my mimic mouthed from behind the Elder. I ignored him pointedly.

“You stand for the people,” the old man said immediately.

“He gives his whole self to our health,” the rapt woman said, her short gray-brown hair twitching with her quick movements. I already didn’t like her.

“He defends us from Ko’Torenth,” another man said, standing as he said it.

“He preserves our resources.” 

“He settles disputes.”

“He represents the ancestors to us.”

“Anchors us.”

“Remembers our history.”

“Ends war.”

“Weaves the future.”

I’d lost track of who was saying what toward the end. The entire assembly was on their feet now, all eyes glued to me. That ridiculous doorway scar was freezing cold on my skin.

Skies and stars, that was a long list of impossible tasks!

My mimic was laughing. “That’s quite the list, Tor! I can see your lifespan shrinking with every one of those.”

I scrubbed a hand through my hair.  I had to be careful. There wasn’t much of a jump from “leader” to “sacrifice” in most people’s minds – after all, hadn’t Bataar called me a ‘sacrifice’? – and I didn’t want to end up thrown from a holy mountain or anything.

“A great privilege.” I was careful to speak slowly and keep any expression from my face, but inside I was screaming, ‘help!’ The scar on my hand burned with my words.

It’s an honor, Saboraak told me while my mimic doubled over in laughter. And I will help you honor it.

“I can’t accept so much honor without sharing it.” Maybe there was a way to wiggle out of this.

“We will be here to direct you every step of the way,” the rapt woman said, her eyes wide with faith.

Ah. So that was how it was. There were always people who wanted a leader, but none of them wanted to lead. They just wanted some poor soul to speak the words they chose and take the blame for the decisions they made.  If they thought that Tor Winespring was the fool for that job, then they could think again! I was going to wiggle out of this one way or another.

“I recommend running,” my mimic said. “It generally works for us.”

Not this time. I needed to be smart this time.

The first woman was watching me with care. “You seem unaffected by the madness your friend Hubric spoke of. He claimed your dragon was concerned.”

“I’m fit as a fiddle,” I said with a grin. “Sane as any of you.”

“Not that they seem very sane right now,” the mimic said. He was slowly circling the crowd, peering at people who couldn’t see him.

“He said you had to leave immediately to get help, but upon speaking to you, I think we need not worry,” the first woman said. I clenched my jaw. Hubric could have mentioned that. If he had, I could have wiggled out of this one a lot easier with a strong insanity plea. It might not have even been much of a stretch. The mimic was driving me crazy. “And you understand your responsibility to us? You understand that you have a choice right now to accept your responsibility or the darkness?”

“The darkness?” I asked. My skin prickled. Perhaps there was another option!

“Death,” she said simply, but with a small smile. Zyla gasped.

Yep. It always came to that. Do what we say, Tor – or die. See things our way – or die. Let us entrap you in our plans – or die. Well, it wasn’t going to be that way this time!

“I’ve never shirked my responsibility,” I lied, smiling as wide as I could. The scar on my hand felt hot. What was the deal with that thing? “And of course, I wouldn’t now.”

“We will have many years to teach you our ways,” she said with a smug expression.

“Actually,” I said, stepping up onto the top of one of the benches. “You’re going to need to tell me a few things pretty quickly because we’re working with a tight timeline here.”

I smiled at the confused looks around me – but this smile was genuine. There was only one way out of this trap. One last chance before they had me in a hold I could never leave alive – like a rabbit in the clutches of a constrictor snake. 

“I need to be gone by nightfall. You said my responsibility is to prevent war, correct?”

There was a murmur that sounded like reluctant agreement.

“I can’t keep you whole or settle your disputes if we’re mired in a war – in fact, if I don’t prevent this war, there won’t be a Kav’ai to return to.” Now I let my voice grow hard. “I don’t think you want that. Tonight, I will fly from here with my dragon, Saboraak. Together, we will thwart the plans of your enemies. Ko’Torenth plans to take your resources and raze you to the ground. I have other plans.”

They looked uncertain, but I didn’t dare let them question me with specifics. I didn’t have any to offer them, just a desperate instinct to avoid being tied to a people I didn’t know and a fate I’d never bargained for.

“But don’t fear! I will not leave you without leadership.” I gestured to Bataar to join me. Reluctantly, with his mouth tight and body language angry, he stepped up to my bench. “I will leave Bataar – another Ko Bearer – to be my emissary to you while I am gone. He will fulfill the other parts of the bargain between us. He’ll settle disputes and remind you who you are while I prevent the war.”

There were more murmurs.

Bataar opened his mouth, his face red but I silenced him with a glare and the swipe of my hand.

“I will hear no objections. I stand for your ancestors as Ko’roi. Bataar, you are my choice. You will serve these people.”

He nodded, grim-faced. Ha! That’s what faith in precepts got you – responsibilities you couldn’t wiggle out of.

“Elders,” I said, letting my gaze pierce them – I didn’t dare show weakness, or they would run right over all my hopes. “You will be led by my emissary or feel my wrath. I am the future weaver. I will weave a future for you where there was none – but only if you heed my judgment on this. I leave tonight with my other allies.”

“But it is already past midday!” someone said.

“Then we must hurry.”

I leapt down from the bench, planning to rush away but a hand stopped me. The old man. The smart one.

“Can we not house your friends here?” he asked, a gleam in his eye. “Then they will be safe for when you return to us.”

“I’m afraid I need them with me,” I said breezily.

“At least one,” the man said, his hand squeezing on my shoulder.

“You wouldn’t happen to be Mynaar Bayonen, would you?” I asked. 

“Yes,” the man said through his teeth and my heart sank. He was Bataar’s father and he’d figured out exactly what I was planning. “We’ll care for that friend of yours – Zin. Bataar tells me you are very attached to her safety. It would be a pity if she was in danger in her travels with you, don’t you think? And then, she will be here when you return to us.”

Our gazes met, and I knew exactly what he was saying. Either I left Zin here with him as a hostage, or he would destroy any hope I had of leaving here.

Bataar stood beside his father, but now he had concern in his eye and something else ... hope?

“Of course,” I said. What else could I say?

And I felt a weight sink onto my shoulders. 
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Chapter Six
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I hadn’t been able to avoid the feast. 

Hubric had. So, had the dragons and Zyla. Somehow, she was exempt from Ko Bearer activities now that a Ko’roi had been selected.

“What are you complaining about?” my mimic asked. “We haven’t eaten this good in ... well, in ever. No point going off chasing the moon on an adventure when there’s food to be eaten.”

He was right. I’d stuffed myself with fragrant goat cheese drizzled with honey and dried fruit so sweet it hurt my teeth. Flatbread filled with soft stringy meat in a spicy sauce came next and then a grain soaked in broth and butter and a flaky pie with a smooth filling that was both sweet and savory and ... I could go on. But I shouldn’t. In fact, I should have stopped eating about an hour in, but I couldn’t find the willpower to stop. Not now that I had so much food in front of me.

You’re going to make yourself sick. I took great care while you were healing to eat only what I needed. We can’t afford to be ill if we are going to save the world.

Saboraak, as always, took the sensible approach. The mimic and I were not quite so sensible. He’d been pushing me to eat more and more until my belly felt like it weighed more than the rest of me.

It probably does. How you expect to travel like that is beyond me.

I expected to travel happy. If these people were going to hold my friend captive – the least I could do was get the most food from them that I could. My gaze swiveled guiltily to Zin. She was sitting between the Elders receiving a woven scarf from Bataar for her head. She seemed pleased, but I knew she would put on a brave face no matter how she felt. 

Bataar looked unnaturally happy. He still hadn’t spoken to me during the feast, but he spoke often to her and she smiled back at him. I hadn’t seen her say a single word. If he thought he could flirt with her, he should think again. I wouldn’t let anything hurt Zin – including boys who wanted to steal her heart. 

Bataar means well. You should give him more credit. Besides, she will need someone to take care of her while we are gone.

I’d had to break the news to her before the feast. 

“I have to leave you here,” I’d said, biting my lip as I waited for her to get upset. “The Elders want to get to know you.”

“For he shall be the weaver of the future, crowned by the sun and moon,” she said.

I scrubbed a hand through my hair awkwardly. “That was in there? Maybe you could give me a heads up about the next time the book says my life is going to be turned upside down.” My laugh sounded forced even to my ears. “Look, you should be safe, okay? I’ll keep the war from coming to you and Bataar seems to like you.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Yes, you’ll stay, or yes he likes you?”

“Both.” Her smile was devastating. I hated to leave her. But honestly, I couldn’t keep her safe where I was going anyway.

“Just take care, okay?”

She nodded and then Bataar had arrived and swept her away without looking at me. At least he would be a friend for her here – as much as that worried me.

She tells him things she doesn’t tell you. Things about the prophecies.

There was more than what she told me? Who would have thought? 

She comforts him. He has a broken heart.

And an angry glare. But I didn’t have time to think about Bataar.

I didn’t talk to him at the feast, either. I should have been finding a way to leave with peace between us, but there just wasn’t time.

“Not if you want another serving of that meat,” my mimic hinted.

I stood up from my seat, stretching lazily as the happy sounds of people enjoying themselves surrounded me. The elders had thrown the feast under colorful canopies in the green valley. There were cliff faces nearby, but the valley was rich and green. Hundreds of people had come to eat together and celebrate. They must have already been preparing it while I was still recovering.

I could get used to these people if they didn’t want to make me their sacrifice or leader or future bearer or whatever. They seemed like a happy sort. They prepared a lot of food. They were singing. A few men were banging drums with their hands in a way that you would think would be irritating, but it was actually pretty soothing.  Yeah, I could get used to them.

“Which is why as the future weaver, the precepts are so important. You will use them to recreate a new world. Here – of course – the future of our peoples, but also in the World of Legends. It is destroyed, but it is up to you to reweave the whole of it.”

Oh yeah – except for Berun. That turned out to be the rapt Elder’s name and boy could she talk. She’d been following me around through the entire feast babbling about what it meant to be the future weaver. I smiled politely and nodded sagely when required but my mind was more on stopping a war than any kind of existential quest. And eating. My mind was definitely on eating.

“Just as you will reweave our culture at this time of crisis. As magic dwindles, another path forward must be found, and you must weave it for us. We have been disentangled from our brothers, the Ko’Torenth peoples. Perhaps you will weave us back together given enough time. As it was in the past so it will be again in the future, world without end.”

“Mmmhmm,” I said, as her sing-song tone rolled over me, but my eyes were searching for something. I’d heard a sound just now – an off-note in the middle of the party. A shift in the breeze. Something not right. I couldn’t pick out what it was, but my skin prickled in response and I climbed out from under the sheltering canopies and happy festivities into the blazing sun and the desert sands.

What had called me out? What had changed?

Something whizzed through the air above my head.

I ducked instinctually. Saboraak?!

It’s not me.

Fire blossomed across the canopy tops, lighting them aflame and then the screaming began.
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“Dust storm!” Berun yelled. “Hurry to the caves!”

But there was more than a storm. I could see the dust devils whipping up around us, yellow dust swirling angrily as if the ground were attacking the sky. But the storm wasn’t the only thing in the air. 

A dark shape had passed over us.

In the pavilions, chaos ruled as the Kav’ai fled their banqueting tables to the caves in the cliff walls close to the valley. Crying children clutched by frantic parents, young people helping the quavering elderly, warriors leading and pushing and cajoling to the people to flee – all rushing past me. 

I was watching the sky. 

“You must hurry, Ko’roi! There is a hiding spot not far!” Berun tugged at my arm. 

I barely heard her. I could see the tiny black dot in the distance. Other black dots were joining it. I knew this enemy like I knew my own mind. I’d fought them. I’d been them. 

Flying golems.

At least a dozen – maybe twenty. I had no idea that they produced so many already. I swallowed, ignoring the dust and the screams and the frantic tugging of Berun. The dust storm made it hard to see them well enough to count them. 

I knew these well enough to know that we couldn’t fight them. Kyrowat and Saboraak could, but two dragons against twenty golems? I didn’t like those odds.

Go! I shouted through the bond to Saboraak. Take Zyla and Hubric and go!

They should be done loading by now. They should be ready.

We are ready for the journey, but we won’t leave you!

Leave! You must leave, Saboraak!

I can’t see you through the storm. Where are you? From the sky, everything is a swirl of dust.

I forced her from my mind. Maybe if I was distant, she would go as I asked. No need for all of them to die with me. I could feel what was going to happen next as if I was watching threads being woven into a pattern – though I could see nothing but swirling dust.

The golems were going to circle around in formation. They would fly low over the valley so that they could use their fire rods to flame the people fleeing them. Then they would assault the entrances to the caves. 

I could see it all as clear as day. My hand pulsed feeling slightly cool again, and I looked down to see the doorway scar pulsing an eerie blue.

“Your mark, Ko’roi!” Berun said in awe. “What vision did you see? Whatever it was is truth. That’s what the pulsing means! Does it feel cool to the touch? It will feel hot if you are near a lie and cool if you are near the truth.”

So, we were definitely going to die?

“Seems like more of a curse to know that,” my mimic opined. He was leaning casually against one the posts of the pavilion.

He was the curse. Why had I wished him on myself? 

“It was convenient for you at the time, and you’re not really the type to think things through.”

My gaze was searching for a way out. Any way out. 

“We’ll be trapped in the caves,” I muttered.

“Not if we hurry,” Berun said, still pulling me. 

The last people were leaving the pavilions – among them Zin and Bataar. Berun paused beside me.

“The people flee, they panic, but the chosen one is strong,” she said. “His path is clear and true. His way is set before him.”

“Lucky,” I muttered. If only things like that were as easy as they were in prophecy. If only there was some clear way to stop mechanical devils like that. 

“He bars them in with walls of rocks. He finds their salvation.”

“If only there were walls of rocks,” I muttered.

“There are,” Berun said. “That’s why you have to hurry!”

“What?”

I finally looked at her. Those big, pleading eyes were full of something more than just fear.

“You heard her,” Bataar growled, turning to look over his shoulder at us. He and Zin lagged at the back of the fleeing crowd. “There’s a way to be safe if you don’t hold us all back with your delays!”

“Tell me,” I said, grabbing Berun’s hand and pulling her along with me. 

Bataar and Zin were right in front of us. He helped her gently over the rocks, hurrying but still attentive. I couldn’t see the people fleeing before us. Only the last few were still visible in the swirling storm.

All my thinking had only taken minutes. We were just steps from the end of the crowd, only minutes behind the rest, though they were swallowed up by dust.

“We have fortified these caves over many generations. There are stores here. Enough to last a month,” Berun said, raising his voice.

“It’s too far to run!”

“There’s a doorway in the nearby cliffs.”

“You won’t last an hour with those things burrowing in!” I said.

“Well, we can – but that’s the difficult part,” Bataar said. “Someone needs to close the doors and that can only be done from the outside. And then, when the danger is passed, they must open them again. But they have to survive to do that.”

“How do you close the doors?” I asked. “And will they be strong enough to hold against such monstrous power?”

“Easily,” Bataar laughed bitterly. “They are carved of stone, a work of a generation. They slide into place – like the cover of a tomb. But that’s the problem. Anyone in there would be entombed – their only help a person from outside. How long do you think those golems will stay here waiting for us to come out? Days? Weeks? That’s how long the person outside would have to survive to open the doors. And until then, the Elders here would be cut off from the rest of our people. They would be leaderless. The Elders here are gathered from among all the people. They came to see me survive my Trial and rise to lead them.”

His voice was bitter.

“But couldn’t that person leave and come back again?” I asked. “Flee and return later?”

Bataar snorted. “If they flee, is there any guarantee they would return?”

“I wouldn’t,” my mimic said. “Those golems would set a trap for that person once they figured out what was happening.”

“How do you close the doors?” I asked.

“See that tall peak?” Berun asked, gesturing to a tower-like peak that rose over the place where I had woken earlier that afternoon. 

“I do.”

“At the top of that peak is a hollowed cave and in the cave is a stone wheel. You turn the wheel to close the doors. To open – ”

Her words were lost in the violence of the wind as it beat us with sand and wind. It was so harsh it almost knocked me over. 

As if the golems hadn’t been bad enough, now the desert was rising against us!

Could things get any worse?
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I squinted my eyes against the beating wind. Bataar had raised his scarf – a dust veil, I realized now – and I quickly followed his movement, raising the dust veil I’d been given, too. 

Berun could hardly keep her feet. I held her close, trying to take the brunt of the wind. Her old lungs struggled against the beating of wind and sand. Bataar had Zin tucked in to his own chest, almost carrying her against the push of the wind. We were side by side now, struggling against the onslaught.

“Is this normal?” I yelled over the wind.

“Nothing about this is normal,” my mimic said, chewing at a piece of fruit from the feast. 

“No!” Bataar yelled over the wind. “The golems’ flight must have kicked it up – or maybe the magic that powers them. Dust storms happen, but usually, you can see them coming over the horizon or guess they will crop up when the sun shines on the sand a certain way.”

“I can’t see the others!” I yelled. I couldn’t hear Saboraak either. If she hadn’t already fled as I’d asked her to.

We’re caught in our own storm. I told you we would not leave without you.

You must, Saboraak. And that’s an order.

You can’t order me.

I think ... I think I can. I thought slowly. After all, if you accepted me as rider, you accepted me as the one to decide where we would go and what we would do. I think that means that if I really have to, I can order you. And I’m ordering you now. Go!

I pushed on, we were getting close to the caves – I thought -  climbing the stairs from terrace to terrace. I was mostly carrying Berun now. She hadn’t spoken for long minutes, though she continued to cough intermittently.

If the golems were firing down fire – and they probably were, then I couldn’t see it happening or hear the shouts of their victims. The storm raged too fiercely.

Bataar struggled beside me, carrying Zin now. The wind was too strong for anything else. 

I felt the power of the golems overhead before I saw the fire flashing around us, but in the thick of the dust, they couldn’t find us.

Flame burst to our left, searing the landscape but missing us by a stone’s throw. I barely saw it in the storm. Another surge of flame swept the ground behind our heels. We didn’t stop. We hurried on, slowed by our burdens. My mouth was dry, my heart hammering, my lungs choking in the dust. 

We needed a plan. The golems had one, but we were just running blindly forward – literally! That was no way to win.

“Bataar!” I called.

He kept his head ducked as he fought the wind.

“I’m sorry that I took your place.”

His eyes stared at me over his dust cloth.

“I’m busy, Tor! Or hadn’t you noticed we’re under attack!”

But what good would it be if we lost to the golems just because he couldn’t work with me?

“We need to work together to get them to safety!”

“Don’t you think I know that?” he yelled over the wind. “These are my people, Tor. They are my responsibility, and those stupid tattoos of yours don’t make you their leader and they don’t make these your people.”

“Fine!” I agreed. Like I’d even wanted this. “But let me help!”

“Help how?”

“Let me close the doors for you!” I’d seen how he looked when we were speaking about it. I knew he was planning to do it himself.  

“That is not your place!” he said, struggling through the dust. “These are my people.”

“Then lead them, you fool!”

His gaze met mine, fire and anger.

“Lead them in the caves,” I said. “Or do you want me in there talking to them? Telling them things from my perspective.”

“No!” his shout was easy to hear over the wind.

“Don’t they call me the sacrifice?”

“Yes.”

“Then let me sacrifice. You’ve seen me. If anyone can survive the unsurvivable, it’s me!”

His gaze was forward again. Focused on our path. We stumbled up another staircase and I tripped, barely catching myself. Berun was nothing more than a dead weight now. I dragged her past the impediment and almost fell a second time. I stared down and my heart fell. 

There were bodies here, charred by flame, contorted horribly in their deaths. The dust storm must not have covered their flight as well as it had covered ours. I swallowed down bile. They hadn’t been fast enough. I hadn’t been fast enough. I should have guessed that the attack was coming.

“Because you’re all-knowing now,” my mimic laughed. “Add that to our list of talents!”

I had been unconscious for five days. Wherever we were, five days was a long time. A flying golem could fly without rest. Of course, they had found this place. Perhaps Apeq had even sent them before he entered the doorway. I still didn’t know how long we’d spent in there.

“Weeks, I’d guess,” the mimic said. He looked unruffled by the death around him, though his face was a bit pale.

We almost hit the rock wall before we realized what it was. Bataar threw up a hand before we hit it – a warning. As we sheltered against it, I checked Berun. Was she breathing? Barely.

Her head lolled and her voice was weak. I bent so my ear was close to her lips. 

“Save us,” she gasped. “Save my people.”

“I’m trying,” I said grimly.

Her next breath was a rattle. I leaned in, trying to see if she still lived, but in the storm, it was too hard to tell – too hard to feel for breath when air streamed around us – too hard to feel for a heartbeat when we were buffeted by winds.

“Tor!” Bataar called and I hurried to where he stood. He’d found the door. 

A pair of Kav’ai guarded it, swords held out as if they could fend off golems with pointed steel. Around them, bodies were piled on the ground. I tried not to look, but I saw a pair of eyes before I could look away and I turned to the side to throw up. There were people in that pile who shouldn’t be there. People who were family and friends to those within. Bodies too old or too small for such violence. 

I shoved Berun into the arms of one of the guards with a curt, “Take care of her.”

Bataar paused in the doorway to the cave with Zin still in his arms. I reached for her, but he ducked away.

“She’s not yours, Ko’roi.”

“Not yours, either, last I checked.”

His eyebrows rose. “That could change.”

Interesting. 

“You must keep her safe,” I challenged. “Promise me.”

“I owe you no promises,” Bataar said darkly.

“Promise.” My voice was low.

He looked away. “I’d never let harm befall her. But whether she survives depends on you, Ko’roi. Don’t you have a tower to climb to?”

I nodded curtly and he turned and finally met my gaze, hostility gone – for now. 

“Do not fail us, sacrifice.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said wryly and turned on my heel back into the raging dust. 

My heart was already in my throat. I’d made promises I couldn’t possibly keep. But I had to keep them. Especially now that Zin’s fate rode on my actions, too. I didn’t dare fail her. Her last prophecy rang in my ears.

His path is clear and true. His way is set before him. He bars them in with walls of rocks. He finds their salvation.

Let’s hope I can live up to that, Zin. 
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The golems were wheeling again. Glimpses of their dark bodies showed at every break in the dust storm. They were wheeling above me, waiting for the dust to clear enough to swoop down and attack. And the caves still weren’t safe – not until I could shut the doors. 

I didn’t have a moment to waste. I scrambled up the steps, lost already in the dust, but hoping that by moving upward I’d be headed toward the tower.

My dust veil barely kept the swirling sand from choking me as I darted up the steps and then across one terrace to reach the next set of steps. Flashbacks of my time in the Trial came back in bursts. Steps and terraces here became ladders and platforms there in my mind’s eye. Maybe my mimic could help me out again. Maybe he could beat me to the tower.

“Yeah, see the thing about that is that I could do things in the trials because it was a non-corporeal world,” he said lazily, yawning idly from a place a little ahead of where I was running. “Here I don’t have a body. Not really. I’m just in your mind. A horrible mirror of who you are meant to taunt you forever.”

“I’m not you,” I muttered as I climbed. My fingernails were growing ragged from fumbling against the rough stone. “You’re lazy and mocking and useless.”

“I’m not your better half, I’ll admit that,” he said, “but I’m definitely a version of you that could exist – that would have existed without Hubric’s intervention.”

What a horrible thought. I hated this rotten apple already. I felt my cheeks heating at the thought. Did other people think that about me?

A burst of fire flashed across the ground right in front of me and I flinched against the rock wall. This would be a good time to have help from a dragon.

We’re overwhelmed right now.

They were under attack?

Don’t be angry.

Why did those words make me think there was a reason to be angry?

I couldn’t leave you here. Hubric wouldn’t have left anyway. We’re launching a counter-attack. Or we were, before they turned the tables on us.

I clenched my jaw grimly. I told her to leave!

I don’t answer to you.

It was for your own good! What good was having a dragon if she never listened to you?

I was under the tower now, close to where it rose above the rest of the cliffs. My legs ached from climbing. My muscles were like jelly from the effort. Seriously, after the last weeks of constant ladders and stairs and climbing, I would have thought they would be used to it by now!

I gritted my teeth and moved forward when a blast of fire hit the rock in front of me, chipping it with the force of the blow and sending little shards shooting painfully across my exposed skin. I closed my eyes just in time. When I opened them again, the rock in front of me was scorched and black. 

That was close!

The dust was settling, the storm waning. Not good. That dust storm was my only cover. I pulled the veil down from my mouth and ran.

Zyla is coming to help you.

No! Tell her to stay where she is!

There was no response, but as the dust cleared and I scrambled higher, the air above me grew clearer.

I was partway up the tower that held the upper cave. Good. I was closer than I thought. I’d been worried that I was on the wrong staircase, but there were a few different sets of steps leading up to the upper cave. I ran faster.

A roar, just over my head shook me, making me pause, and then a woosh of air was the only warning to duck. I ducked low as a dragon tail crashed into the rock above me. 

My heart was pounding, my legs wobbling under me. I looked up, my arms over my head, trying to protect it.

Kyrowat was wrapped around a metal golem, his legs encasing it, his wings fighting against the pull of the machine. Hubric leaned forward in the saddle, face twisting in the intensity of the moment. 

And then they were gone, falling away from where I stood and back into the dust cloud below. 

Other golems circled the tower. Had the conflict drawn their eyes to me?

I had to hurry.

The last steps to the top seemed to take the longest, my legs screamed for relief, my muscles ached. If the dust was clearing up here, it wouldn’t be long before it cleared below and then the people hiding in the caves would be vulnerable – Zin would be vulnerable. 

Fear filled me. I channeled it into my movements. Come on!

The cave mouth loomed, shadowed and wide. I dove into it at the same moment that the squeal of metal tore through my ears. A golem must have slid across the rocks behind me. They were relentless as only a man-made thing could be – unflagging in energy and intent.

I scrambled to my feet in the cave and my jaw fell open. 

Shabren stood in front of the wheel, his mouth turning up in a triumphant smile. In one hand, he was gripping Zyla’s neck. In the other, one of those fire rods.
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I froze. If I drew a weapon, he could fire that rod. My mind was racing, but nothing helpful came to me.

“I see you took my fashion advice,” I said, ignoring my racing heart. Shabren was dressed in black leather from head to toe, only a bright purple dust veil decorating the tight-fitting leather. It showed me how big he really was – at least six inches taller than I was and twice as thick. “Must be hot in this climate, though.”

“That was your fashion advice? Don’t bother giving me any,” my mimic said.

“There are two of you!” Shabren’s eyes lit up and I felt my heart plummet. He could see the mimic? No one could see the mimic! “You have a shadow-self. Wonderful! I’ve never seen one of these in person.”

He seemed to relax his hold on Zyla as he spoke, completely distracted by the mimic. He took a step toward him and away from the wheel. I frowned at her, begging her to slip away but she shook her head. The grip wasn’t loose enough to slip away.

“You can have him,” I offered, inching in a circle toward the wheel. “Just give me the girl in exchange.”

“Hey!” The mimic looked ready to fight.

Shabren laughed, circling in the opposite direction and keeping the distance between us. “You have no idea what you are offering. Of course, I would take him ... if I could. I still might, if I can find a way to do it. But don’t come any closer or the girl will suffer.”

The doorway scar on my hand felt cool at his words. He spoke the truth.

He seemed completely charmed despite his threats, his eyes glued to the mimic, a small smile playing around his lips. 

“How did you get here?” I asked grimly, still inching toward the wheel. 

“The golems have a long range. They may be less maneuverable than a dragon, but they can fly all day,” he said, his eyes still enchanted by my mimic. I edged toward the mechanism behind him. The stone wheel looked exactly as Bataar and Berun had described. I needed to turn it to seal their caves and make them safe. I was running out of time. 

“The saddle sores must be incredible,” I said, taunting Shabren. “Even with you all dressed in leather, Shabby. Or are you made of metal, too?”

Shabren’s eyes narrowed. “If you think your mockery makes you immune to my magic, you are wrong, boy. I’ve only held back because I am wondering if I can keep that shadow alive with you dead. An army of shadows – now that would be a thing worth testing. How did you come by the shadow?”

My mimic rolled his eyes. “As if it’s not bad enough mirroring you, Tor. Now, this hulking ape wants me to join his army. Tell him I don’t take orders.”

“He’s a gift,” I said. “Or maybe a curse. It’s hard to say most of the time.” 

Shabren ignored me, his eyes locked on the mimic and I took the last step to the wheel, grabbing it in both hands. There were spokes all along it for turning it and a locking mechanism. I just needed to open that mechanism and nudge it.

“Freeze,” Shabren said.

I tore my gaze from the wheel to where he stood, the fire rod pressed against Zyla’s temple. 

“Don’t even think about it.”

Did he know what I was trying to do, or was he just trying to thwart me without knowing why?

“How do you imagine this ending?” I asked, raising a single eyebrow. Maybe if I got him talking it would distract him again.

He smirked. “Like you’re in charge of this scenario. Ha! You’d be amusing if you weren’t so annoying, boy. Not that I don’t have something to thank you for.”

“You can thank me for anything you like.”

“Well then, thanks. I don’t like Apeq A’kona much, though he’s a necessary tool in this ... enterprise. But tools can start thinking they’re the ones in charge. And Apeq was getting a big head. Whatever you did to him behind that door has dulled his edge. He can’t exactly treat me like his cur when he has me to thank for healing him, can he?”

Apeq was alive? I tried to keep from swallowing. I didn’t want Shabren to know how nervous that made me. When they’d pulled me from the flames, I’d left him behind. I thought for sure that he would die there.

“Healing him?” 

“Eight days ago, he rocketed back out of the doorway, on fire. His skin was nothing but burned char. He smelled like a nice smoked pig dinner. Do you know what it takes to heal a man so close to death?” Shabren’s eyes narrowed. “What it takes out of him?”

We’re beating them back! Saboraak sounded triumphant and my heart soared. We’ve carved a way to the cave mouth where the Kav’ai are fighting! 

They were fighting? That was not good! I needed to close that doorway and I needed to keep Shabren distracted.

“A black leather suit and a ridiculous purple scarf?” I asked. I didn’t believe him. I returned to the world five days ago and I left him there. He couldn’t have returned eight days ago. That was three days before me.

“Time works differently there. Who knows how long it’s been since you entered that doorway,” the mimic said.

I had only been in there a few hours. Apeq had been lying when he said it was days before he followed me. 

“A month,” Shabren said and the scar on my hand grew icy cold. “You were in there a month.”

“No,” I gasped.

“A month for us to rally the army. A month to move our golem army south. And even this little detour won’t interrupt all of that.”

We can’t hold them for long, but we’re countering the golem attacks. I’ve never flown so hard in my life!

Hang in there, Saboraak!

The tower rocked suddenly, and I looked out the entrance of the cave to see a golem spinning through the air. It had ricocheted off the tower and was careening through the air in a spiral – riderless. A moment later, Kyrowat passed the entrance in a flurry of wings and then was gone. I swallowed. Saboraak?

We can’t keep this up for long. Can you close the door?

Are the people all inside?

Hold on. I just need to shake this one from my tail. 

There were wide windows carved on all sides of the cave-room. Windows big enough for a dragon. Maybe she could join us here.

A squealing sound arrested my thoughts and then Shabren grinned. “Stay back.”

He pulled Zyla backward against the wall and then there was a louder squeal of metal on rock. One of the golems burst through one of the large windows. I dove out of the way just in time, knocking my forehead against the rock. The golem filled the room in a moment, it’s metal body gleaming in the sun.

Saboraak? Are they inside?

In the confusion, I seized my chance, grabbed the wheel in both hands and released the mechanism. I was waiting for her response, my heart pounding at the wait and my hands twitching. They wanted to spin the wheel as badly as I did.

One more ...

A woman dressed just like Shabren leapt off the golem. Her hair streamed behind her. Gilded gauntlets encased her hands and a sleek helmet with bird wings jutting out from it graced her head. It had been designed with a windshield over the mouth and nose that disguised her features entirely.

“Are we bringing these two with us, Shabren?” she asked.

Come on, Saboraak! I’m running out of time!

“We’ll take the girl,” Shabren said. “The boy is worthless, unless you know a way to trap shadows.”

“Not yet.”

“Come here, street scum. Bow before your better – Castelan Katlana Woelran, Magika and First Flyer of my golem army.” He was searching for me, the golem obscuring his view, but as his eyes locked on me they grew wide.

Now! Close it now!

I turned the wheel as hard as I could. It spun, the spokes whirling faster and faster and faster as it gained speed.

Shabren’s curses filled my ears.
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“Grab him!” Shabren yelled at the same moment that Saboraak’s cry of victory filled my ears.

You did it! The doors are closed!

I darted forward, around the golem, reaching for Zyla, but Shabren hit me with the rod, knocking me backward. I hit the golem, cracking my head against its metal body. Pain flared in my head and I fell to the ground. There was a scuffle of feet and a grunt above me.

“Don’t worry about him. He’ll be trapped here,” the woman – Katlana said. I heard the squeak of leather against metal.

“Move, Tor!” Zyla yelled.

I rolled to the side, away from the golem. There was a roar and then, as I stumbled to my feet, the golem sped forward, shooting from the window like an arrow with Zyla, Shabren, and Katlana on its back.

Saboraak!

Below you and climbing!

Catch!

I didn’t wait for her response. I ran as fast as I could toward the window and leapt. My dragon would catch me. She would never let me fall.

“You’re an idiot,” my mimic said as we fell together toward the earth. The clear air rushed around me, the yellow landscape growing larger by the second. Below us, golems swarmed like a school of tadpoles. Uh oh. How would Saboraak get through them?

But there she was, rolling past their flames, her wings flapping powerfully, neck outstretched as she pushed toward us. She was red then black then white. She was green and then finally purple when she rose up, head growing huge in my vision, and plucked me from the air like an eagle grabbing a trout from the water. Her head snaked back and tossed me free from her jaw and onto the saddle. 

I grabbed the saddle in both hands as soon as I landed on her back, my heart in my throat. She’d never handled me so roughly before!

Stop jumping from heights without warning! You are going to give me a heart attack!

“Sorry,” I whispered in a small voice.

Stop almost dying and barely surviving!

“Sorry.”

Stop taking needless, insane risks!

“Sorry.”

Stop talking to your own shadow like a crazy person!

“Sorry.”

And, for the love of skies and stars, please, please, stop being a hero!

I didn’t say sorry for that. After all, I was no hero. She should know that by now.

She snorted.

I would die if you died, Tor. Not just literally. I would die of a thousand broken beats of my heart. You need to learn to be safe. You need to take care of yourself. You matter to me.

“They have Zyla,” I said mildly. 

The golems were forming up into ranks, Katlana speeding to join the others. They’d left four behind which swarmed angrily around the closed cave door. 

Why do you think I am chasing after them? Her tone was milder now, as if her anger had burned out.

I grunted, unsheathing two of my daggers. In the chaos, I’d lost the axe. Again.

What do you think you are going to do with those? Put them back before you stab yourself!

Embarrassed, I complied. She must have thought I was a fool. 

I think you are my friend and I’ve been really worried about you lately. But – as always – we don’t have time to think about that. 

We were almost upon Shabren’s golem. Saboraak flew harder.

I can’t flame him, or I risk hurting Zyla.

Then what could we do?

I have a plan, but it’s risky.

Wasn’t she just lecturing me on not doing risky things?

Yes. But that was without me. This risky thing, you should do with me. Kyrowat will help, too, once he catches up.

I glanced behind us to see the old purple struggling to catch up, Hubric on his back. He looked angry – but then Kyrowat always looked angry. There was a golem behind him. Hopefully, he could evade it or defeat it. I’d have to trust him to do the job while I did mine.

You should have seen him! He took out two golems just with his skill in flying! He’d get them to chase him and then outmaneuver them and they crashed against the rocks.

She sounded impressed.

I am impressed! But no time for that – the plan. It’s inspired by your escapades.

That couldn’t be good. No one should be inspired by me.

I’m going to fly over the golem so you can drop down on it.

This sounded bad already.

Free Zyla while I dive underneath. Then, both of you can drop from the golem onto my back and we’ll get out of here faster than a dragon fleeing an Ifrit.

Don’t remind me of Ifrits. 

What do you think? She almost sounded nervous, like she was afraid I would say her plan was a bad one.

“I can’t think of anything better,” I muttered. I was judging the distance, judging how long it would take to join the other golems – minutes. How long I would have to free Zyla – seconds. And how far we could afford to fall before Saboraak caught us – not nearly far enough.

Ready? she asked.

My heart was in my throat, my belly in knots, my pulse pounding.

“Ready,” I said as her great mass eclipsed the golem below.

I let go of the saddle, swung my legs over the side and dropped like a stone from her back.
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What was I thinking? 

My heart was in my throat as I fell. If I had been off in my judgment at all –

I wasn’t. 

I landed on top of Shabren, his hard head jamming into my belly as my hands scrambled for purchase. One grabbed his scarf and I held on for dear life as my other hand found a grip on something firmer. 

“Stop playing handsy games and get what you came for!” my mimic suggested as I gasped for breath.

I’m still completing my roll. Don’t drop off the golem yet!

Shabren pulled away from me, but the scarf caught at his throat. His face went purple as he tried to yank it from my grasp. 

Don’t even think about it! 

I didn’t have a strong enough purchase to let go. One of my legs was mostly over the back of the golem, but the other leg dangled wildly. 

Zyla was yelling something from in front of me but her yell cut off in a grunt of pain. I saw Katlana pulling back, her fist still balled from striking Zyla. 

I gritted my teeth, pulled on the scarf and yanked myself up to a seated position behind Shabren. Zyla’s hands were tied. She’d have to jump like that. We didn’t have time for me to draw a knife and cut the bonds. I swallowed. It would be hard for her to catch Saboraak’s saddle with tied hands.

Trust me, Saboraak said. I will keep her safe.

Was she in position?

I’m here but you have to hurry. Kyrowat is entangled with the golems that were behind us and more are circling back toward me. 

I swallowed. I needed Zyla to jump first. She wasn’t tied to the golem. But if she hesitated at all then Katlana or Shabren could stop her.

Shabren yanked hard on his scarf and I lost my grip, clawing wildly and grabbing him around the waist.

“Get off of me!” he roared.

“Zyla!” I called and her head whipped to look at me, golden eyes huge. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes!” Her voice wavered, but her eyes were steady.

“Don’t hesitate.”

“She can’t help you now, boy!” Shabren said, pulling the rod from the waistband of his trousers.

Zyla’s gaze was locked with mine as she nodded agreement. I held her gaze until I was sure she was paying attention. 

“Jump,” I mouthed. 

Her expression firmed, and her face paled but she didn’t hesitate. She threw her body to the side, sliding easily off the golem and plummeting through the air. It was a long heartbeat before I heard Saboraak in my mind.

Got her!

I let out a long breath the second before Shabren’s fist plowed into my face.

“Ooof!”

My head rang, spots dancing across my vision as I struggled to keep my hold on him. He cracked me on the head with his rod before yelling something at Katlana. I couldn’t tell what he was saying. Everything was happening so fast. I let go of his waist to grab at the scarf. I needed to stop him somehow before he beat me senseless. 

Could I drop?

Give me a minute!

I needed to jump right now!

Golems are attacking us. We are dodging their attacks but I’m lagging behind. Hold on! I will come for you.

I held on to the scarf with all my might. Shabren jammed his elbow in my gut and I bucked in pain. I needed to fight back. 

I gritted my teeth and smashed my forehead into his spine. There! That should hurt. He lurched forward, tugging tightly against my renewed grip on his scarf. He cursed at full volume, reaching forward to grasp something Katlana was holding out to him. I needed more hands.

“Bite him!” my mimic yelled from where he sat in front of Katlana. His eyes glowed with excitement.

I wasn’t going to bite anyone.

“Come on!” He pumped his fist in the air. 

The thing in Shabren’s hand shone brightly. A weapon.

Maybe you really should bite him.

If even Saboraak was telling me to try it –

I leaned forward and bit his ear, keeping my jaw locked as he screamed. His hand with the shining object spun around and then something slammed into my head and my mouth fell open.

Drop! I’m ready to catch you!

The world was dark with pain. It burrowed through me like a merciless worm, devouring my senses.

Come on, Tor!

I tried to shake my head to clear the pain, but it wasn’t working. I tried to get a grip on the scarf again, but my arm hung dully at my side. Something grabbed my belt, dragging me in front of Shabren and slinging me over the saddle. Bitterness filled my mouth. Something strong pulled my limbs together, binding me to myself and to the golem. 

Shabren laughed. 

I was slung, belly down, across the saddle between him and Katlana. In his hand, he held the spider I had lost the first night in Eski.

“Remember this?” he asked, turning the spider around in his hands. “You didn’t even know what it did when you held it so close. Maybe if you had, we’d be living in very different times. You could have used it on me that first night on the platform. Like a spider, it binds the prey, stealing their voices and eventually their minds. But don’t worry, now that I have you, I think I will keep you – at least until I can find a way to capture your shadow.”

Saboraak! I called in my mind, screaming her name. Saboraak!”

I’m too late! There are too many of them!

My heart was beating so hard I thought it might burst. I was caught in Shabren’s trap. I couldn’t move, couldn’t fight. And we were flying away from our friends and allies. 

I remembered for a moment, the people in the caves. They were relying on me to free them when the conflict was over – and I couldn’t even free myself.

Don’t give up! I’ll come for you!

We were still speeding across the desert hours later when her voice began to fade in my mind.

I will find you, she promised.

But she couldn’t know that. And I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t have stopped them either.
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I woke up still trussed like a goat for a feast.

“You look even worse than you feel,” my mimic said.

“I’ll miss all these compliments if Shabren manages to take you,” I muttered.

I was lying in the sand, my cheek pressed hard against the cold ground. There was no blanket or tent over me, though I could see a tent not far from where I lay and, in the distance, I thought I could see another. It’s hard to see much with a cheek against the ground and most of a tent blocking everything else.

“You’ll miss more than that.” 

The mimic sat cross-legged, staring up at the full moon.

“Where are we? And why can I talk again?”

“They released you from the spider – obviously. Look down. Those are normal ropes holding you.”

He was right. I would have noticed it if I’d been paying attention.

“I can’t notice anything you haven’t noticed. I’m you, remember? Which is why you should be worried.”

“Oh, trust me,” I said wryly. “I’m worried. The last time I heard from Saboraak, she was falling behind, and I can’t hear her right now. I don’t know if Kyrowat and Hubric survived. I do know that the rest of the Kav’ai Elders are locked in a cave until I can free them again, and I’m not exactly in the position to free anyone.”

“Yes, that’s very inconvenient.”

“Inconvenient? Try deadly. Try, edge-of-a-volcano deadly!”

“It’s a lot worse than that, you fool.” The mimic was trembling in the moonlight. I’d never seen him anything but calm. “I think they can really strip me from you.”

“And I’ll miss your cheery attitude if they do.”

He walked forward and squatted in front of me until my vision was filled with his face. His lip was curled but it was fear that dominated his expression. 

“You’ll miss yourself. Your shadow-self reminds you of who you might be, and it tells you how to avoid that. But it’s also there to tap into when you need a little ... edge. There’s a word for that.”

“Annoying?”

“Wisdom.” He practically spat.

“Where would you be without the cunning to make plans? You can’t guess what evil men might do if you can’t imagine what you would be like if you were evil. And you can’t avoid evil paths if you don’t know what they are. You need me, Tor. It’s not just that you are me – it’s that I’m the part of you that you keep locked in a cage at the back of your mind. I’m everything you deny about yourself – I’m the hero you say you aren’t. I’m the critic you claim not to be. I’m even the one who cries at night for your dead mother. You might not like it that I’m free right now. You might wish you could shove me back in that cave but the one thing that you cannot afford is to lose me entirely.”

He stood up again and walked a few paces away, turning his back to me.

I was stunned. I’d never considered anything like that before.

I shivered in the night, longing for a cloak or even a blanket or just for Saboraak to be nearby with all her body heat. My mimic stayed away, but his words wouldn’t stop ringing in my mind. Was it really so important to keep him? 

Did I really need a shadow-self, or was this just a desperate gamble of his to stay alive? After all, the Kav’ai had a precept about this – all things strive. Perhaps even a mimic would strive for life when it was threatened.

What would it be like if I had no shadow within me? What if every thought was so innocent that I really didn’t see trouble around every corner? What if I really didn’t have that shadow lurking deep within me and warning me that I could easily become that? Well, if that was true then I would be like Zin – pure as snow and more beautiful. But that was not me. I was Tor Winepsring, crippled by the shadow that grew up with me all my life. And now I would have to decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

Sleep came eventually, but it was short and fitful, a litany of dreams filled with half-formed fears and shadows. 

Shabren joined me in the wee hours of the morning, the sun was barely glimmering along the horizon. He was sipping a hot drink. I was not offered any, though my mouth was dry and sour.

“I have been thinking about your shadow, Tor. And what to do with it.”

“Where are we?” I croaked.

“On our way to a more civilized place,” Shabren said. “The Kav’ai are a terribly backward people, as I’m sure you saw. They need a strong hand to drag them into civilization.”

“Is that code for ‘depravity’?”

He barked a laugh. “You’re almost funny sometimes, boy. Out here in Kav’ai it’s hard to find anyone who doesn’t take themselves entirely too seriously. Oh, don’t mistake me. I don’t plan to let you live. But I think I will like your shadow. I can see him, you know. He looks irritated. What’s bothering you, shadow?”

It worried me that he could see the mimic. The other Tor shook himself and turned to examine Shabren coolly. 

“Your ugly mug,” he said.

Shabren cuffed me so suddenly that I hadn’t had time to even flinch. I saw stars and one of my eyes was suddenly blurry. I coughed, the ropes biting into me as my body heaved.

“I can’t punish a shadow, but I can punish his other half. And I will. So, no more insults. Let’s play nice.”

“Nice is for little old ladies,” the mimic said and Shabren hit me again. 

I spat blood, my head ringing.

“Stop,” I begged. Not to Shabren, but to the mimic. My lips were fat and my words thick. “Please, stop.”

“Let’s try this again,” Shabren said easily. “You’ll need to learn to obey me, shadow.”

“I obey no one,” the mimic said. He wasn’t even looking at me as I sucked in wet, blood tinged breaths. He was staring, mesmerized at Shabren. 

“Then you will be taught.”

“To teach someone, you have to know something,” the mimic mocked.

The boot I got in the belly left me moaning. Oh, stop! Please, stop!

“We’ll try this again at noon. You’ll learn to listen to me, shadow.”

Shabren strode out of my vision and I sagged in relief. 

“Please,” I begged the mimic. “Please.”

“I’m you,” the mimic said breezily, “and you aren’t the obedient type.”

“I’m the type who likes to keep his teeth,” I moaned, but my pleading fell on deaf ears.

When Katlana arrived as the sun finally rose over the horizon, I’d given up any hope of the mimic seeing things my way.

She released my bonds.

“Up.” Her tone was curt. “There’s water here. Drink sparingly. This must last us all day. Drink, eat, do what is necessary. Be quick. You ride with me today. Don’t bother attacking me. You’re a mess and I am well rested.”

She looked well rested, and the sword she carried helped with the tone in keeping me in line. I drank and tried to dress my wounds without bandages, but I didn’t eat. My insides didn’t feel right after the fight and the beating this morning. One eye had swelled shut and the other was blurry. Best to avoid food if I couldn’t be sure I’d keep it down. I wrapped the dust veil around my face and head to keep today’s sun off and submitted silently when the time came for her to tie me up again.

“Give me no trouble and you can ride sitting. Trouble me, and I will truss you like an animal,” she said.

I wasn’t planning on causing trouble, but I watched my mimic from the corner of my eye. He was enough trouble for both of us. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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The rest of the journey had been agonizing. 

Metal golems were hard to ride – not at all like dragons. Their metal carapaces were cold in the cool of morning and burning hot in the afternoon. They were stiff under the tailbone in a way that made every part of a man ache, and the shape of them felt uncomfortable under human legs. 

When I rode Saboraak, she wasn’t soft, but she was alive. She responded to a rider. She moved to keep you in the saddle if you started to slip. 

This thing was mindless. There was no heartbeat. I’d grown used to Saboraak’s heartbeat.

I missed her badly. It ached in me almost worse than my guts did where Shabren had kicked me. And there was something definitely wrong with them. The swollen eye and split lip bothered me throughout the day, but it was the visceral pain of something wrong inside me that made me ride hunched over, my bound hands cradling my aching core. 

I thought I might be feverish.

The glare of the sun left everything in distance hazy and the hot sun beat mercilessly on my head, but my mind drifted constantly and holding a full thought in it was hard. 

Broken, painful thoughts missing Saboraak ran right into worrying about Bataar and his people and then rolled into wondering if Hubric and Kyrowat had been okay. I drifted into thoughts of Zyla – at least she and Saboraak were together! I kept remembering that kiss we’d shared – long and lingering, like she was enjoying it as much as I was. It was the one nice thing I could think about as I huddled in pain on the back of the golem. 

I worried for her, too. Would she stay safe? Would she do something risky? Could Saboraak stop her? She hadn’t been very good at stopping me, though her scolding stuck in my head. She’d been right about the mimic. He would be a problem. 

What did Shabren want so badly with him? The mimic thought I’d be at a loss without him, but Shabren had been clear that he didn’t plan to keep me alive after that, anyway. So why take the shadow? Did he plan to use him to fuel the life of a golem?

“No. I’m more valuable than that,” he whispered from behind me.

And how was he valuable? 

“I don’t think that Shabren and his shadow are separate. I think they merged a long time ago.”

I thought that was what the mimic wanted – for us to merge.

“Ha! Then we’d both be in trouble. The best thing for you – and therefore for me – is for us to be separate. I give you wisdom. I’m there when you need me, but no one can take too much of a good thing.”

What did that even mean?

“It means that if you merge with your shadow, then you become a monster. The shadow swallows up your compassion and willingness to put someone else before yourself. It swallows up the traits someone might think of as ‘good.’ Oh, you need me. And I need you. Or at least, I need someone real to hold on to and in this case, it’s you. But you don’t want to be me. Do you understand? 

“You don’t ever want to embrace the monster for more than a few seconds. Maybe you’d find me deep within in a moment of crisis and maybe then I could fuel you to think of a solution you wouldn’t have considered if everything was roses, right? Maybe I could help you kill ... if you needed to. You’re not really a killer without me. 

“But that’s the problem. If we merged completely – if you ever let go and I took over, well then I would be Tor and you would just be an echo floating around in my head – or maybe you wouldn’t exist at all.”

Did that happen to Shabren?

“If I had to guess, I’d say he welcomed it. He lives for that monster. He’s not ... well, let’s say that there are humans like him, he’s not unique, but he’s also not someone you ever want to meet.”

Then why did he want my shadow if he had already absorbed his own? 

“Maybe he thinks it will make him human again,” the mimic suggested. “Or maybe he just wants to see if I could make him even more of a monster. I could, you know. I’m more evil than you even know. If I was ever in charge of you, you’d never emerge again. I’m stronger than you can imagine.”

I shuddered and Katlana reached a hand back to slap me lightly. 

“Stay still back there. I don’t like squirming.”

I wasn’t too worried about what she liked. I was a lot more interested in what my shadow was suggesting, because if what he was suggesting was true, I had a real problem on my hands – and maybe a solution, too.

Maybe I should just shut him away in the back of my mind forever.

“That’s just as bad,” the shadow said. “Because if you cut me off completely, you’ll never learn from me, never grow from me. Ignoring a thing is not the same as conquering it.”

We stopped for a break at noon and Katlana offered me water and food. The water I took, but I didn’t dare eat, choosing instead to huddle on the ground and try to rest while I could. They’d taken my knives – or at least the ones they’d found. There was still one between my shoulder blades, but I couldn’t reach it with my hands tied the way they had them, and I wouldn’t have tried to escape here anyway. 

We were days of walking from anywhere on a dry expanse that rolled out cracked and flat in every direction as far as my eyes could see. There were spiny bushes waist-high and some of the dead ones tumbled along the ground, but it wasn’t a fertile place and there was no water. Escape here would be a death sentence.

Katlana went to socialize with the other golem rider, or whatever they were doing. Making plans, perhaps, and I huddled against the golem, flinching at the pain in my belly. 

“Grow a thicker skin,” my shadow-self suggested. 

Heartless. It was easy to be heartless when you were nothing but a ghost.

“I’m something more to Shabren,” he reminded me and although I’d had a drink just moments ago, my mouth felt dry at the thought. 

It seemed to me that there must be some way I could use my mimic to escape. Maybe he could distract Shabren the next time we were talking and then I could escape. I still didn’t know why Shabren could see him at all. 

“He’s a Magika. He can access things that regular people can’t. Seeing me is part of that.”

So, any Magika we came across would see him.

“So, it would seem.”

And that would make me a target to them.

“I bring a lot to our relationship.”

Could he distract Shabren the next time I saw him?

“Better to take that knife out and kill him with it. If we meet up with Apeq, he will do more than kill you. Those marks you wear won’t make him very happy.”

It was strange that Shabren hadn’t commented on them.

“He spoke to Apeq before he came to find you. I suspect that he was told what to expect.”

If he was sent to find us, would he really kill me? He would. He had promised he wouldn’t leave me alive. But maybe he could be content just to take my shadow.

“But will you be alive without me? Really?”

Ummm yes?

“Ha! I suspect not.”

Which meant that if I wanted to live, I would need to escape with my shadow intact, and before we saw Apeq again.

“Good plan.”

If only I could come up with more than that.

“I have total faith in you.”

Really?

“No. But it’s something people say.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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I flew behind Katlana for the rest of the day contemplating my options – few – and my chances – poor – and wishing that Saboraak was with me. She’d know what we should do. She’d have a plan. And it didn’t hurt that she was also a massive flying fire-breather with an armor-scale coat and claws the size of my hands. 

We arrived in the evening at a river. As we headed south, away from the band of burning earth closest to the sun, the desert was fading into scrubland. Stunted trees and higher bushes with occasional tufts of grass dominated where there had only been cracked earth before and hills rose from the endless flat plains. 

It was among these hills that a small river snaked and rolled. On either side of the river, with a small bridge connecting them, were low buildings with wide earthen roofs and open sides. Smoke and firelight poured from some of them, but others carried the sounds of people talking and eating together. 

I would have liked this place if it had not belonged to Shabren’s Magikas. 

“This is Aden Rhee,” Katlana said to me as we arrived. “Don’t talk to the Kav’ai servants. They still think this place is theirs.”

“Why do you keep them here?” I asked through my thick lip.

“Shabren wants their gray powder. It’s hard to make and the rest of us are needed for the army. You need to be a Magika to power these golems, even with their internal magic. Which is important for you to know – don’t try to steal one. You’ll only damage it. You can’t control the speed, stop, or land if you aren’t a Magika. I’d rather not see mine wrecked for no reason.”

“Are we spending the night here?” I was surprised she was feeling so chatty. She’d been silent the entire ride except for telling me to stop wiggling. I had a feeling that she was not just the leader of the golem riders in name. They watched her and looked up to her. She might be as well respected as Shabren was.

“I am,” she said. “Shabren has plans for you.”

Of course he did. 

We flew through the town and I stared into every building looking for anything I could learn. Even at this late hour, people were working. 

In some of the buildings, people worked at mortar and pestle, their areas dark, the lanterns far away and covered carefully. Perhaps what they were working on didn’t like fire.

In other buildings, the fires flared hot. Those were clearly forges, and the pounding and clanging coming from them backed that idea up. 

On others, rack upon rack of tubular metal bars stood ready. Whatever they were building must use those as a component. I needed to remember Aden Rhee. If I lived through this, we needed to know where it was. If any of this grey powder became a problem, we would know where to go to stop it.

Katlana didn’t stop as we flew past the inns and taverns, but the other golems did, peeling off in twos and threes together until we were the only ones flying behind Shabren. He led us through town to a hill on the other side of the city. He landed in front of a low building, lit brightly with lanterns and torches.

Katlana moved to land beside him but he gestured above, and she flew past to the top of the hill above the building. There was a fire burning there already and a pair of Magikas in full robes stood on either side of the fire. Behind one of them was a tall tree, gnarled by the weather, its roots extending into the pale sand of the hilltop. Strange to see such a big tree here. Stranger yet was the sap that ran down it, white and thick.

“Shabren the Violet has plans for this captive,” she said, grabbing my bound hands and easing me off the side of the stopped golem. 

“More like Shabren the Violent,” my mimic said, wandering around the fire, kicking rocks and poking the flames with a stick. He could look nonchalant, but I wasn’t. It couldn’t be a good thing that I was being brought here instead of to one of the buildings.

“What’s with the silver pattern on his face?” the first Magika said, grabbing my upper arm.

“Shabren will tell you if he wants to,” Katlana said.

“We could burn those on permanently, if you want,” the Magika offered. My scar felt hot at his lie. His words were just bravado. Interesting. The scar was still working, no matter what else might be broken inside me.

“Having a campfire?” I asked dryly.

“Yeah, me and Rollen are just camping out,” the other Magika said with a laugh. “We aren’t dabbling in experimental magic or anything.”

Behind him, a rough rack was laid out and as I looked at it, I saw a row of vials stretching across the rack, some empty and some filled with dark liquids. On the rocks around the fire, three small brass cauldrons sat. I never understood what Magikas did with their concoctions or what they were for. I suspected that they were just a ruse – a bright bubbling distraction to keep our minds off what they were really doing.

“Sucking the life force out of the earth – and now people – and harnessing it for their own ends?” my mimic suggested. 

Yeah. That.

“You shouldn’t tell him our names,” Rollen said sullenly as Katlana kicked off and left us in the dust that swirled up after her golem left. I watched her longingly. She hadn’t been a bad sort. Whatever Rollen and his buddy were planning couldn’t be as nice as riding in silence with her had been. 

“Yeah, because he’s such a threat,” the other Magika laughed.

“Just tie him to the tree, Kreg.”

Rollen and Kreg. Clearly the brains of this operation. 

I jerked against the rope, trying to pull free, but Rollen stepped forward and cracked me on the side of the head with his fist. I stumbled from the blow and they used that moment to pull me forward, tightening the rope that held my hands and then feeding it through a ring in the tree above my head.

The tree smelled strongly of something between pine sap and strong liquor. They jerked the rope tight until I was standing on my tiptoes, my midsection stretched out and exposed. Pain flared through me as my guts elongated. They still ached from Shabren’s kicking. 

I set my jaw firmly. It was obvious what was coming next and I didn’t want to be the guy who started crying. Not that my eyes didn’t feel just a tad dry suddenly. I could almost see what would happen next like threads being woven into a pattern.

I was keeping a running inner dialogue going, trying to silence the part of myself that was gibbering like a fool. There was no point in breaking. It wouldn’t stop what was coming. Those threads were weaving fast. 

Kreg set a metal poker into the fire to heat it. He’d better not get too ambitious, or Shabren wouldn’t get his crack at taking my shadow.

I bit the inside of my cheek to try to keep my focus on anything other than what my imagination was spitting up to the forefront.

“They’re going to brand you with that,” my mimic said. “Or take out your eyes. Do you want the last thing you see to be Kreg? I don’t think so.”

I shut my eyes, remembering Zyla’s big golden eyes instead. Remembering how it had felt to kiss her.

“Or maybe they’ll gut you with it.”

“Or ram it into – ”

“Shut up!” I yelled. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”

“I don’t think I will,” Shabren said coolly.

My eyes shot open. He was taking the poker from a grinning Kreg, looking at the cherry red metal on the end of it.

“Your shift is done,” he said to Rollen and Kreg, staring at them until they shuffled off reluctantly.

He turned back to me.

“Your shadow is a wealth of interesting suggestions. Perhaps we will try some of them.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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There was no chance left for me, but I wasn’t a quitter. And this wasn’t the way I wanted to die. I rubbed my back against the tree, trying to dislodge the knife back there, but it wouldn’t loosen. All I got for my troubles was tree sap all over me.

“That sap is very flammable. You’d go up like a torch with that on you if you came near flame,” Shabren said, toying with the poker. He was watching me speculatively.

Okay, mimic, I said in my mind. We need to work together.

“Not much I can do from here,” the mimic said, examining the tool rack under the potions. He was holding an axe, turning it over and over in his hands.

“He’s only a shadow,” Shabren warned with a grin. “He can’t cut down the tree you’re tied to. He can’t sever that rope. He can play all he wants with that axe, but it’s only a shadow axe to him. He can’t touch the one made of steel. He certainly can’t kill me with it.”

His grin grew wider as he took another step toward me. He was turning the poker around and around in his hands. 

“All that remains is to see how much pain it will take from you to get that shadow to release.”

The scar on my hand tingled cold. That was the truth.

I needed to think while I still could. I needed to look carefully, while I still could. I had the knife at my back that I couldn’t get to. I had the mimic who was only a shadow with his shadowy axe. I had ... grit? Fat lot of good that did.

There was an answer there if I could puzzle it out.

Shabren raised the poker.

“Perhaps we’ll test it first. See how hot it is.”

He lunged suddenly and I screamed as he poker blazed toward my face. 

I couldn’t duck, couldn’t dodge. All I could do was scream. 

It hit the tree behind me with a thunk. 

Lightning sprouted around me, shaking me like a rope in a dragon’s mouth. I was jerked and pulled against the rope, my jaws locked together, my eyes rolling wildly, my breath caught in my chest. I could have sworn my heart stopped. There was no feeling at all. 

Then pain crashed in and my heart stuttered back to a start. I slumped against the tree, gasping.

Saboraak. My wonderful dragon. I will miss you.

Tor!

Saboraak! 

My eyes shot open.

“I bet you’ve never seen that before,” Shabren said with a wide grin. “The Kav’ai call it a Lightning tree. Hurt it, and it defends itself and the way it does that is so entertaining. I’ve been practicing on the Kav’ai. Even they aren’t stoic enough for this.”

But I wasn’t listening to him. My mind was searching for her. Had I imagined her voice?

I come.

She could be close! She could be far away. 

Tears were leaking from my eyes, but I didn’t know if that was hope or despair that I was feeling. 

Could she save me in time? There were too many defenses. And Shabren. And the tree. I didn’t know if I could live through another one of those strikes.

“Stop whining and think,” the mimic demanded.

“He can’t think, shadow,” Shabren said. “He can only suffer.”

He looked behind him at the mimic and in the light of the fire I almost thought I could see a shadow clinging to his back. Could that be his shadow self? Could it be as my shadow thought – that they had merged, and the shadow was controlling him? 

A thought sprung into my mind. I hoped the shadow wouldn’t say anything as the thought formed. It was so obvious. Why hadn’t I thought of it before?

“We’re too devious for the obvious,” the mimic said. He lifted his shadow axe.

The world rocked, the ground shaking below us. In the city, a fire bloomed up from one of the warehouses.

Almost there!

That couldn’t be Saboraak, could it? It wasn’t like her to attack a town.

Shabren swung around. “I’ll deal with that in a moment. But before I do, I will finish you.”

He lunged with the poker, jamming it into the tree and my body tensed as white lightning stabbed me from every direction. I was screaming so loud that I couldn’t hear anything. But through my bulging eyes, I could still see.

The mimic swung his axe, just as I had thought he might be able to do, severing the shadow from Shabren’s back. 

Shabren screamed, snatching at his own shadow as it burst into a thousand pieces and floated upward like smoke on the wind. He fell to his knees, head in his hands.

I didn’t have time to think about what might happen next. One minute I was staring at the rising wisps of shadow, the next at the belly of a black dragon. The dragon whipped around, spinning in the air like a diver into the sea and then her mouth opened, coming right for me. 

I screamed but my scream cut off when I saw the jaws shut delicately over the metal ring and tear it from the tree. Lightning blasted into her, but she shook it off.

Saboraak! My magnificent dragon!

I told you I was coming. She sounded smug.

“Come on!” My mimic screamed, leaping onto her back. She tossed me back and I flew through the air, landing roughly in the saddle, my hands still bound, my muscles fighting my commands. They were stiff and weak both at once from the lightning tree.

Hubric ordered me not to come, but I couldn’t leave you. I’d never leave you.

She was amazing. She was stunning! She was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen.

Shabren pulled himself to his feet, pulling a flame rod from his belt. Saboraak whipped him with her tail, sending him flying through the air and not even stopping as she ascended into the sky.

I don’t have time for the likes of him and I’m not here to fight. I’m just here to take what’s mine.

Yeah!

And no one is going to stop me!

Wow. Maybe she had a shadow-self.

I think that if I do, it’s probably you.

And I was fine with that. Because shadows never ended up far from their source. 

––––––––
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READ MORE OF TOR AND Saboraak in Dragon Chameleon: Shadow Quest.
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WELL, YOU’VE COME TO the end of this book - but there’s still so much more to come! If you enjoyed the story, please leave a review - and if you didn’t, please don’t! I’m kidding, of course. All reviews are deeply appreciated and I would love to hear your thoughts on my work. 

I would like to encourage, inspire, embolden or even cajole you to sign up for my newsletter. Seriously. Please sign up.

Why? 

Because I want to get to know you! Oh, maybe you meant why would you want to do that. Well, you’ll be getting all my short stories related to the books for free. You’ll get the chance to weigh in on writing decisions. And, often, I give my subscribers full books for free! So, what are you waiting for? 

SIGN UP TODAY!
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OTHER SERIES YOU MIGHT LIKE:[image: image]

DRAGON SCHOOL

A disabled teen, an empathetic dragon, a bond that will save the world. 

Get the full details HERE.
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DRAGON CHAMELEON

A color-changing spy dragon, an unlikely hero - an adventure that will keep you breathless.

Get the full details HERE.
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DRAGON TIDE

When Seleska finds a baby dragon on the beach, she has no idea that he might be the key to saving the world.

Get the full details HERE.
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BRIDGE OF LEGENDS

Bridge of Legends is the story of hope, love, and friendship in a time when all those things seem impossible. For lovers of slow-burn romance and high-stakes fantasy – this is your perfect binge read!

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

TANGLED FAE SERIES

Allie Hunter will stop at nothing to protect her town from the wicked fae. But she’s neer had to hunt like this - where the traps are cunning and deception is everywhere. Will Allie have what it takes to keep her people safe?

Get the full details HERE.[image: image]

EMPIRE OF WAR AND WINGS

When Aella’s family is threatened by the powerful Winged Empire, her frustration is manifested in a magical swarm of bees. Can Aella find a way to use her strange magic to bring freedom to her land?

Get full details HERE.
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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