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Chapter One
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Now we’re in trouble. Every single person on Eski has seen us and they will be looking for us.

My dragon was right, of course. She was more than just a thick scaly face.

I don’t need compliments. I need a plan.

Well, lucky for us, Saboraak could change shape and color. We could hide, and she could just pop out again as another dragon.

And you don’t think they’d be looking for that? They’re looking for a dragon with a boy riding her. It doesn’t matter what color I am, they’ll be looking for me.

You really haven’t been around humans long, have you? We don’t know that female dragons can change colors. If you show up as a different color, they will think you are a different dragon. And I had a scarf over my face. They don’t know what I look like under the scarf.

They saw those arms, though.

Don’t remind me.

The city was shrinking as we flew outward.

Hurry! Dive.

Why?

We needed a place to hide while we changed appearance. Maybe there would be a crag in the mountain below the city where we could hide out and then we could change our appearance and re-enter the city. 

She was diving before I finished my thought. I wrapped my whole body around her like a squirrel hugging a tree. She could have at least worn a saddle!

I was in a bit of a hurry, as you might recall. You leapt from a platform at the apex of the city.

It was hard to fly like this! My palms were slick with the sweat of anxiety and her dive was making them worse. What if I lost my grip and fell from her back to the rocks beneath.

That will not happen.

I wanted to wipe the sweat from my brow, wanted to squint my eyes shut, but neither was an option in the middle of the skin-crawling anxiety of the moment.

You were the one who told me to dive.

I was. What a terrible idea. Why did she listen to me?

You’re hard to ignore.

Maybe you should practice!

I’ll take that under advisement. 

We leveled off so quickly that my muscles were still wobbling like jelly when we were finally slowing toward the underside of the city. The dwellings here were more scattered and in poorer repair. There was a ramp system from the ground below and a steady flow of traffic following it, but the people here didn’t look at us. They were working hard to pretend we didn’t exist.

I wonder if you would judge me if I read their minds. 

Why would I judge? I’d read everyone’s minds if I could. I hated secrets - unless they were mine. It only made sense to learn as much as you could about everything – including other people’s thoughts.

It’s considered ... unethical ... to read human minds indiscriminately.

What about dragon minds?

We all read each other’s minds all the time.

I straightened. I mean, obviously, they must, right? She was reading mine all the time. She never asked if she could. Kyrowat hadn’t asked either. They just did it. But Ephretti’s dragon didn’t do that. 

All dragons can read each others’ minds. Only some dragons can speak to human minds. But all dragons can speak to dragon minds.

Weird.

It’s called communication. It’s the foundation of a functional society.

And we’d done enough of it for now. We needed a place to hide out and change. I felt a pull to the left. Could that be a good hiding place there? It was hard to tell. As we descended, the fog grew thicker. Was that a crevice underneath a wide overhang? There was no ramp under it, though a wide rope cable hung from a trapdoor. It looked like the bottom of a building built into the rock. It was very tall – three levels at least – and the doors and windows were on the upper levels. My unconscious mind must have noticed the perfect spot and drawn me to it.

Or you just like to tell yourself that.

Either way. This was a place to hide and we needed to take it. Then Saboraak could change colors and shapes and I could ditch this red cloak and face scarf.

What about the axe?

It was my only weapon other than a belt knife.

Do you know how to use it without chopping your own leg off?

Insulting!

No, I mean it. Can you be trusted with that thing?

I was keeping it. If nothing else, it might be valuable enough to sell and we needed money.

If you sell it, it will draw attention to us.

We eased into the fog, finding the overhang. Despite the trapdoor on the underside of the overhang and the thick cable hanging out of it, no one from up there would be able to see us unless they stuck their heads out and deliberately looked. 

So, why did I feel so drawn to that building? I wanted – badly – to climb the cable and see what was inside. 

Your sense of adventure will be the death of you. You’re like a cat. You investigate everything and fear nothing. How many lives do you think you have?

Just the one ... obviously.

You don’t act like it. You act like you have ten more lives in your saddlebags.

There was a ledge under the overhang and Saboraak maneuvered us to it, sticking out her feet and clinging to the wall like a bat.

I resent that comparison.

Stop being so oversensitive and help me think of a disguise!

In the morning. First, we sleep.

Sleeping on the back of a dragon as she huddles on a tiny ledge is no easy thing. First, Saboraak had to find a position where I could lie across her neck without falling off. Then, I had to convince myself to stop having panic attacks from the precarious position for long enough that I could sleep. Sleep came slowly and was intermittent. Not only was it a terrifying height, but the cold of the night bit into my exposed skin. I had to keep rotating myself to heat my body against Saboraak’s hot hide. 

It was almost morning when I heard a clunk in the building overhead. Something was coming down the cable! 

My eyes snapped open and Saboraak jolted awake. I scrambled to hold on tighter to her.

At the sound of squeaking hinges, we froze.
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Chapter Two
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Two voices grew slowly clearer as Saboraak and I leaned into the rock, trying our best to seem small.

“There are more coming today,” the first voice said. A woman. She sounded irritated. “And we don’t have room for the last ones. Someone needs to tell Shabren that even magic workers can’t add more rooms to a house and we can’t house them here. This is a shop and our enemies can easily send spies here.”

Shabren? What did this place have to do with him? He seemed to have feelers out everywhere. How could he have established himself so strongly in a matter of days?

“I don’t think he’ll listen,” the other voice said dryly – a man this time. “He says we need to move as many into the city as we can. You heard what happened to Aricas and Hriden. If we don’t figure out what is causing the leakage, then we’ll end up the same way.”

“Stuffing the safehouse to the gills won’t help with that, Cormaz.”

“Bringing in more Magikas might.”

The woman sighed. “Fine. I’ll keep this room shut off for the rest of the day, but if our friends don’t arrive by nightfall, then I need to open it up. We need the supply baskets that go through the floor here and without those supplies, we will all starve.”

“You can buy food in the markets today.”

Their voices were fading again.

“At those prices?”

A door shut behind them and we both let out a sigh of relief. I should look inside that trapdoor. Whatever was in that room was important. Perhaps it was a doorway like the one we used to arrive in Ko’Koren.

Or perhaps the woman simply meant that people would be coming up whatever baskets are cranked up the mountainside on that cable. We need to hurry, or we will be found.

Then we needed disguises. 

Before I finished the thought, Saboraak was already morphing, her neck and tail extending and a wide frill sprouting out around her head. A pair of tentacle-like antennae grew out of her head and her skin grew a little less thick and burnished to a bright gold. 

Perfect. Now it’s your turn. 

I tried to ignore the call of the room as I pulled the cloak off and fashioned it into a skirt around my waist. The scarf morphed easily into a veil. Like magic, I was a girl.

Saboraak turned to give me a very dry look with one of her huge eyes.

You aren’t fooling me.

Yes, but she could read my mind. The key was to fool other people.

She kept staring at me.

Or ... I could go up that trapdoor and see what was up there myself. It was probably something amazing ... and maybe there would be clothing I could borrow.

No. Let’s go. 

But people would still be on the lookout for a single dragon and rider. Perhaps if I took a passenger? Two people would surprise anyone watching. 

I don’t have a saddle.

Then let’s find someone who won’t care. We flew slowly up out of the fog. Early daylight painted the cool tones of the city and snow had piled on the steeply sloped roofs and on the railings lining the narrow boardwalks. 

We leveled off beside the ramps going up and down along the edge of the mountain. I scanned the up-ramp. The people with yudazgoats and carts wouldn’t need us. And no one who was already in a group would want to leave their friends. I needed someone who wouldn’t talk ... hmmm.

It helps to be a petty criminal when you are looking for a petty criminal. I noticed the signs immediately. One man walked on his own, his eyes on everyone but himself. He was likely a pickpocket or some other kind of thief. That was a man who would take a ride from a strange dragon. 

Saboraak flew up to him and I gestured to him to join me on the dragon as Saboraak moved up to a bend in the ramp and settled down on it. The man looked around him, swallowing, watching to see who might notice, but after a heartbeat he joined us, a smile on his face.

“Are you offering me a ride?” I could see his eyes twinkling as he mentally added up what a dragon would be worth if he could steal it from an unsuspecting woman. 

I was doing my own mental math. Older than me by at least ten years. No weapon, unless there was a knife hidden somewhere. He was heavier than I was, but I was faster. 

How do you know?

I am always faster.

I beckoned with a hand and hoped my actions looked feminine enough.

You look ridiculous.

But not too ridiculous. The man shrugged and mounted.

“May I say what a lovely sight you are, my lady!” he said and when I didn’t respond he tried again. “Are you by any chance, a Zyvaar? Do your oaths bind your tongue? Will you take me two levels up? The climb is difficult in the cold.”

I nodded, hoping it would be enough as Saboraak launched into the air. The man behind me made a sickly sound in his throat as we slipped into the air. I turned back to see him green and sweating, but his eyes were still focused as he calculated his next move. Greed was a great lever. If someone wanted something – money, popularity, the good opinions of others, power – it was easy to use that as a lever to move them where you wanted them to go. He wanted something from me so I could convince him to mount a strange dragon. What lever would he try to use on me?

We were both silent as Saboraak climbed toward the dragon cotes. 

“I don’t know why you wished to offer me a ride up through the city, lady, but it is appreciated,” the man tried to say. “Have you heard the latest news?”

I kept the alluring silence.

Good. Your voice would be the opposite of alluring right now.

Long minutes stretched as the man tried to make small talk. 

“A person appeared in the city last night and displayed the Ko in the sacred place. You know what that means! He has declared his mastery of one of the sacred doorways. The Exalted are worried – and they should be. No one has challenged them in a hundred years!”

I could see a large structure ahead, shaped a lot like a honeycomb.

The dragon cotes. We will join our friends there.

“I am Apeq A’kona,” the man said as the silence on my end remained. “I sell marvels out of my shop in the seventh level. Perhaps you would like to come and see them, lady.”

If by ‘marvels,’ he meant items that had been pawned, I had no doubt he was telling the truth.

You might have need of someone like this, Tor.

Now that was surprising! Saboraak was the most straight-laced straight-lacer I’d ever met. Was she really suggesting that I maintain a friendship with a criminal? 

I think he is more than he seems. And you only assumed he was a criminal by his behavior. You have no evidence. I’m starting to think you are tremendously lucky, Tor. First, you survive what should have been your death. Now, you run into someone who we might need.

Need?

Ask him about the cormorants.

I didn’t dare ask him anything! He’d know in a second that I was not a girl!

I think he already does. I’m afraid your figure is not shaped like a human female’s. Is that insulting?

No!

I think that Zyla’s password with her contact is cormorant. She keeps using it when she meets new people as if she is trying to connect with them.

And what made Saboraak think this man was Zyla’s contact? The man in question was rattling on about the various jade carvings he had bought over the decades.

You were right to think that he was watching people. But I do not think it’s because he is a criminal. You were also right to think you saw a glitter in his eyes at our appearance. And yet. I think it was for a different reason.

Just spit it out! Saboraak could learn a few things about being direct.

I think he was out here looking for Zyla. I think he is wondering if you are her in disguise.

No ...

Whatever you do, do it quickly. We are almost at the cotes. If he is only a criminal, we must set him loose before we enter. If he is Zyla’s contact, he should go straight to her. Either way, he has been a good cover. The guards hardly notice us. 

It was true. The guards around the cotes did nothing more than glance in our direction. The place was guarded and tended by men and women in livery.

They are paid a fee for the care and protection of the ‘animals’ here. Tell me that isn’t insulting!

I swallowed and then turned back to Apeq.

“Do you have any cormorants in your jade collection?” I asked in my sweetest feminine voice.

His mouth twisted slightly. I felt my face flushing. My voice work needed some improvement.

“As a matter of fact,” he said with a smirk, “I do. And it’s my understanding that I owe you some fine pieces.”

Now what?

How should I know?

Can’t you read his mind? Agh! Saboraak was frustrating. Why was she so tied up with ethics all the time?

It doesn’t work like that. It’s not that I won’t get you your answer. It’s that I can’t.

If only he’d say something more. I licked my lips from behind the veil, nerves making them dry. Maybe if I held his gaze, he would say something more. People always wanted to fill in the gaps in conversation.

“After all, they were paid in advance on your behalf when our mutual friend was here,” Apeq said with a smile. 

I tilted my head to the side, urging him to continue. I was not going to risk speaking again. I sounded like a strangled cat.

Eventually, his face paling, he added, “Hubric.”

My eyes shut for a moment in pure relief. We would have orders. We would finally know what we were supposed to be doing!
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Chapter Three
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I found our contact! I could hardly believe it!

Maybe because it isn’t true, trout. I found our contact when you thought he was a petty criminal.

We flew into the dragon cotes, Saboraak’s annoyance making her flying more choppy. I’d never seen a  dragon cote before, though I tried to look nonchalant as the huge honey-comb structure filled my vision. Dragons filled most of the rock structures. Their scales were bright in the dawn. Who would have thought there were so many people from the Dominion in the city?

It’s a huge city. You could live here for months and never meet any of them.

They dragons in the cotes seemed excited about something. Gusts of flames puffed from the openings and more than one snapped his jaws. 

A sudden headache hit me and I put a hand to my forehead, but surprisingly, as it faded, so did the excitement in the cotes.

“If you aren’t Zyla-” Apeq began.

I waved a hand irritably, cutting him off and spoke in my normal voice. “Hold onto your dragon, Apeq. Give us a minute and we’ll get you to your girl.”

His silence worried me, but our cote was close. I could see Zyla hurrying to the front of it, a lantern held high in her hand as Saboraak slowed, gliding on raised wings. Saboraak’s huge foreclaws reached out and she grabbed the lip of the cote, pulling us into the open-sided room with the ease of practice. 

Zyla bounced from one leg to the next, her face flickering through emotions as we dismounted. She must realize this was Saboraak to be so calm about our landing. When had she realized that Saboraak could change colors?.

“Rumors are tearing through the dragon cotes!” She said as soon as our feet hit the ground. “They say that the signs of destiny were revealed tonight – the Ko! I’ve been listening to stories about them all my life. Do you know what this means?”

“The time of Legends is upon us,” Apeq said gravely. 

Zyla met his gaze and they were both nodding – true believers in some faith I didn’t share.

“Legends will walk among us, touching our fates and drawing us along in their current,” Zyla agreed. Her eyes were bright, and her mouth trembled slightly. Somehow, the intense emotion made her look even prettier – and also crazier. Don’t get involved with crazy, Tor. Crazy kills.

“The time when magic will change forever and a new generation will rise up to take the place of the old,” Apeq continued.

“The signs will show us the way.”

“You are Zyla Cloudbender,” Apeq said excitedly. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“You are my contact from Hubric?” Zyla asked, her head tilted to the side.

“One and the same. The boy exchanged the password with me. I am Apeq A’kona of the Jadefire House of Marvels.” Apeq’s smile widened and I found myself looking him over, judging what I saw. He was about thirty, which was a lot older than Zyla or I. I figured she was about seventeen and I was only a hair older than that. 

He shouldn’t be smiling at her so confidently. That was my job, not the job of an old man who sold jade carvings.

Jealous much?

Of that old guy? Of course not. 

But the way Zyla smiled at him stung. It made no sense. I’d only known her a few days. What did it matter to me if she wanted to smile at an old man? I bet he didn’t jump off a platform last night and stun a whole city with the sheer guts of a move like that.

You should play that back for yourself in your mind. If that doesn’t sound jealous to you then you need to adjust your mindset.

Dragons! And girls! Frustrating – all of them. 

I stormed to the back of the cotes, wrenching the veil and skirt off. There was a half-wall set up. Maybe the saddlebags were back there. Last I checked, there was bread in one of them and I was still starving. Zyla could go ahead and get googly-eyed over Apeq – what kind of a name was Apeq? – I didn’t care. I was going to find something to eat.

There was a pair of cots behind the half-wall along with a set of hooks for gear and a small cook area. Dragon Riders must camp out in these places when they didn’t have coin for inns or anything else.

This place took coin. Surprisingly, Zyla had some hidden in her boot sole. Enough to pay for a week here. I think that was all she had. 

Saboraak’s tack was hanging on the hooks. I opened the saddlebags carefully, searching for bread. There was only a tiny piece left. Thanks, guys. It crumbled in my fingers, but I ate it sourly. Crumbled or whole, I needed the strength food could provide. I was dog tired, bone cold, and hungry.

There was a wide metal dish full of red embers between the two cots. A brazier. I guess they heated these places that way. What I wouldn’t give to throw myself into one of those cots, but right now they were occupied by a snoring Zin and a sick looking Bataar. He mumbled in his sleep, tossing back and forth.

I wandered over to him curiously, still licking the crumbs off my fingers. Why was he so sick? Saboraak had been hit by magical lightning.

I’m a dragon. I am built differently than humans are. I’m stronger.

Way to rub it in. But that point wasn’t valid. I had also been hit by the lightning in the heel. 

I sat on a small crate at the end of the cramped space and pulled my boot off, looking at my heel. It still stung, and the skin on my heel was glassy and smooth, painful to the touch. It formed a circle about the size of my thumb. The boot leather was burnt in the same place, leaving a hole about the same size as the wound on my foot. It was healing like a burn would heal - hurting, but not insufferable. I needed new boots when I could get them. Hmmm...

The lightning that hit us was not natural lightning. It was magic lightning. Dragons can be hurt and die from that, but it takes a lot to kill us. A human? I am surprised that Bataar is still alive. 

And me?

Perhaps it is your luck at play ...

If it was, then I was very lucky.

If it’s not luck, then there is some other factor. Have you considered those marks on your arms – the ones that have the city in uproar – might have something to do with it?

I shrugged awkwardly and put my boot back on. I hoped that the marks had nothing to do with anything. I hoped no one ever brought them up again. I would have to be careful from now on. I would have to keep them hidden.

But if they provide you some shielding from magical attacks, that can only be to your advantage.

We had no proof of that. 

You and Bataar were each hit by a magical lightning bolt at the same time. You have a minor burn. He’s struggling for breath in a cot. Proof? If that’s not proof, then I don’t know what is.

She made a compelling point.
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Chapter Four
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I woke to the sound of someone quietly moving around the enclosure. I rubbed my eyes and Zin darted past me like a flash.

I froze. If I didn’t move, then maybe she would feel safe.

She froze, too, chewing her bottom lip and watching me.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I just ummm ...” I looked around. I had fallen asleep on the crate propped against a wall. “I just fell asleep.”

She didn’t move, just stood there, watching me from the doorway of the enclosure. I tilted my head to the side. I couldn’t really move without seeming threatening and I didn’t want to threaten her. Skies and stars, the girl had been through enough. I shifted my weight and she flinched. Great. She hadn’t been this scared of me before.

She was always with Zyla.

A paper slid from my lap and I reached for it. The writing was flowing and elegant like how I expected a magic book would be written.

Tor, it began.

Apeq and I have gone to his Jadefire House of Marvels to prepare a place for Bataar and Zin. Do not leave them alone. Do you hear me? I don’t like having to trust you with them, but I don’t have any other options.

Zyla.

Really? She didn’t trust me? After everything I’d done? Girls were the worst. 

I had a flashing mental image of her huge golden eyes framed by too-long eyelashes. Well, maybe they weren’t the worst, but they sure did make things hard for a guy. I folded up the letter while I leaned over to look at Bataar. He was sweating and pale, his breathing shallow. I ran a hand over my forehead. He needed ... I didn’t even know what. He needed something. And he needed it soon or he was going to die.

Something magical.

I still wasn’t convinced of that. 

I shoved the folded letter into my pocket and my fingers hit the book in there. Maybe I should read this thing that people wanted so badly. It wasn’t like I could do anything else. I couldn’t leave these two here on their own and there was no food around. 

Irritably, I took out the book, glancing up to where Zin was standing on tiptoe, trying to get a better look at what I was doing.

At least she still had an interest in life. That was a good sign.

The book was handwritten in a flowing script and extra notes and maps had been shoved into the pages. One of the maps was of the plains around two sky cities. The only cities that close together were Dominion City and Sky City. I peered at the tiny notations all around the map. Was this a layout of the campaign in the war? It looked an awful lot like troop allocations and logistics scribbled in the margins. I tucked it carefully back into the end of the book. 

The front of the book had a title written in it: Ibrenicus Prophecies. 

These are the prophecies collected by Ibrenicus of Haz, son of dragons. 

For the time comes soon in which these prophecies will be needed so that the world is not broken by a war between the earth and the sky. For long years we have fought, but peace is brokered, and we lay down arms. We shall grow sleepy in comfort and one day our children will have forgotten the grim battles fought for the peace they think they hold in their palms. 

Boring, boring, boring. We get it. People are stupid, and they destroy themselves with their stupidity.

Without the Ibrenicus Prophecies, we would have lost the war against the Ifrit Scourge.

Had she been there?

No.

Was that chagrin I was feeling from my know-it-all dragon? 

I wish I had been there.

Well, I didn’t. I was no hero and I knew how wars played out. The innocent died with the guilty and everything of value was spilled out across the ground including human love and life. No, thank you! All I wanted was my next meal and a warm place to sleep. I was no hero.

Your display last night was a great start to your life of anonymity.

Sarcasm, Saboraak? From you?

I flipped further into the book. There were scribbled notations in the margins beside some of the dusty old prophecies.

Here was one prophecy:

Surrounded on every side, not overcome,

Light battles the depths, commands armies come,

Her battle not with mortal man, but earth and fire

And beside it, the owner had written:

Ifrits are made of earth and fire. Knowing that, where does their weakness lie. Is it in opposites or in a stronger version of their own strength? If light battles the depths, from where does our help come? Could it be the skies?

Wow, the owner of this book really took it seriously. I flipped a little further to where the flowing script of the Ibrenicus prophecies seemed to end with the words:

These are all the prophecies of Ibrenicus son of Haz, son of skies, concerning the Chosen One and the coming age.

But why did the book keep going? In a tight hand, similar to the flowing hand of the prophecies above, but more ... hurried? stressed? cramped? ... another series of prophecies were written. I began to read, barely noticing that Zin had crept across the small enclosure and was sitting on the edge of her cot beside my crate. Her head pressed in close to me, so she could read, too. I sat still, afraid that any movement would spook her. 

I read:

These are the prophecies of Savette, daughter of the light, Chosen One about the day to come.

The day of walking legends comes. A Legend returned for the north to fill the breach, to stop the leak of souls and death of power. His sign the brand of smoke on skin. 

Uh oh. 

What? Saboraak asked.

I only knew one man who had smoke branded on his skin. 

Me.
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Chapter Five
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“You,” Zin breathed so quietly that I wasn’t sure she’d spoken at all.

I moved very, very slowly so I could look at her and she smiled slightly before motioning to me to give her the book. I shouldn’t give it to her. Not only was it precious, but people were willing to kill for it. That made it dangerous.

“Please?” she motioned again for it, her big eyes and slight figure made her seem child-like in her request. How could she and her sister have identical features and still seem so different?

Reluctantly, I passed the book to her and her smile grew before she shyly looked away, hopping further into her cot and jamming her nose into the book. Well, someone was happy. And if I was being honest, it made me feel warm inside to make Zin happy. Her smile was like a tiny dawn.

I was just standing up and stretching aching muscles when Zyla burst through the door. She tossed a small burlap bag at me, keeping a larger one for herself, and began to speak as I opened mine.

“Word has reached Ko’Koren of the forest fires to the south. I don’t know how they got word so quickly, but travel outside the city is being restricted and the city watches are being redoubled.”

Great. As if things weren’t bad enough already.

Inside the bag was a loaf of bread and three boiled eggs. I gently offered an egg to Zin who took it absentmindedly and began to peel the shell from it as she read. At Zyla’s sudden silence I looked up.

“Is that all?” My own shell was coming loose, and my mouth was already watering.

Zyla startled and her mouth worked silently for a moment before her eyes narrowed and she began to speak again. 

“The four Exalted families – the royalty here - are all searching for the man who showed the Ko last night. They have their house guards and spies in the streets everywhere. Apeq has given us clothing that marks us as from his house. It should provide us enough protection to get across the city to the Jadefire House of Marvels. He’s already arranging for a healer for Bataar.”

“What a hero that Apeq is turning out to be,” I said sourly. Who did so much for strangers without payment? He must want something from us.

Or he is simply a compassionate person.

In my experience, those were rare. I popped the whole boiled egg in my mouth almost melting when I reached the creamy yolk. Oh, skies and stars, that was good!

“Isn’t he? He’s waiting outside with a cart and a yudazgoat for Bataar. Here, you should change outside.” She reached into the large bag and shoved a ball of clothing at me. 

I took the ball with a scowl. I had to change out in the freezing cold with no shelter just because I was male? Bataar might have the right idea. Dying slowly by magical wound didn’t seem so bad after all. 

So, you admit it’s a magical wound?

I stormed angrily out of the enclosure and into Saboraak’s cote. At least there were three walls here. I hid behind Saboraak, grateful that she shifted to shield me in a corner of her cote. Someone had spread out fresh straw on the floor and beyond the cold, it wasn’t actually that bad in here. Would she be okay waiting here while we moved Bataar and Zin to a safer place?

For now, though I don’t like the thought of staying here for long. I’m going to keep an eye on the comings and goings of the city from here. Maybe we can deduce something from the patterns in travel and flow of goods.

Smart thinking. 

I shrugged into a pair of close-fitting breeches. They felt little too snug against my legs, but they were more than long enough. I tucked them roughly in my high boots, added a homespun shirt and a close-fitting grey jerkin with a green fire embroidered on the front, and then a thick charcoal cloak on top of that. So, this must be how Apeq’s workers dressed. Fancy. Maybe he was more important than I first thought.  

I gather his house is of the minor nobility and he mostly keeps them afloat with trade at this Jadefire House of Marvels. Do me a favor and keep in constant contact with me. I’m going to get bored looking out the window all day.

Like I had a choice. She would just read my mind anyway.

You owe me a favor. I caught you when you leapt from a ledge.

Fine, fine. I’d remember to keep in contact. I strapped on my belt and hid the axe around the side of it where the cloak would cover it. 

It’s too distinctive. People will notice.

It’s an axe.

There are oak leaves on it. 

Well, there was nothing I could do about that.

Hand it over. 

Reluctantly, I moved to the front of her cote and laid the axe on the ground before her. Was she smiling? That grin looked wicked.

Stand back. 

I stepped back as a small burst of flame seared across the axe and then her huge talon scored across it, flipping it over with a flick of her claw and scoring the other side.

You should wait for it to cool.

I gaped. The axe as unrecognizable. Not only were the etched oakleaves gone, but a black soot coated the axe and huge gouges marked the axe head. The handle was fine, but seriously, she completely maimed my weapon!

I marked it. Now it has your mark.

My mark? I’m not the one with talons!

We are one and the same. Your oath said as much.

Well, I couldn’t say no to that. Not when I owed her. Not when I was starting to like her. I stamped out the smouldering straw around the axe and grabbed a rag from the hooks in the wall to scrub the soot off the axe. After a few minutes in the cold, it had cooled enough to be moved.

“Almost ready?” Zyla called to me.

“Coming.”

I reached tentatively toward Saboraak and she met my hand with her snout.

“Call me if you need me and I’ll be here in a flash.” I felt guilty leaving her here, but I needed to help with Bataar and Zin. There was just no way that Zyla could move them herself.

I’m a dragon. You’ll need me. I won’t need you.

If that made her feel better, then she could believe it. I grabbed the axe, still warm to the touch, jammed it in my belt and hurried to help Zyla carry an unconscious Bataar out the door. 

Zyla and Zin were dressed in matching grey cloaks, green scarves, and green dresses that had some sort of structure to them that pulled tight around the midsection. They looked very pretty, and the structured dress and green flames stitched into the dress drew the eye away from their faces – a good thing when we were being hunted.

“Help me with Bataar,” Zyla said as she finished wrapping a blanket around him. I helped her lift him, noting that Zin still had her nose buried in the book of prophecies. 

“Men are looking to steal that book, Zin,” I said mildly. For a moment it seemed she hadn’t heard, but then she tucked it in a pocket in her skirts and calmly opened the door for us. Maybe she’d recover after all. Despite her faraway look, she’d at least noticed the door.

My hopeful feeling faded when I saw Apeq standing outside the dragon cotes with an expensive-looking cart and a pair of those strange, shaggy yudazgoats. 

His smile was smug and self-assured, and his black hair looked like it had been oiled. Worse, now that he wasn’t trying to find us, he was dressed like the rich man I was beginning to suspect that he was, in a fine silk coat of broad yellow and white stripes and a black silk cape with a cord that tied across his chest. I doubted it helped much with the cold, but it made him look like a man who could buy and sell me. 

I scowled at the way that Zyla greeted him. She didn’t need to be so friendly. Scowled at the way he seemed so concerned when we laid Bataar in the cart. Scowled when he ordered a man dressed in his livery to get the yudazgoats going. 

“You don’t mind walking beside the cart to watch Bataar, do you boy?” he asked me. “As long as you are in my livery, it’s important that everyone sees you serving me.”

My scowl was so deep when I assented that I worried it might stay in place forever. My only comfort was the memory of his green face when he rode my dragon.

Jealousy will blind you. Ignore his wealth and power. Focus on his good points. 

Like his ability to steal Zyla’s attention?

He can’t steal from you what wasn’t yours to begin with.

Her reasonableness was getting irritating.
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Chapter Six
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The trek through the city was worse than I had anticipated. By the time we were halfway to the Jadefire House of Marvels, I was already blushing red from chagrin. Without Apeq’s help, we wouldn’t have moved more than a single level out of the dragon cotes. At every stairway and rampway, there were guards or men from one of the Exalted families searching carts and bags and questioning passersby. They were looking for a lone man on a dragon and another man who was sick. 

“The Exalted thank you for your help,” they told each person. But the ‘help’ was not voluntary. The weapons of the guards were on full display. Their armor looked strange to me, as if someone had modeled them after the cliff birds of this region. Their helms had a metal feather sweeping up and back over the head and under it, a series of real feathers formed a swept-back crest. Large feather-like panels of metal comprised their feathers, layered downward in pairs over their chests and across their backs. Their faces were set in unreadable expressions.

Twice, I was certain they were going to hold us up because of Bataar, but each time Apeq flashed a charming grin, offered them a green-sealed letter and a bow, and each time they let us past. I watched Zin at every stop, worried that she would show the book and one of them would seize it. 

Now that I knew those prophecies might be about me, I just had to read them. Losing them would be a terrible blow. Sweat formed across my back despite the cold air. I took care with every glance, every movement not to draw attention to myself. Skies and stars, but I hoped the others were careful, too!

We were only two levels down from the royal level and all the way across the Eski mountain peak when I saw a building in the distance that spanned two levels. The building was painted a dark charcoal with a roof so steeply pitched that it was almost a cliff-face and scrolling woodwork under the lip of the roof looked like golden lace. There was a wide door at the top level equally decorated in intricately woven golden carvings. On either side of it, green flames leapt a full pace in the air in golden braziers, and banners hung beneath each round window with the green fire picked out against charcoal. The windows were filled with wooden lattice and something obscured my vision when I tried to peer inside.

Paned glass. I have heard of this marvel.

No wonder Apeq looked wealthy! He was marvelously wealthy. Which begged the question: why was he working for Hubric? Because if he was Zyla’s contact here, then he was a spy like us, a traitor to his country.

Don’t jump to conclusions. Watch and wait.

I wanted to respond, by my breath was sucked away when a pair of men in livery stepped smartly in front of us, hands raised.

“Ex-“

“Soldier,” Apeq interrupted with a smile. “How may I be of service?”

“Our apologies but the Exalted House of Tanagers seeks the Ko. We will search the arms of every man here, if it please you.”

It was clear from their tones that they would do it even if it did not please him.

My mouth went dry, my heart pounding. I glanced quickly behind me at the pressing crowds waiting for their turn through the narrowing of the boardwalk. I would be hard-pressed to squeeze through those people if they wanted me to pass, never mind if I was trying to escape.

“Surely there is no need, Exalted,” Apeq responded. “These men are in my employ.”

“Our apologies to House Jadefire, but even you are not exempt. Please, Ex – ”

Apeq interrupted him again. “We will roll up our sleeves.” He laughed and seemed completely at ease as he rolled up his sleeves to show his forearms. “I’ve never been complimented on my fine forearms. Perhaps today will be the day.”

Zyla joined his laughter and despite the tension creeping over me, I felt a stab of irritation at the laugh. The other man in Apeq’s livery already had his sleeves rolled up and Zyla was hurrying to Bataar’s place on the litter. Why wasn’t she worried?

Why would she connect you to the man who dove from the arches last night? She has no idea that they are looking for you.

Wasn’t it a little suspicious that Saboraak had to rush to my rescue?

She didn’t know why. She thinks she has nothing to fear.

I swallowed, sweat forming at my brow. 

She was wrong. We had everything to fear. 

The Exalted’s guard inspected Bataar’s arms and then looked at me. I glanced around worriedly. What if I charged forward? But there was just as much of a crowd ahead of me. I couldn’t move freely without being stymied by all the people. I could leap over the rail ...

No! I am not near enough to save you this time. Pull a hair-brained stunt like that again and I will roast you alive. Just show them your arms. Maybe something will come to you while they are in shock.

“Tor,” Zyla was saying urgently. “Show them your arms.”

They were right in front of me now, hands on the hilts of their swords. I cleared my throat. It felt like I’d swallowed a mug full of mud. I couldn’t seem to breathe naturally. 

“Tor!” Her urging this time was a sharp hiss.

Reluctantly, eyes still searching for an escape, I rolled up my left sleeve. I was waiting for the gasp or the shouted order.

“Both sleeves,” the man demanded. 

Stunned, I looked down. There was nothing on my arm but smooth brown skin. My heart was pounding so hard that I couldn’t hear the man, but he seemed to be repeating his demand. Hurriedly, I rolled up the other one, too. Nothing.

The other guard inspected Bataar’s bare arms and then they were waving us onward before I could roll the sleeves back down.

I felt like someone had kicked me in the gut. What happened? Where were the marks?

An excellent question, Tor. We will have to be careful.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Seven
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I was so stunned that I wasn’t paying attention as we neared the Jadefire House of Marvels.

Remember. Watch and wait.

Oh, I was watching alright. I watched as we found a backdoor on the lower level and Apeq whispered something to a ‘servant’ who was leaning casually against the wall beside the door. The servant was twice as wide as I was and taller, too. I watched as Apeq whispered something to Zyla and she laughed. What made a laugh sound like music? Could I make music that sounded as good as that laugh? That would be a neat trick.

Focus.

I was watching when Apeq ran a considering glance over me before motioning me and his servant to lift Bataar and follow him inside.

Oh, I was watching, alright. I was watching everything.

The Jadefire House of Marvels was even bigger on the inside than it seemed to be on the outside. The entire place was built around a central spiral staircase with so many ledges and nooks and small rooms that you could spend all day looking for something you had lost. Upon entry, I finally realized what the place was.

Apeq was a dealer in curios. 

He seemed to have no guiding principle in what he chose to sell. 

There were odd looking masks of metal or wood, statues ranging from the size of my smallest finger to one at the center of the spiral staircase that rose almost to the top of the second level, mirrors and instruments and rods of various lengths, rings of metal, rings of stone, rings of wood, displayed on shelves or in cases or hanging on walls, things that looked like weapons but glowed strangely. And that was just a list of things I could put a name to. 

There were devices or ornaments or weapons there that I found impossible to name or even properly describe. All of them called to me, as if my curiosity was lit aflame simply be being near them. I felt a warmth in my chest as I entered the room that never really left. 

I reached toward the first statue in reach and Apeq slapped my hand away from it. “No touching the merchandise! What am I supposed to do? Sell it with fingerprints on it?”

I turned my attention back to Bataar. It was odd that there were no customers or staff in sight, just wall upon wall of interesting things. 

My eyes were huge from the moment we walked in the door to the moment we reached a back room and Apeq directed us to lay Bataar down.

“I’m afraid I couldn’t move all the overstock out,” he said, feigning sheepishness at the splendor that spilled over into even a backroom with a cot. Even the bed frame around Bataar’s cot seemed to be valuable. The tangled metal that formed the four-post bed twisted in ways that boggled the mind. “But I did find a healer.”

I froze, bracing myself for one of the oak-leafed goons I’d met before. My hand hovered near the axe. I was still rattled by the inspection outside and now this unexpected place was giving me the jitters.

Whatever is happening there, you should know that something is happening here, too.

Apeq ushered a middle-aged woman in a simple dress and apron into the room and I slumped with relief. There were no oakleaves on her attire.

Remember the building we hovered under? The one where we overheard the people speaking of not using the ropes to pull up supplies?

How could I forget? 

The woman examined Bataar under our watchful eyes, laying a hand across his forehead and inspecting his leg where the bolt had hit him. She bandaged the wound there, but she couldn’t stop shaking her head.

There have been people coming and going from that building all day. It’s strange. They’re of every status in this society and foreigners, too. 

I felt a pull at her words, as if I should be there investigating instead of here, but I knew better. Bataar needed us.

“This wound cannot be healed by natural means,” the woman said. 

Told you.

“Do you know another way?” Apeq asked. I hated how wise and sensible he sounded and hated even worse how much Zyla smiled when he spoke.

The woman frowned. “I don’t deal in magical arts, Ex-” He held up a hand and she paused, smiling. “Honored Apeq. If one of your marvels did this, you’ll need to consult the Oak Order. My work is done with herbs.”

“Can you give him any herbs to help?” Zyla asked, her voice thick with concern.

“They will only delay the inevitable, but yes, they may delay it by a few hours,” the woman said. “Give me some space to do my work.”

We left her to it, squeezing into the corridor beyond and following Apeq down a winding staircase lined with bookshelves. Books of every size and binding imaginable filled the shelves and were stacked or wedged on top of the orderly stacks so that there wasn’t an inch of space not filled with books. I couldn’t keep my eyes from widening. I’d never seen so many books in my life.

“I have a place for your sister here, Zyla,” Apeq said, ushering us below. “Madame Rosen can see her after she is done with Bataar.” He seemed to notice me suddenly. “We don’t need you for this, boy. Go and find the kitchens. You look like you haven’t eaten in a month.”

I flushed, but it was hard to be angry at anyone who was offering me free food. 

Besides, we have to think about this warehouse. Something odd is going on in there.

Well, I told you we should have investigated.

I feel ... drawn to it. It calls to me.

Ha! So, she criticized me for being drawn by danger and she was no better. This house of marvels was impossible to navigate between the narrow corridors and winding staircases.

Before I could finish the thought, the narrow corridor I was traveling opened to a huge room, three stories tall. The ceiling was shaped like a half of a sphere and painted with golden constellations over a blue cloud background. Someone had embellished it with white intersecting lines and notations. Beneath the ceiling, rose a large bronze contraption of spinning gears and wide concentric bands. Round spheres ticked slowly along ratcheting paths and the entire thing made a whirring sound that was oddly comforting. 

There were chairs along the walls with small tables. The tables were useless as tables since every inch of them were covered with scrawled papers and books of notes. Around the room were tall, wide windows with those strange panes of glass that warped the world outside. They let light in, but the figures beyond were blurry as if I was looking through deep water.

I tried to inspect the central contraption, reaching toward the nearest sphere when a hand on my arm stopped me. I whirled and almost bumped into a man with a tray. He wore Apeq’s livery.

“Who are you?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. There was a strange gleam in them.

“I work for Apeq,” I said.

“You most certainly do not, boy. I am Vern Redgers and I run the staff. Here,” he shoved the tray at me. “Eat something and try not to disturb the device.” He looked around with a frown. “In fact, don’t touch anything in this room.”

I took the tray and sat at one of the overloaded tables. The tea was hot, the toast buttery, and a fruit I’d never seen made my mouth water with its tart smell and deep red coloring. I didn’t wait for someone to come and snatch it all away. I started eating immediately. If the tray was for someone else and they noticed the mistake they would be back for it, but by then I would have had my fill. 

When I had eaten far more than I could hold, I took three of the eggs off the tray to juggle. I needed to think. Juggling helped with that. 

We had a problem – Bataar. 

He was a wanted man and if he died there would be questions. Worse, I had a feeling that Zyla would never forgive me if I didn’t find a way to make him well. Apeq was doing his best, but his best wasn’t good enough to heal Bataar. 

I juggled the eggs round and round and thought about the problem. 

What healed magic? More magic. 

And who had magic around here? Magikas – which were a definite ‘no.’ Those Oak Order guys. I shuddered at the memory of their ‘healing house.’ No, thank you. 

So where else did you get magic from?

Remember those guys with the magic items? Like that spider you had. Maybe one of them could heal a person.

But how would I know which one and how would I find a place where magical items were stored?

I hate to say this, I really do...

Spit it out. No need to be shy when you frequently read my mind. 

Wouldn’t those Magikas sneaking into the city have more magical items? 

They would. 

And we know where they are sneaking in ...

I nearly dropped an egg. 

Saboraak! You surprise me.  I thought you didn’t want me going in there.

That was when I thought it was a needless risk. Helping Bataar is different.

I changed the simple circle I was juggling into a more complicated backcross and I let my thoughts drift on it. It was a risk and I was no hero – but I was willing to take a gamble when I needed to. And I actually didn’t want Bataar to die. Mostly for Zyla, but also because I was beginning to feel just a little responsible for him. After all, if I hadn’t tried to grab that spider I might have run to Saboraak quicker and maybe we would have launched into the air before he was hit. 

The thought of that responsibility made me shudder and one of the boiled eggs flew out of my hand, hitting a table full of papers and knocking them over. I grabbed the other eggs hurriedly, left them on the tray and rushed over to hide what I’d done. 

Bits of egg were scattered over the fallen papers and an open book was smeared with egg where it sat on the table. I gathered up the cooked yolk from the book, my face flushing at the waste of good food.

As I cleaned the book, a sketched image caught my eye. It was like a crossbar with wings suspended from a chain. Beside it, someone had scrawled the words, ‘increased luck, heightened fortitude.’ Below that was a sketch of a fan with a strange bird etched on it. Beside that were the words, ‘creates an impenetrable box.’

Wait. Was this book a list of items of magic? The next entry made my blood freeze. A bracelet of metal feathers was drawn and beside it were the words, ‘heals magical wounds, lost.’ 

Hurriedly, I brushed the egg off the book and flipped through it. There must be a hundred entries here. I looked around and listened carefully. 

There was no one around. 

Good. 

I stripped off my cloak, turned the coat with Apeq’s sigil on it inside out so that the sigil was hidden and then put my clothing back on, shoving the book in the back of my pants where it was hidden by both jacket and cloak. 

With this book, I could find a healing object. I knew where to look and I could compare anything I found to the rest of the notations.  

But there are guards everywhere looking for you.

There were guards everywhere looking for a man with marked arms and mine were bare.

I found a catch on one of the paned glass windows and eased it open on stiff hinges. Time to go save Bataar.

I think you should wait for Apeq and Zyla.

If I did that, they’d send me to a corner somewhere to eat eggs while they had all the fun.

I thought you weren’t a hero.

I wasn’t. But couldn’t a regular guy find a magic item, save the life of a friend, and count on his dragon for help?

Sounds pretty heroic to me.

Don’t drag me into this hero nonsense.
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It took most of the rest of the day to maneuver through the packed streets and roadblocks to find the warehouse. The task was even harder since I had only seen it from below. Fortunately, Saboraak was guiding me. 

So close! I can see you every now and then when you pop into view between the buildings.

The walkway I was on now was narrower than many of the others, only allowing the traffic to be two people wide. We were nearing a very large red building with four different peaked roofs at various heights. In front of it, a large sign depicting a glowing gem hung over the walkway. It read Bright Redemption.

I think that’s the place.

Really? It was hard to tell from here ...

Try it. 

I thought that you disapproved of me doing this alone? 

Well, now that we are here ...

There was a shadowed nook between the Bright Redemption and the next building. I snuck into that space to gather myself. 

“Boo.”

I jumped, my heart leaping into my throat before a hand slammed over my mouth.

“Shh!” In the darkness, Zyla’s golden eyes seemed to almost glow.

“Zyla?” I gasped. “How are you here?”

Her expression was wry as she pulled me deeper into the shadow. I couldn’t help the stab of enjoyment I felt at our close quarters. She could pull me into a shadow any time.

Focus. 

“You left egg everywhere at Apeq’s house,” she scolded, her fists on her hips to emphasize her point. My eyes trailed down to them and she sighed. “Eyes up, Tor. You aren’t the only one with half a brain! Apeq and I already knew we were going to need magical items to help Bataar. We came into the observatory to look for you and found that mess you made. Seriously, do you need to be house trained?”

Well, that just took the cake! Here I was risking myself to help someone else and she was scolding me?

“If you could just learn to talk to us and stop running off on your own, Tor Winespring. I swear, you are going to be the death of me! I was so worried about you that I had to leave everyone with Apeq and chase after you!”

“Worried about me?” Why did I like the sound of that?

“Of course, I was worried about you! You don’t know what you’re doing!” she hissed. “You don’t know who these people are. You should have left this to Apeq!”

Apeq? The sound of his name on her lips made my teeth clench. Apeq, was it?

“Was it Apeq who rescued you out of that camp?” I asked. “Was it Apeq who took your sister along, too, when the dragon didn’t even have room for her? Apeq who found the arch and flew us through? Apeq who risked his life looking for a healer for Bataar? I don’t remember Apeq doing those things!”

“Are you so self-centered, Tor Winespring, that you expect a thank you for every single thing you do? You can’t just do good things for the sake of doing good?”

She kept using my full name like it was some kind of weapon.

“You can’t show a hint of gratitude?” I countered. I just couldn’t stop thinking about her practically throwing herself at Apeq with all those sultry-eyed smiles.

“If you hate helping so much, what are you doing here?” Her expression sharpened, like she thought she was scoring a point.

“Well, I can’t leave these things to you. You’d waste the day away smiling at Apeq instead of doing anything to help. Someone had to get up off their comfortable backside and find a solution.”

She smirked. “You have a comfortable backside?”

“Don’t twist my words, woman!” I felt the blood rushing to my cheeks. Why did girls always manage to make a fellow look like a fool? “If you want my help – and trust me, you need my help! – then stop pestering me and join in. Maybe you don’t realize this, but this building has magical artifacts in it – like the kind that might heal Bataar.”

She rolled her eyes, but her smile seemed genuinely amused. “Yes, I can read signs, Tor.”

“Signs?”

“Bright Redemption? Apeq told me that it buys and sells ancient items and that some might have some magical power to them.”

“Oh.” 

So, Apeq had known where to look, too. My face felt even hotter. Just when I thought I’d gotten ahead of him, it turned out he was ahead of me.

“Don’t scowl, Tor. He’s helping us! We should be grateful, not truculent.”

I wasn’t ... whatever that was. I was here to help a friend. She might make me feel knee high, but I could still help. I took a step toward the daylight, but I was pulled back by my cloak. There was amusement in Zyla’s eyes combined with ... what? A softness of some kind.

Could it be compassion? It’s foreign to you, but she might know what it is.

“Tor?” she said in that husky voice. My breath caught in my throat.

“Yes?”

“Let me do the talking, okay?”

“Why? I’m good at talking.” I flashed her my charming grin, though it wobbled a bit under her intense gaze.

“Because I need you to watch my back. Apeq warned me about this place. He said he was worried that there might be some sort of ... deception going on. Things aren’t precisely what they seem.”

I wasn’t going to promise not to talk. That wasn’t my style.

“I’ll watch out,” I agreed, turning.

“And Tor?”

I turned back again.

She took a deep breath, like it was hard to say the next words. “I am thankful.”

Women were the most confusing creatures on the planet. They were even worse than dragons.

I heard that.
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Chapter Nine
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The inside of the building was not at all what I expected. For such a huge building, the anteroom was tiny. A long counter ran across the small room and four women in maroon livery, with silver embroidery on the fronts of their jackets and multiple necklaces and bracelets of every style and metal and gemstone I could imagine, stood behind the counter.

A pair of braziers filled with glowing embers warmed the room and people lined up for a chance to speak to the women behind the counters. Some held items in their arms that they clearly hoped to sell. Others had empty hands, likely here to buy.

I stood nervously in line with Zyla. She kept her face in a bright open expression, but her lips were pressed firmly together, a sign that she was nervous, too. With no open shelves and nothing on display, it was going to be much harder to find what we needed. We couldn’t just sift through items looking for something that matched what was in the book.

It was my job to watch. I watched and listened carefully to the people bargaining. 

“It’s here or nowhere,” the woman behind the counter told the man in front of us. “If you want any price for your item, it will be the price we offer.”

“I’m certain it has value, lady,” he said, his voice gaining a shrillness with his desperation. “I think it may be magical.”

“You know such items are rare,” the woman said with a dry look.

“Yes! Rare! It should fetch a good price!”

They continued to barter, but I already knew he would lose. There was a spark in her eye like a silver coin. Maybe I was just seeing things. 

I was watching an older woman ghosting behind the women at the counter. She whispered a word in one woman’s ear while slipping something under her part of the counter, raised an eyebrow at another who jumped as if she had seen a ghost and proceeded to drive the hardest bargain yet. 

The older woman must run this place. I wished I could hear her voice. I had a feeling that I might recognize it as the voice from below.

She had eagle sharp eyes and they drifted often to me, and to my arms. I scratched my forearm whenever she looked, needing to remind myself that they were covered by my sleeves. Not that it mattered, the signs were gone.

I felt like I saw sparks of silver in her eyes, too. I was seeing silver everywhere. I needed to stop thinking about it and maybe I’d stop seeing it in the eyes of every person I encountered.

The room gave nothing else away. There was no décor. Nothing on display. A harsh room full of harsh bargains. 

Our turn was next, and I watched the woman with the hard eyes as we stepped forward. She was watching me just as intently, her dark eyes narrowing over her hawkish nose. A face that tolerated no nonsense.

“We’re looking for an item,” Zyla said confidently.

“What sort-” the woman behind the counter began, but she stopped, ducking her head respectfully when the hawk-nosed woman came to the counter. That really was a swirl of silver in her eyes, wasn’t it?

It was. A sense of foreboding flooded over me, immersing me in a sudden almost panicked fear. Was Saboraak safe?

Safe and fine. The attendants here do not bring fresh straw often, though. I don’t like living in dirty quarters.

I think this woman is like the men with the silver in their eyes!

Have her eyes suddenly popped and let silver leak on the floor?

No.

Call me when they do. Until then, let’s take a moment to remember the squalor I am living in.

We’ll get out and fly soon – hopefully sooner than later. I’d just help Zyla get the item and make sure that Bataar was okay and then Saboraak and I would fly away from this place. Maybe if we went to Ko’Loska there would be some kind of instructions for us. Here, it just felt like I was getting into more and more trouble. 

In all the excitement with Bataar, I hadn’t even remembered to ask Apeq if Hubric had left instructions for us. If he was our true contact, he would have those, wouldn’t he?

The woman looked past Zyla to me and I barely suppressed a flinch at the swirl of silver in her eyes when she said, “Buying or selling?”

“Buying,” Zyla said confidently, stepping between us to get the woman’s attention again. “Your name, please?”

The woman flicked a fingertip and as if she had shot an arrow into a crowded room, the atmosphere of the place changed. Along the counter the woman began to wrap up their business, suggesting their customers leave immediately. Protests were quashed with urgent whispers.

“I am Karema Lo’Torlan, Keeper of the Bright Redemption,” the woman replied. Her smile did not touch her eyes. 

My hand drifted to my axe and I licked my lips as I watched the last customers being hustled out the door. Was this a trap? I put a hand on Zyla’s shoulder – a warning. She brushed it off, leaning forward as if she could intimidate this Karema Lo’Torlan.

“You are here for an item of healing for your friend.”

Zyla stiffened and I sucked in a breath. They knew who we were and why we were here. I could already envision Magikas pouring into this place.

Someone is here! They are entering my cote. 

Saboraak sounded worried, but it was probably just an attendant freshening her straw.

“Healing items are extremely rare and valuable.” Karema smiled. 

I was trying to keep my eye on the serving women. They had us surrounded in a loose circle. Skies and stars! I’d allowed us to get trapped in here! I should have watched this place before assuming it was safe to enter. This was all my fault.

I can’t get a good look at them. There’s more than one ...

“I require a great payment.” I didn’t like Karema’s smile at all.

“Whatever it takes,” Zyla said. 

Good. 

A show of confidence in a sticky situation was a good power move. No need to let them see you sweat – even if we had nothing of value to trade for this item. Maybe we could ‘borrow’ it later if we knew it was here.

“I want something equally rare and valuable,” Karema said.

“What do you want?” Zyla’s head was held high, her tone bold.

“You booked a dragon cote for a purple dragon – though there is a gold in there right now. A girl with two dragons should have one to spare, yes?”

My eyes popped open at her words. No way! Saboraak wasn’t for sale!

Skies and stars, they’re here for me! 

Saboraak? Saboraak, get out of there!

There was a gleam in Karema’s eyes that had nothing to do with the silver swirls. Were those her people in Saboraak’s cote?

Her smile widened to a toothy grin. “The dragon for the item. Or no deal.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Ten 
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Saboraak? My heart was pounding and my breathing ragged. I really liked that old lizard. She’d better be okay. Why was she so quiet?

Karema pulled a bracelet of metal feathers out of her pocket and it was all I could do to keep my features from betraying me. That was the exact item we needed for Bataar! In the book, it had said it was lost. 

“I have what you need here,” Karema said, showing the bracelet to Zyla. When Zyla reached for it she pulled it away. “We don’t let customers handle merchandise until we receive payment. This is not a charity.”

“So, you need the dragon first?” Zyla asked. Her confident front was beginning to waver. I saw her hands fidgeting with the hem of her short coat. 

“It’s your lucky day today,” Karema said. I had a feeling that if Karema thought something was lucky for me then the opposite was probably true. “We already have a deposit. You can take the item with you – but to get your deposit back, you must bring us payment. You have two days. If we don’t receive payment by then, we will keep the deposit.”

Saboraak? They wouldn’t have taken her as a deposit, would they? If they took her, I’d tear them limb from limb. I’d pour that silver swirl in Karema’s eyes on the ground myself. I’d – 

I had no idea you were so attached to me already. I am touched. Though you will not need to become a barbarian on my account. I’m safe.

I breathed a sigh of relief. It had been a false alarm.

Not exactly. I had to flee the city.

What?!

“What sort of deposit do you have?” Zyla asked warily.

“Do you mean, what sort have we taken?”

Zyla was so still as she watched Karema that I thought she might be magically frozen in place. Karema’s expression took on a deadly look.

“Bring out the deposit.”

From behind her, a pair of armed men came out of a single door. They were holding Zin by her upper arms. She was wearing a simple grey dress – a gift of Apeq’s most likely. Her eyes were blank, as if she wasn’t able to even see us here. But I noticed a small bulge in her dress pocket. She still had the book I’d lent her! Perhaps she was not as distant as we sometimes thought. My eyes narrowed as I tried to catch her gaze. Could she give us a sign? Any sign at all? There was nothing.

The thought of her a captive once again filled me with an unfamiliar coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room. This couldn’t be allowed to happen. I would not allow it.

I will fly back and give myself up for Zin.

No. There would be a third way. 

I don’t see another alternative. How many armed people are around you?

The jewelry on the attendants here suddenly took on a new meaning. Was it magical? Should I consider that to be a weapon? If I did, then we were surrounded by seven armed guards. 

I will come to you.

Stay away! I was at the bottom of this mess. I’d brought them all here and I’d decided to come to this place. Skies and stars! A man sure could get himself in trouble just by trying to do the right thing. But since I’d made the mess, I’d be the one to clean it up.

Like you did with the egg?

Forget about the egg.

“Do you understand?” Karema asked, a sinister note in her voice.

Zyla lunged forward, but I caught her around the waist at the same moment that energy crackled around the twin bracelets Karema wore. I was right about the jewelry. The thought was not comforting. If anything could be a weapon, everything could be one.

“Let go of me!” Zyla yelled. I liked her fighting spirit. I’d probably do the same thing if I didn’t realize what was going on here. We’d been suckered. We’d been suckered and trapped on every level and only idiots doubled down when they’d been suckered.

I bit my lip, anger at my foolishness flooding me. 

“I’ll take that bracelet now,” I said through clenched teeth. At least we should get what we came for. Apeq would be expecting us to arrive home with it. Wouldn’t he? 

After all, we wouldn’t be in this situation if he hadn’t betrayed us. How else would they have Zin?
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Chapter Eleven 
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The city smelled of spices and snow. It was strange how often that thought whirled into my mind with the others. We made our way back to Bataar’s side through the dusk and slowly falling snow. My thoughts were a whirl. 

I’d been suckered. I wasn’t used to that. Usually, I pulled the cons around here, but now that I looked back it all seemed so obvious. Apeq with his bright coat and charming ways had distracted us all from what he was really doing. He wasn’t after Zyla’s heart – as I’d feared – he was after Saboraak. I should have remembered that she was more valuable than all of us put together.

I don’t endorse that thought.

I should have realized that he was making me jealous on purpose, getting us away from our dragon on purpose, separating us at his home on purpose. 

Worse, I was beginning to realize that I wouldn’t be able to wiggle out of this like I usually did. When my mom died – so very long ago – her last words to me were, ‘take care of yourself.’ I took those to heart. I’d taken care of myself when I left her frozen in the streets before the city watch could snatch me up. I’d taken care of myself all those years in Vanika. You can’t trust anyone else when you’re living one risk to the next, but that was okay. After all, they were just trying to take care of themselves, too. That was only fair. And it made solving problems easy. As long as the solution meant you’d live to see another day, then you went with that.

But things were more complicated now. I had Saboraak. And surprisingly, I thought that maybe taking care of her might be taking care of myself. I wasn’t sure I would survive without her anymore.

In fairness, you should know that Hubric made the bonding when we said our vows of commitment to each other.

What is the bonding?

It’s a ... thing ... between dragons and humans. A sort of magic, perhaps. And not an entirely fair thing. But it does mean that your survival depends on mine.

How?

If either of us dies, the other dies, too. You would die within weeks of my death.

And no one told me? I felt the equivalent of a mental shrug. 

Just don’t die and it will be fine.

I didn’t know if I felt betrayed or not and I didn’t have time to sort that out. It was just one more complication in what was becoming a very complicated life. 

Because Saboraak wasn’t the only change. I felt very responsible for the girl back there who had wanted to read my book, and to the one who was stalking angrily by my side muttering under her breath. I even felt responsible for the man lying in a bed in a betrayer’s house. And responsibility was certainly not my thing. 

I was a free spirit, beholden to no man. I lived and died on my own efforts. I didn’t ask anyone else to save me and I didn’t go saving anyone else.

Except now I had four people to save.

Technically, I don’t need saving.

Okay, three people to save.

There is a kind of freedom that comes from duty. A kind of freeing of the spirit that only loosens when you stop clutching your own interests so tightly.

That sounded like something you would tell children to con them.

Keep on caring for people and you may find it is true.

Or I might end up a broken man, betrayed, controlled by others, and left to die of starvation in a ditch somewhere.

Stop caring about others and that is exactly where you will end up.

I wasn’t sure I believed her, wasn’t sure I dared to live so exposed, but I didn’t have time to think about that right now. I couldn’t betray these people in this moment, so I needed a plan to save them all. Something that conned the con man. Something that took me from being a mark to finding a mark. Something really good. 
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Chapter Twelve 
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I was still brooding on it when we reached the Jadefire House of Marvels. I only noticed that Zyla was shaking when we reached the door.

“Zyla?” I asked, reaching toward her. 

She stepped back, her arms curling around her body protectively. “We left her.”

“Only for tonight. We will get her back tomorrow.” 

Was she crying? Her hands twisted around the feather bracelet as her hot tears fell in the cold snow. 

The snow was a blanket – so thick it shielded us from the people of the city even though we stood right on one of the boardwalks. I took a step toward her and into the shelter of the building and after a moment Zyla stepped into the shelter with me.

“We need the bracelet for Bataar,” I reminded her. “We’ll take care of that and then ...” I scrubbed my hand through my hair as my mind raced. I hated that downfallen expression on her face. There had to be a way to cure it. “And then I’ll go in there and get her myself.”

“You’ll go in through dozens of guardians and magical items?” Zyla asked, her mouth twisting ruefully. Tears spilled slowly from the corners of her eyes.

“What? You don’t think I can?”

She sighed. “No one can, Tor. Your confidence won’t help. It will just mean you disappoint me.”

“Look at me,” I said, waiting for her golden eyes to meet mine. “I won’t disappoint you.”

She nodded but I could tell she was just pacifying me.

“I promise, Zyla.”

Her broken smile broke my heart.

I was gentle with my next words. “Now, how are we going to sneak Bataar out of this place?”

“Sneak him out?” She sounded surprised.

“Well, we can’t trust Apeq. He’s clearly involved in your sister’s capture.”

“He can’t be,” she argued, wiping her eyes as her expression turned muley. “He’s our contact here! We can trust him.”

“If he’s our contact, why hasn’t he given us further instructions?”

“He was about to when you disappeared!”

“But – ”

“Don’t.” Her expression hardened. “I have enough going on without dealing with your jealousy. You want me to trust you about Zin? Then trust me about Apeq.”

I opened my mouth to tell an easy lie and froze. There was something about Zyla that made it impossible for me to lie to her. Instead,

I took a step back, shaking my head.

“Let’s go get this bracelet to Bataar,” I said instead. 

At least we could agree on that. 

Once Bataar was healed, all I needed to do was save Zin and then Saboraak and I could be free to leave this complicated city. I just needed to make sure Apeq didn’t twist the knife in deeper than he already had before I could make those things happen.

The Jadefire House of Marvels was dark despite the occasional braziers warming the place and lanterns hung through the halls. Oddly, none of the staff seemed to be on duty – not even guarding the door, and there was not a customer to be seen.

“I don’t know how they keep the braziers so full of embers,” I told Zyla as we meandered through the labyrinth hallways. Everything seemed spookier there at night. The masks seemed to hide actual faces. The sculptures seemed alive in the flickering light. Any one of them might hold magic within. I almost thought I could hear faraway chanting. A trick of the imagination, no doubt. 

“Coal,” Zyla said. “They mine it here in the mountains. Why do you think they have a city in such a strange place? It’s for the coal.”

I didn’t even know what that was.

A tasty snack. I ate the extra in the corner of my cote. I‘m almost drooling thinking about it.

So, it was food?

It’s rock – I think.

Rocks that burned? Impossible. But I didn’t have time to think further on it. As we neared Bataar’s room, Apeq stepped from the shadows as if he had been waiting for us.

“Zyla! I’m so pleased you’ve returned unharmed – and with the boy. I have sad news. Your sister is missing. She slipped away just after you left to find the boy.”

Boy, was it? And did he really think either of us would believe that Zin left on her own? I knew her well enough to know she’d rather be curled up with one of the books in this House of Marvels than venture anywhere on her own. I pushed past him, unable to stomach his lies. 

Behind me, I heard Zyla apologizing for me. “He’s overwrought. We both are. Someone took Zin! They are holding her for collateral!”

“Collateral? This is serious, Zyla! Tell me how I can help.”

I ignored him. I heard the sound of lies in his voice. I never should have believed he was safe to trust.

There was no lantern lit in Bataar’s room, but moonlight flooded through the glass panes creating a watery-light effect through the room. I scanned the room quickly, but it was small, and no one could hide here. Something on the bed caught my attention and I took a step toward Bataar. 

Bataar’s sleeve had pushed up as he lay unconscious, and in the moonlight, a silver design wound around his forearm. A design I had never seen before. 

Frowning, I pulled my own sleeve up and gasped when the design on my own arms lit the skin. Guiltily, I shoved my sleeve back down and hurried to Bataar, tucking his sleeve over the pattern. No one needed to know this about us. No one needed to know we both had ...

Ko. That’s what they called it. Ko. Apparently, they are only revealed by moonlight.

I swallowed nervously, but I had no time to ponder it before Zyla and Apeq entered the room, holding up a bright lantern.

“Leave it to me,” Apeq was saying. “I will speak to the authorities and we will find a legal way to settle this.”

It sounded harmless enough – if you weren’t watching for the deceit gleaming in his eye.

“Thank you, Apeq,” Zyla said and I hated that her smile was so genuine. She believed him when she hadn’t believed me. And he was playing her as a mark. I clenched my jaw until the muscles hurt. “Let’s help Bataar.”

Zyla slipped the feather bracelet over his wrist and we waited.

“It will take time,” Apeq said. “Magical healing can take days. Don’t expect miracles.”

I watched him, looking for any twitch in his expression that might give him away. How did he know so much about items imbued with magical power? Or was this just another con? I knew he was in league with those people at the Bright Redemption and I knew he was working against us. Would they really heal Bataar, or was this just another move in a game I still hadn’t solved?

We move tonight, Saboraak. You and I. You’re the only one I can trust.

A wise choice. I’m afraid that everyone else feels – complicated – at the moment.

Which was just another way of saying that they were lying. And whether they were lying just to me or to themselves, too, I couldn’t work with liars. Not on this. Not when I was about to put everything on the line.
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Chapter Thirteen
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By the time I reached Saboraak at the edge of the city, it was nearly morning. It had taken time to sneak out of the House of Marvels without being caught. More time to navigate through the icy walkways and staircases with only the moonlight to guide me, warming myself by street braziers as I went. Men and women in white livery filled the streets at night, trimming lantern wicks, filling braziers, hauling packages on their backs, and chipping ice from staircases. I realized that they must work for the ruling families of the city. Black embroidery on their chests always displayed one of four different sigils, an oaken wreath, a single flame, a soaring eagle and a swirl of smoke. 

I was conscious of their eyes on me and found myself tugging my sleeves down more than I needed to. I didn’t dare let them see the Ko on either arm. By the time I reached the far side of the city, I was growing anxious to find Saboraak.

I’ve been hiding under a warehouse here. I snuck back into the city when the guards weren’t looking.

I thought Zyla said that sneaking past them was impossible?

Maybe I’m better at this spy stuff than you might think.

Speaking of which, I should probably tell her what I was planning. 

I believe I have gleaned most of it from your thoughts. You want us to con the con men, yes?

I did. 

You want to arrive at the Bright Redemption at first light, riding me like a charger strutting across the battlefield at dawn. I will be golden, of course.

Well, my thoughts hadn’t been quite so fairytale-esque.

Then you will exchange me for Zin.

I flinched, anticipating her anger at that part.

A sensible idea. When the switch is complete, you simply return Zin to safety and sneak back to release me. I will morph into a different color and shape and who will be the wiser?

It seemed like a great idea. Which was why I was nervous about it. Was I missing something? I’d missed all the cues that something was wrong when I brought Apeq into our lives.

I will be fine. I’m a dragon, remember? A few tiny pawn shop owners in a human-built house will not stop me if I choose to leave. I will flame the place to ash – leaving time, of course, for their escape.

Of course. I had the only dragon in history who was nervous about killing humans. She was probably worried about those yudazgoats, too. I felt embarrassment through our mental link.

Actually, I found them very tasty. You didn’t expect me to eat the food in the dragon cote, did you? It was disgusting.

How so?

It was already dead!

Yeah, we tended to prefer our meat dead. Funny, that.

Mock me all you like, I think it’s boorish.

I ducked in behind the warehouse she’d described. There was a variance in the rock here that left a large gap behind part of the building. Ah! There she was. I couldn’t help the affectionate pat at her muzzle, though I pulled my hand back quickly when she tried to return it and drooled on my sleeve.

Well, we were just talking about food ...

Time to mount up and fly to the Bright Redemption. Wait. No saddle? Again?

I can’t very well saddle myself.

I shuddered. Riding a dragon bareback made me feel my mortality a little too intensely. 

There was nothing for it but to take the gamble. 

I climbed awkwardly onto her back and gripped with my knees. She needed a leather strap necklace. Something to wear all the time so I at least had something to hold in moments like this.

If you get me a necklace, could I at least request a gemstone pendant?

She could ask for anything she wanted as long as she realized I was broke. Okay, enough chatter. Let’s fly!

We flew over the sleeping city together. Saboraak was good about adjusting her glide to keep me on her back as we flew past the layered buildings and tiered streets, all frosted with white snow like Sata Day cakes. 

I just wished I knew why Hubric sent us to this country. Who were we supposed to be watching and what were they supposed to be doing? We seemed like a bad choice for this job. Saboraak wasn’t meant to be cooped up in a dragon cote and I wasn’t meant to be trying to keep two girls safe.

I’m okay with it, Tor. I want those girls safe, too. And I’m curious about Bataar. How do you think he got those marks?

Maybe he found a door in the wilderness and put his hands on the symbols just like I did.

How many of those doors do you think there are?

Maybe it was the same one.

I doubt that.

We were almost at the Bright Redemption and the sun was just coming up over the horizon. I could count on my fingers the number of hours I’d slept since I met Zin, but I was going to make sure she didn’t lose any more sleep by being held prisoner.

Okay. Focus. When we get there, you will do the talking.

She was a joker after all! I liked that.

Smoke hovered over the boardwalk as we landed, a tiny localized cloud from the braziers and the morning sun. I slid off Saboraak’s back as soon as her feet alighted on the walkway. It was a tight fit. These walkways were never meant for dragons. I scrambled around her to lead the way to the door, hoping she’d fit through it.

Maybe if they take me down below, I can find out if they really are smuggling people through this building. 

Now who was being irresponsibly adventurous?

You might be rubbing off on me. Don’t tell anyone.

Just follow the plan. 

I was starting to get nervous. I didn’t like the way my breath hitched in my throat and my thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind. Hold it together, Tor! Hold it together.

It was time to take the gamble.
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Chapter Fourteen
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It was a tight squeeze for Saboraak to push through the door while I held it open. This building wasn’t made for dragons. Once she was in, I followed, circling her to come to rest beside her snout. She placed it delicately on the counter.

“I knew you’d eventually see the light,” Karema Lo’Torlan said, coming through the sliding door to the backroom.

She moved lightning fast – much faster than I expected a middle-aged woman to move. She was nose-to-nose with me before I could gasp, her eyes narrowing as they squinted into mine. There was a glimmer of silver in them, swirling like milk in tea.

I took a step back, but she reached beneath the counter and pulled at something and with a snick the long counter began to slide, grinding like rock on rock as it withdrew into one of the walls. Karema smiled with satisfaction and then stepped forward to fill my vision again.

I gave her my best cheeky grin – middle-aged women loved it – and tried to ignore the stab of fear down my spine.

“I see all sorts of things,” I said, lifting an eyebrow suggestively. Let her guess what that meant. It was important to keep an opponent on their toes, always guessing what you were really saying. “I’d like to see Zin.”

“Of course, you would.” She stepped back, and I swallowed. 

While we were talking, people had crept into the room, forming a circle around the edges. A big man just behind Karema shoved Zin at me before I could even get a good look at him. She stumbled into my arms with a squeak and I tottered backward, trying to stabilize us both. She shoved something into my trouser pocket so fast that I doubt anyone would have seen her move and then, when we had caught our balance, she looked up at me with huge eyes – eyes that were actually looking at me – not faraway like they usually were. There was a plea in them.

“The girl may go,” Karema said, her words like iron. “You, must stay.”

Wait. What?

“That wasn’t the deal,” I said.

“The deal was for the dragon,” Karema said coolly. “But we are not fools. We know how this works. Without you, the dragon is useless to us. So – you come with the dragon. Tell your friend to go quietly. No need for her to get hurt, hmmm?”

I swallowed. 

“Go, Zin,” I whispered. I hoped she could find her way to Zyla. Or that Zyla would find her. I hoped she would be okay. It felt like letting a child leave unsupervised. She was too innocent for a city – too vulnerable.  

Someone behind us opened a door.

“Don’t even think about it, Tor,” Karema said smoothly. “Any move from you and we will snatch her back. And yes, we know your name.”

My smile twisted into something darker. Of course, she knew my name. Apeq told her. I had no doubts about that. Especially now.

I watched Zin walk out the wide doors and tried to keep from clenching my fists. Now what, Saboraak? Should I jump on your back and we can flame our way out of here?

You know I hate to kill people.

Even if they were trying to kill us?

I shall make an exception in this case.

I shifted toward her, about to mount when there was a low laugh. The big man – the one I hadn’t had time to look properly at – was laughing. He looked familiar, though I couldn’t place his face at first. His head had a scarf wound around it veiling his face and he wore a short black coat and gray breeches. Had I seen him before? When he spoke, all doubt faded away.

“You are clever for a street urchin,” Shabren the Violet said. He looked different outside his violet robes, but his voice remained the same. I would have known it anywhere. It haunted my dreams. “That’s what you were before Hubric recruited you, isn’t it? I heard word from the men I stationed at his mountain retreat that the two of you were together. So now I know why you robbed me of those girls. But, no matter. I do not need them. I do not even need the Kav’ai who was with them – not with you here.”

“Let me guess,” I said smugly. “You’re looking for fashion advice. Purple never was your color, but that scarf isn’t doing much for you, either.”

“Always the joker. You really think you can talk yourself out of this? Tell him what to expect, Karema.”

Behind me, the door slammed shut. Zin was free. I didn’t hesitate. I pulled my dagger free from my belt and launched myself toward Shabren. The man was lightning fast, but it wasn’t his wild dodge that sent me flying, it was something powerful slamming me from behind like the fist of a giant. 

I slammed into the doorframe behind Shabren and dropped to the ground, my whole body shaking and convulsing. I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t control it, couldn’t even form words from behind my chattering teeth. 

“Don’t kill him! We need him alive to manage the dragon.”

I wanted Saboraak to run. I wanted her to flame them all, but she wasn’t doing any of that. Docile, she waited as one of the side walls slid open to reveal a staircase. Like a pet dog, she followed Karema’s gentle urgings. 

“Come along, dragon. Follow Karema.”

She followed. 

“Take him below and lock him up. He won’t be able to move again today.” Shabren’s voice seemed far away.

I was still shaking uncontrollably when rough hands lifted me up and carried me after her. I couldn’t control my head and neck and when we took a turn at the bottom of the staircase and I lost sight of Saboraak. I felt a tear leaking from the corner of my eye.

Trust me, she said as my consciousness faded away.

My last thought was that it had been a mistake to trust anyone – even myself.
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Chapter Fifteen

[image: image]


I should have known that there would be a trap there for me. I should have known that people like that didn’t make deals. They took what they wanted one way or another. They only let people go when they had no value. Fortunately, they hadn’t thought Zin was valuable and they didn’t think Zyla was. Maybe, they’d even let go of the idea of needing Bataar. If I was lucky, all my friends had escaped unharmed except for Saboraak.

When I woke, cursing and grumbling, I found myself in a huge room, twice as tall as it was wide – and it was wide. The room was divided into two parts with a wall of bars down the middle and a barred door to enter or exit between them. On the other side of the bars lay Saboraak. She was lying right up against them as if worried about me.

I’ve been very worried.

On her side of the room, there was also the trapdoor we’d hidden under just a day ago and a large arched door that looked identical to the one we’d flown through to get to Ko’Koren.

On my side of the bars, there were shelves and shelves of items. Some of them had small paper tags tied to them. Shelves soared toward the ceiling, shelf upon shelf, so high that ladders stretched up between them, rolling on small wheels to span the shelves. 

Apparently, I was an artifact just like the rest. Available for trade ... or study. Perhaps I would end up a shriveled skeleton on one of those shelves with a small paper tag attached to me.

Don’t be so dramatic.

We’ve been kidnapped and imprisoned and you think I’m being dramatic?

No one has tried to kill us yet.

Then what was their plan? 

Saboraak looked sheepish. What did she know?

Shabren is from the Dominion, so he knows about our bond.

And?

He knows that if you die, I will be useless.

They were keeping me alive to use Saboraak. They’d said as much. What did they want her for?

That has yet to be determined.

Did that mean they didn’t know what they wanted her for, or that she didn’t know?

I don’t know. I’ve been trying to read their thoughts, but I can only read what’s being thought in the moment and trust me, it is not a pleasant experience. Karema is an ambitious woman – driven and hungry. But Shabren – there is something rotten inside him – something that affects everything he is near. I don’t like going near his thoughts.

Well, I didn’t like being caged. We all had to make sacrifices.

It’s not simply that it’s unpleasant, Tor. Thoughts are infectious. And I am particularly vulnerable.

How was that true?

I am compassionate.

I thought she was always saying that a lack of compassion was my weakness.

I am. But a lot of compassion is also a weakness. I can see things from many perspectives, feel things from a thousand different narratives. It leaves me open to ... altered viewpoints. Ideas not filtered through logic or objective truth. It leaves me ... weak to the narratives of others if they are strong enough.

You mean he could change your mind?

An apt summary.

That was ridiculous. 

I fear for my integrity.

There was no way I’d let her become infected by someone’s erroneous view of the world. I’d just set her straight. No one could fool me that way.

It’s true. Your imperviousness to the opinions of others lends you an armor in this that I simply do not possess.

Could she get me out of here? Nothing would be a problem if we weren’t here to deal with it.

I could flame my way free, but that would still leave you trapped. I can’t rip your bars apart with my mouth and I fear that were I to try to flame you loose, I may inadvertently kill you.

We were in quite a pickle.

It was long hours before we saw anyone and when we did, it was one of the jewelry-bedecked counter women. She seemed surprised to see me awake but she left food and water for me and water for Saboraak. She didn’t say anything, not even when I gave her my most charming grin and offered to play cards with her, but I did see a silver swirl in her eye as she left. Either my imagination was playing tricks on me, or all the people at the Bright Redemption had that same swirl in their eyes.

The hours dragged. I went from fearful to bored and frustrated. 

This was all Hubric’s fault. After all, he sent us here without proper guidance. If we had clear instructions, we wouldn’t have trusted the wrong people and ended up in this mess. If I ever saw him again, I’d want some answers. 

Eventually, I remembered the book Zin had jammed in my pocket and brought it out. If nothing else, it would help with the boredom.

I flipped through to the pages with the cramped hand. Those ones interested me the most. Anyone who took time to write something down when they were clearly under a lot of stress must have something important to say.

I flipped too far in the book, to the last few blank pages and a folded page fell out. I picked it up, unfolding it. The writing here was nothing like the flowing letters of the Ibrenicus prophecies or even the scrawled commentary. It looked more like a spider had walked across the page, sliding in the ink. It said

Headstrong Bull,

Three there stand but four there be,

One the shape of gnarled tree,

Wait for moon before you go,

Fail and you will never know.

H

Cryptic.

Headstrong Bull – that’s funny. It’s almost as if it were written to you.

Tor meant bull in the tongue of the ancients. That’s what Ephretti told me. I didn’t really like that. Bulls were not known for their sneakiness or intelligence.

Why not?

Because they were big and ungainly.

So are dragons. No one would make the mistake of thinking us unintelligent.

You’d be surprised. People can make some pretty stupid mistakes.

It could be a note to me. After all, Hubric had given me the book and “H” could easily be him. I repeated the little poem to myself a few times. It rhymed nicely, and it stuck in your head. Could it be possible that I’d been blaming Hubric this whole time for leaving me without direction when he’d left me a note?

I think so, yes.

Could it be that this note would take us right to whatever we were meant to find?

Maybe.

But why write it in a riddle?

Aren’t you a spy?

And spies were clandestine. They snuck in shadows and passed coded messages to hidden allies. They had hideouts and cool items to help and amazing allies.

Ahem.

And the best of the best in fighting power.

That’s me.

And ingenious mastermind plans.

That would have been nice an hour ago.

If I could just puzzle out this riddle, then I could find out what Hubric wanted.

I hate to burst your bubble, but it probably isn’t a bunch of cool stuff. If this riddle leads to something, it’s probably just better instructions. He wouldn’t want to leave them directly in the book. That might be too obvious. Too easy to slip into the wrong hands.

I pondered the note as the day passed, pulling systematically at each door and trying the hinges as I thought. I investigated the items on the lower shelves with an equally systematic approach, comparing them, by light of the brazier, to the scrawled pictures in the book I’d stolen. None of them matched, though they were endlessly intriguing. I couldn’t even tell what half of them were. 

Three there stand but four there be.

What three? What four?

I pondered it as day faded to night and our captors came down to feed us, refill the coal in the braziers and shove a blanket through the bars for me. 

“Don’t mess with the items on the shelves or Karema will be angry,” was all the woman in jewelry said as she left. 

The stuff they give dragons to eat in this place is disgusting. Can I have your coal?

I needed that fire to survive the night.

You can sleep pressed up against me.

With metal bars between us?

It will be fun.

I pondered it as Saboraak ate the coals from her own brazier, complete with the fire rushing through them. 

Pondered it as I stared at the doorway on her side of the bars. It seemed to sing to me, a song only I could hear. It was as if it was trying to pull me through the bars toward it. Trust me, doorway, I wanted out of here without any extra pull. What was a doorway like that doing here? Could they be moving people through it like we flew through the other doorway? Perhaps that was what they were discussing when Saboraak and I had been hiding under the floor. 

Maybe Saboraak should see if she could go through that metal doorway. She could probably escape that way.

And leave you alone to freeze in the night? I don’t think so.

I’d be happier if I knew she was free and safe. And she could fly, so where could that doorway take her that she wouldn’t survive?

Underwater? The heart of a volcano? So high up the air is too thin for me? I don’t think so! I’m happy to stay here.

Maybe it would spit her out where we started, and she could go for help.

I am not willing to risk it.

Come on, Saboraak!

I won’t budge on this, so you might as well stop asking.

I kept watching the doorway and wishing I could push through the bars to test it myself. I pondered threes and fours as I stared at it until I eventually grew tired and gave in to sleep. I cuddled as close to Saboraak as I could. She was warmer than I would be on my own.

See?

And I dreamed of fours and threes and strange doorways until my eyes popped open. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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“Tor?” the whisper hissed through the echoing room. I shivered awake. The side of my body pressed along Saboraak was warm, but the air was frosty, and the remaining  brazier had burned down to ash.

I didn’t recognize the voice in the dark. I scrambled to my feet, letting the blanket fall to the floor. Who was that?

A lantern was shoved up through the trapdoor and a figure scrambled up. I didn’t think anyone could get up there without the help of a dragon. You would have to climb that huge cable to do it at all. In the light of the lantern, I saw Bataar straightening.

“Bataar?” It couldn’t be him. Only yesterday I thought he might not survive.

“It’s me, alright,” he said, a grumbling tone in his voice. “You should be glad Zyla likes you so much that she sent me after you. Do you know how hard it was to climb that cable with a lantern in my teeth? Do you know?”

“I have no idea,” I said drily. “Here I was, just relaxing in the comforts of captivity with no respect for all your hard work.”

“I don’t know why those girls like you, Tor. You aren’t the charming guy you think you are.” Bataar strode over to the door of my prison. 

“Are they okay? Zyla and Zin?”

“They’re with Apeq. They’ll be fine. He gave them dresses and he was taking them to a dramatic performance this evening.”

Dresses? Dramatic performances? While Saboraak and I rotted here? That was beyond cold! I clearly didn’t need to worry myself about the two of them.

Bataar jiggled the handle on the barred door.

“Don’t bother trying to pick the lock,” I said. “I already did. It’s unpickable.”

“Just because you can’t do a thing doesn’t mean it can be done,” Bataar said airily.

“I’m glad to see that your recent illness hasn’t damaged your sharp tongue,” I replied, but I was actually pleased that he was okay. And I was pleased he was here. At least someone had come to our rescue.

I saw the feather bracelet glint on his wrist. If he was still wearing it, then maybe he wasn’t all the way well. I felt a nervous pang. Maybe he shouldn’t be here trying to rescue me. It could hurt him. 

Bataar stopped fiddling with the handle and lifted the lantern to look around the cavernous room. I heard a low whistle as he caught sight of the door.

“Don’t touch it,” I warned. “It could take you anywhere.”

But he had those Ko on his arms, right? Which means he must have seen one of these before. 

“This shouldn’t be here,” Bataar said, anger in his tone. “Look! They chipped it out of the rock! They affixed the slab right here in the floor. It’s blasphemy!”

“It’s certainly dangerous. Only a fool would want to touch one of those doors twice.”

Bataar lifted the lantern as if he was trying to get a good look at me to see if I was joking. All it did was show his own face, curiosity painting every feature.

“You know about the Doors of Heaven?”

“I know you have a silver swirl on your arm that came from these doors,” I countered. Ha! Beat that, Bataar.

His face paled suddenly, horror filling his eyes. He hurried back to me, grabbing the front of my coat through the bars and whispering.

“Who have you told?”

“Relax, man. I haven’t told anyone. I saw them last night before I snuck out to get Saboraak and come to pay the price for the little bracelet you’re wearing.”

He flushed, glancing at Saboraak who was snuffling quietly in her sleep, her drool scoring the stone floor like acid.

“If you tell anyone ... you won’t tell, will you?” His eyes were so wide I thought they might fall out of his head. He looked more desperate than I’d ever seen him.

“Of course, I won’t,” I agreed.

He ran a hand over his face. 

“Look, Tor. You’re my Secret Bearer now.” He said ‘Secret Bearer’ in a way that made it almost possible to hear the capital letters. I’d never been anything so formal sounding in my life. He continued, “If I’d known ... I had no idea you would bring me to this city. I can’t be here. I don’t dare be here. I was trying to flee to the Dominion when I met you and I still need to go there. I can’t stay in Ko’Torenth.”

“Well, here’s a thought. Break me out of here and I’ll help you leave.”

He nodded briskly. “And the doorway?”

“We could go through it. The girls are fine here without us. Dramatic performances and dresses and all.”

Bataar’s brows squeezed together. “We must not enter this doorway under any circumstances. It is taboo to speak of it.”

“Well, then why are you asking about it?”

“It should not be here.”

“We can’t take it with us,” I said calmly. “It’s literally built into the floor.”

They’d laid the rock the door was attached to in the floor when they carved this huge room from the rock. Only one wall and a piece of floor that held the trap door were made from wood. No surprises there. It was why the building looked small from the outside when it was massive.

He nodded as if I’d said something profound. Maybe the illness had messed with his mind.

“Why don’t you try looking for a key to my lock?” I suggested. “Then we can leave doorways and psycho Magikas and all this craziness behind, what do you say?”

He nodded as if I’d given him sage advice and pulled a burlap sack out from his belt, handing it to me. “Gather your things.”

I didn’t really have things. But my captors did. I eyed the shelves, chewing my lower lip. They’d stolen me, so it stood to reason that stealing from them wouldn’t be wrong. It would only be fair. But what to take? I had no idea which items were magical. The ones I’d looked at hadn’t been in the book. I’d searched the lower shelves. So, my best bet at finding something magical would be to take it from the higher shelves. And the more the better, so small things. Jewelry. Tiny statues. This kind of thing. 

I climbed the shelves to where I hadn’t searched yet and began to stuff handfuls of small items into the sack until it was so full that I could hardly tie the top.

“Tor?” Bataar whispered through the darkness. And then there was a loud squeak as the door to my prison was opened. 

I leapt from the shelves to the ground. If there were guards posted, they would have heard that!  I rushed out the door, but already I heard feet rushing toward us. I double checked that both books were secure in my pockets as I ran.

Saboraak! Wake up! Wake up!

Her snoring increased.

I rushed over to her, my burlap sack clinking as I ran.

“Saboraak, wake up!” I pushed at her, trying to wake her. “Come on! Come on!”

Bataar, always a pragmatist was already scrambling up her back. “How do you ride her with no saddle?”

“With difficulty!” 

I said. I scanned the room looking for anything that might protect us against the guards when they came but the room was mostly empty. There were a few empty crates to one side of the room and looped ropes. I grabbed one of the ropes in case that would do any good and threw it to Bataar who caught it one-handed, his other hand still holding the flickering lantern.  

Was that my axe hanging on the wall? I rushed to it at the same time that Saboraak woke with a jaw-breaking yawn. She shook herself, and Bataar yelped, the lantern flying out of his hand and smashing against the wall. Darkness flooded the room as my hand closed around the axe handle. 

What now? I couldn’t see anything in this dark. There was a shout from the other side of the door and I settled into a defensive squat, my mouth dry and hands shaking. I was no hero. This wasn’t what I’d been made for at all.

Steady now. Who is this on my back?

Bataar. Get ready!

The door opened with a crash and light flooded back into the room. I spun, threw the sack to Bataar, and then gripped the axe in both hands ready to fight. My breath was already too fast, and my eyes blinked too rapidly, like they’d forgotten how to operate properly on their own.

Karema stepped through the door, jewelry on her arms and around her neck catching the light of her lantern and refracting it. 

“What do you think you’re going to do, hack your way through us like a country lad through a forest?” Karema asked.

My breath caught in my throat as my mind raced to try to decide on my next move. 

What was she doing awake at this time of night? I’d expected Shabren. He seemed more like a stay-up-all-night-and-torture-people kind of guy.

She lifted a hand and a powerful but invisible force hit my hand. The axe flew out of it, clanging as it hit the bars in my former prison.

Steady!

Behind me, heat flashed through the air, so hot that I felt the hairs on my neck singe. If she’d burned off all my hair, she’d have some explaining to do. What was she trying to scorch back there? Not the doorway?

A new hairstyle could only be an improvement. 

Bataar yelled something I didn’t understand. I swung my head to see him leap off of Saboraak and rush toward the doorway. It was brightly lit along the edges as if someone was shining a bright blue light – brighter than any sun – from behind the door. 

“They’re coming through!” he said, reaching toward the doorframe. 

Karema twisted her hand toward him and I leapt in front of it. If we had enemies coming through that door at our backs, then Karema and her gang were my problem.

A second powerful force knocked me backward. Lantern light gleamed off Karema’s bracelet as I sailed through the air, hitting the ground and sliding across it. 

The bracelet! All that jewelry they wore was full of magic! 

Knowing didn’t help me. I was climbing to my feet and trying to recover my axe, when Bataar rolled up his sleeves and grabbed the doorframe with both palms. Light flashed up his arms – silver and sun-bright along the lines of his silver tattoos – the Ko. The light faded from the edges of the door and Karema screamed.

I leapt just in time to block a second blow from her magic rings – a blow that felt less like a punch and more like a gale-force wind – and then I was flying through the air and hitting the stone floor with a thud. 

I saw quick glimpses of Bataar rushing back to Saboraak and flinging a rope around her neck, of Saboraak flaming the guards who burst out from behind Karema. Her flame narrowly missed scorching me.

I was still skidding across the stone from Karema’s last blast. The wind hadn’t let up.

Grab something!

There was nothing to grab. 

I slid past the doorway – dim now – too far away to grab it. That force must be pushing me across the ground! Why did the air behind me feel so cold?

I blew a hole through the wall while you and Bataar were distracting Karema so we could escape.

Now she tells me!

Frigid air bit at me as I clawed at the floor trying to stop my careening. The magic gale pushed only me, but it pushed with a force I couldn’t fight. In front of me, Karema’s eyes widened with horror and then there was no more floor underneath me. 

I plunged through the empty air. 
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Chapter Seventeen

[image: image]


Steady!

I was falling, falling, the air rushing around me. My heart was in my throat. My eyes streamed with water. Where was Saboraak? She was my only hope!

But above me, I saw flames and bits of wall flying outward and no dragon emerging from those flames. Seconds felt like hours as I fell. In the darkness, the bright flames burst like flowers in the night. At least I would die watching a spectacle.

Steady!

My heart was racing as if it was trying to get every beat possible in before I smashed on the ground below. My mind rushed, trying to see and think every thought before time ran out. My gaze scanned across the three faintly glowing peaks of the three parts of Ko’Koren. 

What was that strange outcropping to the side of the last mountain? It looked just a little like a gnarled tree.

From the bright flames above, a sudden boom shook the air and a dragon burst out through the wall, debris and flame and ash scattering in the air around her. She dove toward me. 

A very nice effort, Saboraak. 

But she would be too late. The city was growing too distant. I was falling too fast.

At least no one could say I’d lived a boring life. 

I looked one last time at the bright moon and then I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see this last part. I wanted the last thing I saw to be the moon. It felt good to know it would still be there long after today. 

Long after I was gone.

Unbidden, the riddle came to mind:

Three there stand but four there be,

One the shape of gnarled tree,

Wait for moon before you go,

Fail and you will never know.

Wait. Had I just solved it?

I felt something tighten around my ankle and then my spine shivered like the crack of a whip and I was buoyed upward, dangling by one foot.

I told you to stay steady. I had to make sure Bataar was fastened tight before I took the dive.

I dared a look through squinted eyes. 

Saboraak gripped my ankle between her teeth, her wings flapping hard as she gained height. On her back, a shaken Bataar clutched the gunny sack and the rope slung around her neck and stared at me with wide eyes. 

Yeah, welcome to my world, Bataar. It only gets weirder from here.

I’m afraid he cannot hear your thoughts.

Really? How surprising.

Oh. You have once again resorted to sarcasm. Can I assume that means you were afraid when you were falling?

Afraid? Was she kidding? Anyone would be afraid if they were falling to their death!

I did solve the puzzle. Which was handy since we couldn’t exactly go back to Eski now that we’d set one of the local businesses on fire. 

Where to, Tor?

We’re going to that fourth peak – the small one that hardly seemed like a peak at all but instead looked like a gnarled tree when the moon was behind it. And quickly, if you don’t mind. I’m getting lightheaded dangling like this.

I love adventuring with you!

You love this? Falling through the night, bursting out of flaming warehouses, constant danger, never enough to eat or sleep?

Precisely!

I’d bonded a mad-dragon. Did dragons go insane?

I’m not insane. I’m just beginning to find the fun in life you always seem to find.

Well, if this is fun for you, Saboraak, then stick around. I have a lot more where that came from.

I’m counting on it.

The gnarled peak was growing slowly closer and I couldn’t help but feel excitement. Maybe there would be instructions there from Hubric – or even just a place to sleep for a full night. Hope blossomed within me.

I’m counting on you.

I didn’t dare let her down.

––––––––
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READ MORE OF TOR’S story in Dragon Chameleon: Mist of Power.
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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!

––––––––
[image: image]


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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Behind the Scenes:
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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

cover.jpeg
4
USA TODAY BES-TSELLING ATJTHOR

SQRHH 3064 L WILSON

@HAMELEQN

W3 CITV O‘Fg;»IC‘€_,f

<

g X
{Ora 9
K‘« cHool





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg
v TR TY
M e i o

.
iR Ol g





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





