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Chapter One
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My foot hurt. I wasn’t saying that Saboraak had pierced the skin or broken it or anything, only that it hurt like crazy. And my head hurt, too. I wasn’t meant to be dragged through the air upside down. That was hero stuff and I was no hero.

You could have fooled me.

I was still holding the axe. I couldn’t have said why. It made more sense to just drop it, but my frozen fingers couldn’t relax if I tried. 

Above me, Bataar was riding like a king on Saboraak’s back. Tor? Oh, don’t worry. We’ll just scoop him up like a fish and drag him to wherever we are going.

Don’t be so dramatic, Tor.

And we were in trouble. We were being hunted now. Powerful people wanted us dead or wanted to use us. Neither Bataar or I could show our faces at night – just in case someone demanded to see our arms. We had no safe house, no money, and nothing of value except the items I snatched from the basement of the magical pawnshop. My whole life dangled from a thread just like my body dangled from a foot.

Maybe you should be acting at the theatrical performance Zyla is watching. Histrionics would suit you.

Don’t remind me. She’s with that stuffy Apeq. He betrayed us. I know he did. And now he’s charmed Zyla and Zin into his pocket.

Forget him and focus. We’re nearly at the peak that looks like a gnarled tree. What should we be looking for?

I didn’t have an answer to that. I’d only figured out the first part of the riddle so far.

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.

We found the fourth peak. Which meant that the next clue must be about the moon – somehow.

The three mountain peaks ascending from a single base, Eski, Balde, and Ziu were lit up by smoking braziers and hanging lanterns, but their lights were small from here. The gnarled peak was just out from the edge of the middle peak, Balde – out on its own tiny peak like an island in the air, almost hidden by the perpetual mists that rose from the base of the mountain. The moon hid behind the jagged rock of that peak, but there were no lights, no ladders, no walkways, no signs of people at all. 

Let’s fly closer.

Saboraak – my dragon partner and dare I say, friend? – drew so close to the peak that she almost scraped her wing tips on the rock as we flew

If I’m not your friend after saving your life three times, then I’m not sure what else I could do to earn that title. You’re a hard boy to please, Tor.

Wait. What did I see glimmering in the moonlight? Was that the symbol of the Lightbringers, a rising sun over a hill? It was scrawled as if written by hand in silver on the side of a rock. The marking was so small that you had to be nearly on top of it to see it. 

Saboraak flew closer and I tried to twist to get a better view.

Stop squirming!

Why was it so faint?

I think it’s an ink that only can be seen in the moonlight.

Did everyone have that stuff? Don’t even get me started on doorways that tattoo it to your arm ...

There! Behind the symbol, a rock jutted out and behind the rock was a dark shadow. 

You want me to try to squirm into that shadow with you in my mouth?

She was already landing like a bird of prey on the lip of it, ducking her great head and slipping inside the rock. 

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Bataar said from above. “Where are we going, exactly?”

“I’m following a hunch,” I said through gritted teeth. My head bumped against the rock below. “Oww!”

Sorry. It’s dark in here and I can’t flame for light with your foot in my mouth.

We all have our trials to bear. I wished I could roll my eyes mentally.

There was the sound of flint striking and then a flickering flame above us.

“I always keep a flint and candle stub on me,” Bataar said. 

I bet that when he was a kid the grownups were always pointing to him saying, ‘You should be more like Bataar,’ to other kids. I was never friends with kids like that.

It was hard to be too bitter when his candle lit the cavern with weak light. It was big in here. Bataar lit a lantern on the wall and I gasped as the light grew stronger.

Saboraak dropped me.

“Ow!” 

I crashed to the ground, barely shielding my head with my arms before I landed. My legs and back hurt from the drop.

You were only an inch above the ground. Don’t be a hatchling.

You should know, Saboraak, that humans are not built with permanent armor. You could have snapped my neck!

So easily? You are delicate things ...

But I didn’t have time to chastise her more. I checked my leg for gashes and was relieved to find that her teeth hadn’t broken the skin. 

I leapt to my feet. Time to explore. I’d fuss about the bruises on my legs later.

Or you could thank me for saving your life ...

In one corner there was a fireplace – venting through a tunnel to the outside, I guessed – with wood set in the hearth and stacked in an alcove to the side. Bataar was already dismounting with his gaze set on the fireplace.

A pair of cots were near the fire and a wide rug with a small table and chairs of various types were set between them. Bookshelves lined one wall and a set of shelves with supplies lined the other wall. I set about exploring immediately with one of the lanterns while Bataar lit a fire. 

This main room was the size of three dragons, mostly empty, and smelling of acid – a sure sign that Saboraak was not the first dragon to occupy this area. Tack hung on the wall beside the entrance – dragon saddles, bridles, and saddlebags. I almost pumped a fist in excitement. 

Small rooms led off from the main room through jagged doorways with no doors. One led to a room with water flowing slowly down the rock, another to a room with a stone-carved lavatory, another to a dry storeroom. There were barrels and casks sealed within. I grabbed a crowbar and cracked a small cask open. It smelled of cider. Tasted like cider, too. My eyes grew big as I looked around the storeroom. If all of this was food, we could live here for months!

I snatched up a slip of paper lying on the shelf beside the cider and read it in the lantern light.

Tor,

I’m assuming you found the food first and this note. There is coin at the back of the shelf. Please use it sparingly. It may be hard to get more to you. 

There are doves on the upper floor. Use them wisely to send messages through my network. If we have been separated, please send a report immediately.

If we were separated, then no doubt the note I gave you brought you here. You may have no idea of how vital your role here is. 

Gather as much intelligence as you can on the Doors of Heaven. 

If a man arrives in the city with Ko on his arms, this will begin a disruption in Ko’Torenth society that will ripple throughout the world. Send word to me immediately if this happens, but at all costs, avoid the succession war that is bound to follow. 

Avoid the Exalted, except to gather information on them. I think specifically of an Exalted by the name of Apeq A’kona of the House of Flame. I do not know what he is planning, only that he seems to be entangling half the city in his scheme.

We are most keen to find out a few things. Watch for these:

First, are the Magikas fleeing the Dominion allying themselves with Ko’Torenth?

Second, has Ko’Torenth found a solution to the problem of magic disappearing from the world?

Third, does Ko’Torenth plan to continue their covert operations against the Dominion?

A succession war would certainly delay all of these outcomes. While that would be beneficial to the Dominion, I caution you in the strongest words: Do not start a succession war. Do not search for a Door of Heaven. If you find one, do not touch it. Avoid entangling yourself in the affairs of Ko’Torenth or becoming known to any of the Exalted.

I will return to you soon.

Hubric.

Oops. Too bad I didn’t find that note sooner. I would have at least pretended to try not to break all of his rules if I’d known what they were.

I looked up from the letter to find Bataar in the doorway. He leaned one shoulder against the wall, arms crossed over his chest.

“How long have you been a spy?” he asked.
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Chapter Two
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My mouth fell open. I shut it with a click and then grabbed the cask of cider and shoved it at him to cover my pause.

“Here, take this out by the fire. I’ll bring something to eat.”

He rolled his eyes, but he took the cask and I opened a sack on the bottom shelf, grabbed a handful of white potatoes from it and followed him to the common room, shoving the potatoes on the hearth close to the fire.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“I’m not a lord’s chef. Just be glad there’s food.”

“There’s enough food and supplies here to keep us stocked for months,” Bataar said. He was looking healthier. His clothing was loose, but his drawn face was warm with color again. The bracelet must have worked well. “I found another sleeping room and a room filled with clothing – all sizes and types. You’re a spy.”

I ran a hand through my hair. I still didn’t know if I could trust Bataar. I never had known that. He saved my life last night – but he could have his own motives for doing that.

I sat on the hearth, warming my back by the blazing fire. He stood opposite, arms crossed and a scowl painting his face.

“I don’t know who you are,” I said. “I don’t know if you can be trusted. The only thing I know for sure about you is that you have those marks on your arms. And you knew what that door was. You shut it when people were trying to come through, didn’t you?”

I didn’t like sitting when he was standing, but the fire felt warm at my back. And I wasn’t going to stand up just to make a point. What did I have to prove?

Don’t stand. It will increase the tension of the confrontation. Take a sip of that cider instead.

I swallowed and reached for the cask of cider. There were no cups nearby. I sipped cider right from the cask as Bataar’s frown deepened.

“What do you want to know?” Bataar asked.

“Who are you?” I took another sip.

“That’s complicated.”

“Where are you from?”

His mouth hardened. “Kav’ai.”

“I know nothing about Kav’ai.”

He shrugged. “We are desert nomads. Ko’Torenth claims the land we wander on. We say they are only settlers there. We are the land’s true inhabitants. Now that their magic is running out, they want ours.”

“Does that have something to do with your arms?”

“What if it does? Are you a Magika, that you would regulate magic?”

I shook my head. Talking to Bataar was like walking without shoes in the winter. His arrogance could freeze a puddle in midsummer.

“Why are they hunting anyone with those marks?” Maybe if I kept my tone friendly he’d at least try to be helpful.

“I don’t know. I was unconscious when you brought me to this city. I know they are ... picky ... about who they allow to wear them, but how they would know that anyone has them ... ?” He shook his head. “Who would be fool enough to show them off?”

I felt my face flushing. I had shown them.

“What were you doing in Shabren the Violet’s camp?”

“I was fleeing Ko’Torenth – looking for safety in the Dominion – when he scooped me up as a captive. He didn’t know who I was, but they didn’t want anyone to go south and tell the people there about the Magika camp.”

I poked the potatoes, turning them so the heat of the fire would bake them evenly. Maybe there was salt back in that storeroom.

“Why would you flee Ko’Torenth?” I asked.

He looked away for the first time, gaze running across the wall and then the ceiling as if he were trying to avoid answering at all.”

“Why would you flee Kav’ai?”

Eventually, he spoke, his voice hoarse and thin. “There are prophecies about me. I don’t want to end up like that. I won’t end up like that.”

I cleared my throat. “Maybe you won’t. Prophecies are just words. They have no power.”

He laughed, a dry, mirthless laugh. “Words have ultimate power, street boy. They will drive me mad.”

I almost rolled my eyes. Saboraak always complained that I was too dramatic. She should listen to this guy.

He makes a strong point.

Really? This guy?

“Now, do you trust me?” Bataar asked.

“I’m not a boy, I’m a man.” I was – technically. Nineteen was a man, right? I was probably nineteen. Maybe twenty. Okay, maybe eighteen. I wasn’t really sure. I was some age in there, but definitely a man.

“As you say.” He shook his head like he just didn’t care.

“What do you want?” I asked him. If I knew what he wanted, I’d know if I could trust him.

“I want to escape my destiny. I want to get rid of these Ko.”

Get rid of them? That seemed impossible.

“Are you allied with any of the Exalted here?”

He flopped down on one of the cots, throwing a forearm over his face. “No.”

“Do you plan to sell me out to earn their favor?”

“No.” His voice was muffled by his arm.

“And Zyla and Zin?”

“What about them?” His words were hard.

“Will you betray them?”

“No.” His answer was fast.

“Are you going to mess with that doorway?”

He spat to the side of the cot so violently that I flinched. “If I never see another doorway, I’ll die happy.”

I sighed and poked the potatoes. I had his word – for all the good it did me. Words were nothing. Ephemeral as spider web.

“Are you a spy, Tor?”

“I am,” I said. “And now that we have that out on the table, you are going to tell me everything you know about the Doors of Heaven, the Ko and the Exalted families here.”

“Can we at least eat those potatoes first?”

“Sure.”

After all, maybe we’d both be in a better mood with full bellies. The potatoes, it turned out, were surprisingly good.
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Chapter Three
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You can’t spy from inside an isolated cave. That was the first thing that occurred to me as I drifted off in the cot beside the fire. Saboraak had crawled over to place her muzzle along the side of the cot as I fell asleep. Oddly, it felt nice to have her acid-smelling breath beside me. No one snored like a dragon, but even that was comforting. When I woke in the night with wispy memories of friends I hadn’t seen since they died, of fire ravaging my city, of falling through the air – well, a dragon snore is a very solid thing. 

We were going to have to leave the hideout to discover things. And we were going to have to gather information. It had taken me hours to decide if I would really trust Bataar last night. He had napped in the cot while I finished cooking the potatoes and investigating the other rooms.

Read his mind for me, I urged Saboraak. Tell me if I can trust him.

It’s harder than you might think. Sometimes you just have to take a gamble with people, Tor.

I liked gambles, but not where people were concerned. It was too hard to cut your losses if things went bad.

When we were eating the baked potatoes I eventually said, “Do you still want to go to the Dominion?”

Bataar sighed. “What’s it to you?”

“I’m still worried I can’t trust you.”

“But?”

“But I have to trust someone. I’m worried about Zyla and Zin and I have a ... task ... to accomplish.”

“Are you saying that if you can trust me then you’ll let me help with the task?” His eyes had a surprising light in them.

That’s hope.

“Sure,” I agreed with a shrug. I didn’t really want help, but I didn’t really want to be stabbed in the back either, and having him nearby meant I could keep an eye on him. 

Bataar surprised me, rolling up his sleeve to show me the bare skin underneath. “Follow me.”

He led me to the door and showed me the skin again, standing out with the silver-bright tattoo his arms had when I looked before. I noticed – now that I could see the whole thing – that it was a stylized bird soaring over mountains. The Ko.

“I received these Ko at the Door of Heaven in Ashadana of Kav’ai. By these marks I swear, you can trust me.”

I scratched my own arm awkwardly. There was no way I was going to show mine.

“Okay, so I’ll trust you. But why do you want to work with me?”

“You’re spying for the Dominion, right? My people are threatened by Ko’Torenth, too. Maybe if I help you, I won’t need to fulfill any moldy old prophecies. We can overthrow this place with just human actions. No magic. Just ingenuity.”

I put my hands up. “Whoa! No one said anything about overthrowing anything!”

“Don’t be naïve. Your Dominar wouldn’t have sent spies if she wasn’t planning on moving on Ko’Torenth. If she attacks, they’ll forget about the Kav’ai, and I won’t have to be the Ko Bearer. I can just be Bataar Bayanen – son of Mynaar, son of Lataar, Chief of the Stone Basin Kav’ai and my people can continue their traditions in peace.”

“What are your traditions?”

“Like I’d tell you!”

I shook my head trying not to sigh. “You can keep your secrets, Bataar, so long as you tell them to me if it turns out I need to know them.”

I needed to know everything. I hated that he wouldn’t tell me, but he would slip up eventually and his secrets would all come tumbling out. I just needed patience. 

People never really kept secrets. Secrets were like mice. You could box one up, but it was always looking to get out and the second it saw an opportunity it would be squeezing through whatever crack it found and scrambling all through the house. 

Bataar’s secrets were no different. They wanted to get out and show themselves to old Tor. I just needed to be patient and let them do the work.

“Deal,” Bataar said. His first mistake. I always turned deals to my advantage.

But we went to sleep in peace and the next morning we were both more cheerful as I cooked breakfast over the fire. I’d washed and then found a fresh set of clothes that I rather liked. They were certainly grander than anything I’d worn before. I was almost certain that the white shirt was made of real Baojang silk and the close-fitting leather trousers, knee-high boots, bracers, and leather vest were well made and durable with just enough buckles and trim to make them fashionable. My clothes were fine enough to pass for nobility or a well-to-do merchant, but plain enough that they wouldn’t look strange on a craftsman or traveling bard. I even found a new fur-lined cloak to wear when I went out. The clothing alone made the trip to this cave worth it.

For my part, I think I will shift to a new pattern, Saboraak said in my mind. I have never liked Gold.

To be honest, it didn’t really suit her.

Over on her side of the room, she morphed from Gold to Black – it really didn’t matter which color she chose. The war had dispersed dragons in every direction as they fled wholesale defeat at the hands of Ifrits and Dusk Covenant that any color of dragon may have ended up here. The frill around her head disappeared and large horns sprouted from her head and chin.

I grinned wickedly at Bataar’s shriek of fear.

“It’s a demon!” he yelled, leaping onto his cot.

“It’s Saboraak,” I said calmly, scooping porridge into bowls and handing him one.

“He – ”

“She,” I corrected.

“She just changed her shape and color!”

“She does that.” I took a bite of porridge, keeping my face straight. I was enjoying this.

“This is the same dragon that saved us before from the tents of Shabren?”

“You didn’t know that?”

“I thought this was a different dragon!”

I laughed.

“Do they all do that?” Bataar asked.

“You mean the other dragons?”

“Yes!” He got down off the cot gracelessly. I liked that. Bataar was always so smug about his good looks and flowing graceful movements that it was nice to see him thrown off his game. He was dressed like me in clothing found in the back room, but instead of a leather vest and bracers, he wore a fine red brocade coat that made him look even nobler than I did.

“They’re all male out there. Only the females can shift color and shape – and now that you know that you are my Secret Bearer. So, don’t tell anyone.”

He snorted. “Secret Bearer is a sacred title. You can’t just swear someone to secrecy with it.”

“Okay, let’s put it this way,” I said, taking a bite of porridge. “Keep the secret or Saboraak will make you regret it.”

She hissed dramatically, baring her teeth.

You know I won’t hurt him.

He didn’t know that, though. Bataar looked pale as his gaze danced from Saboraak’s snarl to my stern gaze.

“Of course, her secret is safe with me. She makes the perfect spy, though, doesn’t she? No one can tell which dragon she is at any time. If you got to know which dragons are in the cotes, she could impersonate any of them. Especially if one had a rider who looked anything like you.”

Now that was an idea with potential. I mulled on it as we finished our breakfast and prepared for the day. This time, I packed little items like a pocket knife and a flint and steel in a small belt pouch. Some of Hubric’s gold made its way into the pouch, too. Things on this mountain were unpredictable, and I didn’t want to be caught out again. 

My last trip was up a winding staircase to where doves were housed in a small dovecote. It was open so they could come and go. Was that normal? Hopefully, the dove I chose would actually take the message to Hubric and not just fly off. I carefully attached the handwritten scrap of paper I’d prepared to the leg of one healthy-looking dove.

It read: In Ko’Koren. Ko revealed. Door of Heaven found. Magikas gathering. Collecting more information. T.

It would have to do for now.
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In every city there are entertainers. They can sit on any street corner and juggle or play an instrument or perform an act and no one pays them much attention except to throw a few coins in their hat if they find the act to their liking. 

Before heading out, I had reluctantly changed my cloak from the warmth of the lush black one to a threadbare cloak at the back of the room. There were clothes here for every purpose and the items that went with them and a little rummaging had found an appropriate cap and juggling balls. Perfect.

It had been even harder to leave Saboraak behind for the day. I was worried she would be bored.

Since I met you, I have sustained many injuries and seen little sleep. I need time to regain my strength and that means a deep dragon sleep. Don’t get into trouble. I won’t be able to hear you when you call.

With that, she had gone silent, eyes closing and breath slowing. Well, that was one problem sorted out. Our next problem had been finding the way back to the city without being seen, but we were lucky enough there, too. One of the corridors leading off from the room was a long cavern that eventually ended in the wine cellar of a boarded-up building in Balde. 

Bataar and I had argued the whole way up the corridor about how we would go about spying, but eventually, I had won. He would traverse the cities to make his way to Eski, check to see that the girls were okay, and return undiscovered. It would also be nice to know if the Door of Heavens had been damaged in our escape, but I wasn’t sure if he could find that out without discovery.

“You’re insane,” was his only response to that. “The girls, yes. I will check on them. The door can go back where it came from.”

“And where is that?” I had asked, but he shut his lips tightly, compressing them into a firm line.

I had an equally challenging job, though Bataar had claimed it was the easier one. I worked my way up through Balde to the upper levels, juggling on boardwalk corners and crossways near to inns or important houses. I was trying to collect whatever information I could. Even here in Balde there were house guards checking for Ko, but they didn’t trouble me. It was daylight. As long as I didn’t stay out beyond dark, I was safe enough.

I heard scraps of conversation as I went.

“They say the Exalted of House Tanagers have welcomed the Magikas from the Dominion,” one woman said as she passed me. I strained my ears as she paused nearby with a well-dressed friend. “The other Exalted won’t want them to have an advantage, so everyone will want to bring these Magikas into our lives here.”

“You should think about offering them a cheaper price at your inn, then,” the other woman said. “Succession war or not, people still need places to stay. And of course, your inn is the best, the home of the Kav’ai artifacts.”

Sometimes it was hard to remember that these people treasured lying, and then other times it was plain as the nose on your face.

“Hush, Sash!” the other woman sounded horrified but she looked pleased with the flattery. “No one has spoken of a war ... yet.”

They looked around furtively before hurrying away, but I shivered and almost dropped a ball. If every Exalted house in the city welcomed the Magikas, they could establish a powerful base here – maybe powerful enough to attack the Dominion again. I hoped that part was a lie, too, but I was worried there was truth to it.

I traveled up another level, still listening as I took a place beside a fancy house with stylized bird banners. Guards were stationed at every entrance, their glances trailing any passersby, but I began my juggling, hat placed at my feet, and they ignored me after that.

“Exalted House Ye’Kut is throwing a Midnight Masque!” a young noblewoman said excitedly as she passed me. Her golden dress swirled in the gusts of snow, peaking out from under her thick snow-fox pelt cloak. I was so distracted by her big eyes and pretty smile that I almost dropped a juggling ball. She laughed, tossing a coin into my hat and her companion, almost equally pretty pulled her past me. 

“It’s a pity that parties have to be masked. It feels like such a shame to cover our faces! And I barely have time to have a new mask made! The one I had before was in the old style and it just isn’t fit to be worn. The Masque is tomorrow night!”

Their chime-like voices were caught by the wind after that and blew away, but my mind was racing. A masked event thrown by the Exalted. What better place for a spy than that? I could almost bet that there was a mask in the items back in Hubric’s hideout.

The wind was growing colder and the stares of the guards were starting to unnerve me. Time to pack up and move on. 

I was just about to retrieve my hat when a familiar laugh caught my ear. I froze, gaze whipping up to see Apeq and Zyla strolling arm in arm toward the house with the Bird banners.

“You are most kind Apeq – ” the rest of Zyla’s words were caught by the wind, but as she passed her gaze caught mine and her eyes widened. She saw me! She gave a quick shake of the head as she passed, as if she was warning me not to try to talk to her.

I gathered my cap up, my heart racing. She was with Apeq – who I now knew was one of the Exalted and who I was almost completely certain had betrayed us just last night. And she was smiling and laughing as if she was completely safe. Blood rushed to my head and it took all my self-control not to rush in and snatch her away from him.

As they drew up to the door of the great house she glanced over her shoulder, caught my eye again and gave me a fierce warning look. Whatever she was up to, she didn’t want me interfering with her.

My breath caught in my throat.

Apeq said something and her musical reply drifted to me over the wind.

“A Masque? How delightful!”

That settled it. Bataar and I were going to that Masque.
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“Are you sure she’d want us to be there? If she was scowling at you, she might want us to leave her alone,” Bataar protested as I shoved a mask in his hands. 

Like I was going to let Zyla run this whole show. She kept thinking I was incompetent, but hadn’t I been the one who had saved her sister from the Bright Redemption? Hadn’t I been the one who saved her out of that tent? I could handle spying just fine without having my hand held all the time. I couldn’t wait to see the look of admiration in her pretty eyes when she realized how I’d managed what she couldn’t.

I shrugged a fancy brocade coat on –  similar to Bataar’s but blue instead of red. 

“It doesn’t suit you,” he said as I buttoned the front. My tiger’s eye pendant slipped out of my shirt, catching the lantern light and I tucked it hastily back into my shirt. Bataar froze. “I’ve seen that on you before, haven’t I?”

“The coat? I took it from the back.” Why were the buttons so small? It was like they weren’t even designed for men’s hands.

“No, the pendant. That’s heartstone.”

“We call it a tiger’s eye,” I muttered, fumbling with a particularly tricky button. I wasn’t made for noble clothes. Give me a proper manly coat any day of the week over this peacock-bright thing.

“It’s not a tiger’s eye,” Bataar argued. “They’re similar, but a heartstone – they have magical properties. Like the Doors of Heaven. They are made from the same mineral – the rock that forms from the souls of our ancestors.”

“Because that’s not at all weird,” I muttered. Oh great, now the buttons were crooked. Frustrated, I pulled the coat apart and began to button it again – this time from the bottom.

“Do you know what this means?” His voice was high pitched in his excitement. 

Couldn’t he just leave me alone to dress in peace?

“I bet you a silver coin that you’re going to tell me.”

I buckled on the wide belt Zyla gave me when we flew into the city. It didn’t really match the rest, but it felt ungrateful not to wear it. After all, she gave it to me. Other than the pendant that Bataar was so obsessed with, no one had really given me much. I still felt bad about losing that cloak from Hubric.

“Have you had any extra protection against magical attacks?” Bataar asked, his eyes still alight.

“No,” I said gruffly, but I froze. Because I had been protected, hadn’t I? When that magical lightning hit Bataar he had been so ill he needed extra healing, but when it hit me it only left a small burn.

“I knew it,” Bataar said triumphantly, reading my expression and not my words. 

I scowled. I hated that he always knew everything. Why couldn’t I know something he didn’t for a change?

“And are you drawn to the doorways? Drawn almost inexorably to them?”

“In Ex what?”

“Are you drawn to them in a way that you can hardly fight? Like, they pull you?”

I clenched my jaw. They did pull me. He didn’t need to know that.

Bataar’s jaw clenched, too and he reached toward my neck. “That’s mine, by right.”

“Whoa!” I threw my hands up, taking a quick step back. I shoved the pendant into my coat. Out of sight, out of mind.

“This was a gift from a friend. It’s not whatever you think it is. It’s just a gift, okay? So, you can keep your hands to yourself.”

Bataar stayed back, but his eyes narrowed, and he seemed poised to jump again. Boy, was he touchy.

“All heartstone belongs to my people,” he said, his slight accent stronger as if to prove the point. “And so anything made of it belongs to us. That means the Doors of Heaven and that means your pendant.”

“I don’t see you banging down the door of the Bright Redemption demanding the doorway back,” I protested.

“Don’t think I won’t! Any of the Exalted here would go crazy if they knew that place held a Door of Heaven! They consider them sacred just as we do and have tried to take them from us.”

“Why do they want them so badly?” Instant travel was nice, but it hadn’t worked out so well for the Magikas on the flying carpet. They’d plunged to their deaths and that could happen to anyone.

“The Code of Ko’Torenth states that whoever bears the Ko of a House is the rightful ruler of that house. It’s an idea that came from when they were our brothers, but no one has worn the Ko in a century or more.”

I was adjusting this ridiculous facemask when I paused. “Wait. Are you saying that by right you should rule whichever Exalted family has that eagle symbol?”

He flushed. “The Exalted House Tanagers. And I’m not sure if it’s an eagle or a tanager.”

“And I bet the Exalted house Tanagers wouldn’t like that much.”

“Why do you think I was running to the Dominon?”

Well, now things were making sense. Bataar was slated for greatness – or instant death. And he was fighting that destiny as much as I liked to fight my own.

“Why would they just show up on your arms after a century?”

“The Doors choose their master. It cannot be forced.”

I swallowed. I didn’t like where this was going. After all, one of these Exalted houses would probably like to kill the guy with the smoke on his arms as much as the House Tanagers would want to kill Bataar.

He continued, “Every year the children who have come of age from the houses of the Exalted line up beside the one door they have access to. It is a grisly journey up a steep cliff with ropes and picks. They each try to master the door and they each fail. They have failed for a century.”

I knew that door. I’d flown through it myself. But why would this Door of Heaven refuse the brave, noble, mountain-climbers? They were hero material if there ever was such a thing. And why would they choose me? I was nothing but a kid with a bit of luck and a dragon friend. 

“I shut the Door of Heaven in the lower level of the Bright Redemption,” Bataar was saying. “But anyone with the Ko can open it again. Just because I haven’t heard of anyone else having them, doesn’t mean they don’t have Ko. There are three other symbols that might be out there, and anyone at all might bear those symbols on their bodies. The prophecies are clear:

Four to rule and four to reign,

From four the power of mist came,

From four it will come again,

But who and what and where and when?”

“Well,” I said, grabbing the cloak and wrapping it around me. “That doesn’t sound very threatening. It just sounds like a silly riddle for kids. Put on your mask and let’s go. We have enemies to spy on.”

“There’s more,” Bataar said as he tied on his full-face mask. His voice grew muffled as he put it on.

“Woe to those who gain the marks,

Feel the power of depths it sparks,

Destruction raining down on man,

On every house and every clan.”

“Oh yeah, that’s specific,” I said. “I can see why you’re worried. Oooooh! Destruction! Ooooh! Nameless threats. Get back to me when there’s something real to worry about.”

The quiet from behind his mask was scathing as I shoved him in front of me down the passageway back to Balde.

I didn’t believe that nonsense. It was only meant to scare children. But I couldn’t help the sense of foreboding that filled me. Two of us were marked. What if there were two more out there, destruction following us all?
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Chapter Six
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Parties were a lot of fun. It was all I could do to keep myself from picking easy pockets as I went. Women wore bracelets so loose that the clasp could be pinched off and the whole thing pocketed in a single motion. The men had fancy fasteners on belt pouches that were more decorative than solid. My fingers itched at the thought of slipping them loose. 

Whenever I found a crowd of people, a quick sleight of hand trick – a pulled feather from behind an ear or a flower presented to a lady with the flick of a wrist – was enough to dispel curious glances. There were other entertainers here – also masked, and I blended in with them effortlessly.

I’d lost track of Bataar within minutes of arriving and we weren’t supposed to be together, anyway. The more ground we covered, the more likely we would stumble across some useful information. Plus, he claimed I embarrassed him. 

“I can almost smell the foreign drifting off you,” he said. “Your accent is as thick as a rug. Try not to speak if you can help it.”

I hadn’t spoken since arriving, schooling myself to disciplined watching and silent entertaining instead.

The Masque, to my utter surprise, was not indoors. For such a frozen landscape, these people sure liked to do things outside. Instead, extra braziers were lit along the boardwalks with something added to the flames that made them blaze blue and green instead of orange. Green and blue lanterns were hung in strings along railings and over rooftops and where the boardwalks joined or crossed. Hot ciders and mulled wines were served in pewter mugs. 

Ladies in fur dresses, their masks a riot of color over the monochrome furs, and men in stark white or black masks laughed or chatted together in knots, drifting apart and reforming as the party progressed. Guards in house colors were dotted through the crowd, and to my surprise, some of them wore masks and drank cider, too. 

There had been a stopping point on the spiral stairs when I reached this level and no one without a mask was allowed in. No one in shabby clothing was let in, either. Even the servants with the cider wore crisp, clean clothing. 

I’d never been in a place like this or to a party like this in my life. Living on the streets was rarely clean and never orderly.  Could get used to this, though. The hot cider alone was worth the trouble.

I looked out over the city from my vantage on the boardwalk, turning to watch the moon rise over the horizon, it’s silver beams gilding the harsh lines and jagged planes of the mountain city of Ko’Koren. Puffs of smoke and mist rose up from the heat spots around the city, swirling in silvery patterns between the buildings and around the tangle of stairways and boardwalks and soaring bridges. 

I felt an exhilaration just looking over the scene that dwarfed my own personal goals. This place never ceased to stun me. Tiny flakes of snow – barely a sprinkle – began to fall like a silent army invading. I breathed in long and slow, enjoying the cold air as it hit my lungs. As I exhaled, I heard a voice.

I turned my head slightly to listen better, still pretending to admire the beauty below.

“... just think on it, Ye’kut. House Gamni can aid you. Together we could keep House A‘kona from seizing power. They are too strong. Do you see that little gem Apeq shepherds around? They say she is a dignitary from another land. I heard whispers of Baojang.”

“The women of Baojang are fearsome warriors. Your agents may not be feeding you solid information, Ganmi. House Ye’kut would never make such a mistake.”

Had I stumbled upon a conversation between two Exalted Houses just by pausing here for a moment? I glanced toward them to see a man in a brilliant orange brocade coat and white mask – his figure heavy like a once-strong man weighed down by age and another in an emerald green brocade, lithe and short with a black mask. Best to keep my eyes on the city below. Maybe they wouldn’t notice me here.

“If you want to see House Gamni at work, Ye’kut, then keep an eye out. We’ll strip A’kona of his gem before you can blink.”

There was a loud laugh and I was pushed against the railing as a group of young men and women shoved past me. For a few moments, I could hear nothing but their idle chatter and laughter. One of the women’s skirts rustled as she squeezed past me, her laugh as piercing as a hunting bird’s cry. And then they were gone and when I turned around, the walkway was empty.

Bread and butter! I’d lost them. 

I scrubbed a hand through my hair, smiling absently at a man who walked by, his gaze piercing through his black mask. I froze when a swirl of silver met my eye. This time, it couldn’t possibly be my imagination. There was something strange going on with those silver-swirling eyes. And what was worse was that the silver didn’t seem to always be there. Sometimes it was, sometimes it wasn’t, and sometimes it burst into a fury of dust and destruction that still haunted my nightmares.

I needed some of that cider. This spying business was stressful work. 

I ambled to the nearest barrel where a crisp servant ladled piping hot cider into mugs. I reached out to take a mug from the serving man and froze. Vern Redgers – the serving man from Apeq A’kona’s Jadefire House of Marvels smiled a sly smile at me as he handed me the mug. Silver swirled in his pupils and the cider sloshed in my shaking hand, burning my hand and wrist. 

I hissed, shoving the mug of cider back at him and fleeing into the crowd. It was long minutes of dodging and weaving through people before I remembered I was wearing a mask. I stopped, suddenly, face to face with another silver-pupilled face. This time, a golden mask hid his face, but I would recognize the way the man stood anywhere. 

Apeq A’kona. 

And on his arm, just as the men had said, was Zyla – her buoyant curls barely tamed by the thick red mask-ribbon that held them back and her mask worked with feathers and bright stones to look like the jade-colored fire outside Apeq’s House of Marvels. 

I stuttered an apology and slipped back into the crowd, ducking into the first shadow between two buildings that I could find and leaning deep into the darkness of the shadow, my heart pounding like a drum. 

Perhaps, Bataar had been right. Perhaps, I was a poor choice for a spy. 

I let my eyes close and took in deep, steadying breaths for what felt like minutes until I could still my racing heart.

“Boo.” 

The whisper made me jump, banging my head against the low hanging eaves of the roof above me.
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Chapter Seven
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Zyla squeezed into the tiny space with me. There was barely room for two. I could feel her every breath.

“Tor?” she whispered, her whisper so quiet I could barely hear it.

“Zyla?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing!” I hissed.

“I thought they’d killed you!”

Oh. I hadn’t thought that she might think that. Her breath was coming awful quickly, and it was getting warm with the two of us squeezed in this tiny enclosure. I leaned just a little bit forward as I composed my thoughts and my mask clinked against hers.

“It’s tight in here,” she said in a strangled voice.

“We need to stop meeting like this.” It sounded like a foolish comment while I was still saying it. I could almost feel her eyes rolling. “What are you doing with Apeq?”

“Surviving!” She hissed. “You and Bataar disappeared and no one told me anything!”

“How is Zin?”

“She’s a captive, in case you haven’t noticed. Just like me.”

“A captive who takes trips to theatrical productions and masked balls?”

“Yes!”

I pulled off my mask, not sure what else to do in my surprise. I couldn’t talk through these stupid things.

“I thought you didn’t believe me about Apeq! I thought you trusted him.”

“I was wrong, okay?” Her voice was muffled by the mask.

“What?” 

She fumbled with the ribbons for her own mask, letting it slip free and then looking up at me, her huge eyes reflecting the blue and green lights from outside our hiding place.

“I was wrong.” Now her voice was clear and husky.

“How did you slip away?” I whispered. 

“He was distracted by the Exalted of House Tanagers, but I don’t have long.”

“And then?” I breathed. I could feel her breath on my skin.

“And then I have to go back with him. Zin is at his mercy.”

I hadn’t thought of that. Her sister was a hostage.

“If you’re going to be a spy, Tor, you need to learn to see with those bright eyes of yours.” It sounded like she was scolding me, but her expression as soft.

“Look,” I said, glancing around. “Bataar and I are on to a few things –”

“He’s with you?”

“Yes. We found doves and money. We can communicate with Hubric. We can set you free, too. Okay?”

“No!” Her answer came too quickly. Had I misjudged? Did she want to stay with Apeq after all? “Apeq is up to something. I can do more spying from within.”

Now she was just confusing me. I thought she said she was a captive?

“But Zin –  ”

“Will be fine until it’s time to leave. Just don’t step on my toes or reveal who I am by getting too close. We have to pretend to be strangers, Tor.”

She was so brave. And so crazy. So full of fire and power and intensity. I wanted to reach out and pull her against me. It was all I could do to suppress the urge. 

There wasn’t room in this crevice to even nod my head, so I said, “If you say so.”

“I do.” She pulled her shoulders back to show her determination and I swallowed hard. “Leave it to me until then.”

I could tell she was about to leave.

“Zyla?”

“Yes?”

“Have you noticed silver in Apeq’s eyes?”

She hesitated as if she had expected me to say something else. Eventually, she said, “Yes. Is there anything else?”

My hand flexed and unflexed, longing to do or say more, but I had no idea what that might be, so I just said. “Don’t die.”

After all, it’s what Saboraak would have said to me.

She nodded curtly, tied her mask back on and slipped into the night. I had a terrible feeling that I’d done something wrong. That, somehow, I’d disappointed her. 

Women. They were worse than dragons. Even worse than color-changing girl dragons.

I heard that.
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Chapter Eight 
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I fumbled with my mask strap, trying to tie it back on. Who invented these stupid things? Who thought that covering half your face was a good idea at a party, anyway?

A body moved, blocking the way out of the crevice and I hunched further into the darkness. I didn’t want to answer questions about what I was doing in here.

How is the spying going?

I’d learned almost nothing of value except that Zyla was in more trouble than I thought and there were people with silver swirling in their eyes everywhere. What was causing that? It was a mystery just begging to be solved.

The figure that had been blocking the exit pushed, suddenly, into the crevice and I had to back up further into it to keep from being discovered. The buildings were separate all the way to the rock wall, but it was so narrow as the crevice went back that there was only room for me to stand stretched as tall as I could and sucking in my breath to fit in the tiny space. I could barely breathe. My heart was racing. If the newcomer reached back to where I was, he could touch me. It was hard to believe that he couldn’t hear me breathing.

A second figure squeezed into the crevice and the two of them put their heads together to whisper. Ha! This was a popular place to share secrets. 

“The Midnight Artificers have made big promises, Apeq. But so far I’ve seen nothing.” The whisper sounded like it came from a man who was not used to being quiet. Even his whisper boomed.

“You will tonight. We have everything in hand.”

Apeq! I didn’t trust that man. The more I heard and saw of him, the more sure I was that he was planning something. 

“The explosion at your warehouse suggests otherwise. People say it knocked a wall out.”

“The Bright Redemption had a small problem with a shipment. That is all. We will have it repaired in short order.” 

I knew he was involved with that place!

“You promised us a force that could sweep across the Dominion, Apeq. Instead, we have a succession war brewing. That boy heir is nowhere to be found. My men combed Kav’ai looking for him. And the man who ruined Festival has yet to be found. He wore Ko on his arms!”

“And he jumped from a height so great he would need wings to break that fall!” Apeq said harshly. “He’s dead.”

“My spies tell me that they saw a dragon catch him.”

“All the Dominion Dragon Riders are contained. None of them may leave or go anywhere near their dragons.”

“And how long can we maintain that? Their government will notice!”

“Your cold feet are a problem, Mandrill,” Apeq snarled. “Are you so gutless that you can’t make a minor move without panicking?”

“My father is not convinced it is the right option.”

“Leave your father to me.”

“The Dominion is strong. They resisted our attack and we had Ifrits!”

Apeq laughed. “Our Ifrits weakened them. The Dominion is a shell of what they once were with a girl Dominar leading them. All we need is a strong force and we will sweep them off the earth and gain their dragons for ourselves.”

“And Baojang? The Rock Eaters?”

“They’re licking their wounds. The Dominion cracked their teeth. If we play this right, they will fall to us, too.”

“Your ambitions are too strong, Apeq. We don’t have the population for such a sprawling campaign. Ko’Torenth hasn’t taken land from anyone for three generations.”

“Then it’s time we did.”

“And you certainly won’t gain the support of the other Exalted Houses at this rate. We are divided. No one can agree on one leader.”

“By the end of tonight, that won’t be a problem. Now, rejoin the party. I’ve wasted enough time here.”

They left and I waited long moments before wriggling out of the inky-black shadow. This was bad – worse than I thought. Ko’Torenth really was planning to take over the Dominion. Hubric needed to know this. He needed to know all of it. 

It’s why he sent us here. He knew they were planning something. 

But he couldn’t have believed it was this bad or he wouldn’t have sent just me and you!

And Zyla.

He should have sent full Dragon Riders!

Maybe we were all he had.

Maybe I should go find those Dragon Riders held by Apeq and tell them what is going on.

It sounded like they were prisoners.

Then its time for a prison break!

You don’t even know where he is holding them.

But I could find out.

I was still gathering my breath and wondering how I would find them when distant screams began. 
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Chapter Nine
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I scrambled out of the crevice in the rock and the cold hit me in an icy blast. I hadn’t realized how warm I was out of the wind. 

Around me, people in masks and fancy dress were standing on tiptoe, craning their necks. A second burst of screams ripped through the air, from a level higher and to my left, I thought, but it was hard to tell in the icy air.

I have a bad feeling about this. I’m coming.

She would blow my cover.

Better to be discovered than to be dead.

She had a point. But I didn’t know what to do. I fumbled at my belt. I’d left the axe behind. It was too bulky to bring with me. My belt knife was there, but six inches of steel wouldn’t do much if there was a good reason for those screams. Maybe it was just one of those silver-eyed guys dying horribly. They did that from time to time.

I could hope for that, couldn’t I? 

There was another scream, ripping through the air and then the people around me began to shuffle away from the sound, moving slowly, as if unsure of themselves. But despite their careful movements and cautious – almost nonchalant – surge to the ladders and stairs, there was an acid feel of fear in the air. It twanged through my own nerves, freezing me to the core. 

I pressed against the tide of bodies. There were people here that I cared about – Zyla, certainly, and even Bataar wasn’t a bad sort. If they were in danger, they would need my help.

I tried to ignore the voice in my head asking me how I would help them if they were in trouble. After all, I was no warrior. I had no weapon beyond a belt knife, and I was as dependent as they were on Saboraak for any real help.

I will not let you down!

Dragons. 

If I knew where the Dragon Riders were being held, this kind of distraction would be perfect to free them. Or free their dragons.

The crowd pushing past me was growing quicker and a little more frantic as the ladders and stairs leading down from here filled with pushing bodies and those behind them had to wait a turn. Masks hid faces, but fear filled the eyes of the masked as they pressed forward. 

What a stupid idea – to put a half of a city of people into masks and fancy clothing and jam them all into one area. It was like a disaster planned to happen!

Pretty girls in bright fur dresses and cloaks and decorated masks breathed heavily as they passed, elderly people were pressed against rails or walls, not strong enough to keep up with the mass of bodies. I pressed against the tide, diving into spaces and dodging bodies like a salmon swimming upstream. 

The screams were growing in intensity from single shrieks to the horrified shouts of many voices. Whatever was happening was on a massive scale. 

There was a cry from above me and then, from the walkway above, a body plummeted past, smacking against the railing a level below. I leaned over my own rail to look down. A man sprawled faceup on the railing, bent the wrong way, his back clearly broken by the fall. 

I swallowed hard as gasps and faint cries rose around me. A panic in a vertical city with nothing but narrow passages to follow was a terrible thing. 

Beside me, a fight broke out as a group of men tried to press their way into a nearby window and were repelled by armed servants. There were screams as one of them fell, a gash across his belly and then the crowd pushed past them, forcing the servants back and flooding into the house. 

Not everyone would fit in these houses. I scanned the boardwalks and the houses pressed against them. People were flooding into every house I could see, but still, there were people rushing down the boardwalk like water loosed from a dam long after the houses were full. I gritted my teeth, waded through the crowd, and grabbed a spear from the hand of the fallen man. I tried not to look too closely at him, not even when I wrenched the spear from his still-strong grip. I was no healer. I couldn’t fix a belly wound. And he wouldn’t need this spear anymore.

Callous.

I’m not callous! I just don’t want to hurt! Don’t you see?

I pushed against the crowd, teeth gritted, eyes narrowed, pushed toward danger and not away. There was no chance I would find Zyla in this. No chance, and yet I couldn’t not try.

If I didn’t force myself to be strong in the face of hurt and pain, I would crumble. I’d built these walls for a reason. But could I help it if she had put a crack in them? Could I help it if the thought of her in trouble spurred me to run faster? Could I help it if caring for her made me suddenly aware that everyone around me was precious to someone? At the end of that road lay madness. I’d seen people go that way before. If you cared too much, the pain of the world would sweep you away until you were nothing but a hollow shell.

I tripped on a fallen body and leaned hard on the shaft of the spear for support. I didn’t dare look down. I didn’t want to see what I had tripped on. 

Screams ripped through the air one over another until there was no chance of hearing anything else. 

I didn’t even look anymore when a shape dropped past, falling to his death over the railing. I didn’t dare look. There were too many just like it as the minutes dragged out. Too many fading screams. Too many gasps of collective horror. It was enough to fill my nightmares for the rest of my life.

The stairway nearby was blocked, but with the screams coming from above, I needed another way up. Every ladder or stairway in sight was choked with people trying to flee downward. From the sounds above, the fighting was a level or maybe even two levels above me. 

How far could Zyla have traveled after our conversation? It had only been a few minutes. Maybe Saboraak could hear her mind?

Not a chance.

Maybe I could fly up a level on Saboraak’s back.

I ... ummm ... got involved here. 

Involved? I thought she said she was coming to help me!

I thought you said there were dragons in the cotes whose riders were captured. Dragons who are as much prisoners as their riders are.

Uh oh. 

And then you mentioned that now might be the perfect time – when there was a distraction – to save them and it occurred to me that I might be the only one who could save them.

From what? Three square meals a day and a warm place to sleep? There’s nothing holding them there!

Something holds them! Some kind of magic binds them in place.

Then it would take some kind of magic to release them!

There was this thing shaped like a whip in the hideout.

Are you flaming kidding me, Saboraak? I’ve got my hands full with a mass panic situation and people falling to their deaths all around me and you are in the middle of a prison break?

You aren’t the only hero out there, Tor.

Skies and Stars preserve me from heroes! And from dragons with their own agendas. Was that sheepishness I was feeling from her? It had better be!

I heard a scream from above that sounded terribly familiar. Zyla!

Well, there was no other way to do this. I’d have to scale the side of a building and see if I could find my friends and get them out of here – or even stop whatever was causing this madness in the first place. I had a feeling it had something to do with Apeq and these Midnight Artificers.

Maybe, if Saboraak was done her side quest by then, she’d be able to help a guy out.

Don’t be so cranky. You’d do the same thing if you were me.

I rolled my eyes, shoved the spear through my belt, and began to climb up the rock-work on the side of the nearest building. Maybe I could reach that low roof and then jump from there to the boardwalk just above. Or maybe I could scale the roof tiles to get high enough. 

Time to gamble with my life. Again.

Don’t be so dramatic.
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Chapter Ten

[image: image]


Stonework is not easy to climb at the best of times – though I’d climbed it a lot living in the streets of Vanika. It’s amazing how few people bother to put bars over upper windows. 

I tried to ignore what was going on around me and concentrate on spreading my weight evenly over the holds in the little ridges between the stones. I only had to get as far as the roof and then I could climb up on the tiles there. 

This whip thing is horrible. It binds them in place! No one told me that humans did this! Why would anyone be so cruel? 

I don’t know. Why would anyone kidnap Zin? Why would they stab a man in the belly for trying to climb in a window? Why did people do any of the awful things they did?

Dragons don’t do this.

Don’t get on your high horse. I bet dragons do bad things, too.

What’s a high horse?

When people ride a high horse, they get to look down on other people.

What about when they ride a dragon?

I guess you get to look down on everyone.

I think I like that.

There! The edge of the roof. I reached up, struggling to make the climb with the spear still stuck in my belt. I might need that for later. I didn’t want to show up weaponless. The way the screams were intensifying, whatever was up there was something you’d want to face with a weapon.

Almost there ... just a few more to go ...

What were we going to do with all those dragons? We’d have to shelter them, and that hideout was not big enough. Plus, it was bound to draw attention if dragons swooped in and out of that small crevice.

Leave that to me.

I was going to have to. I had enough on my plate as it was.

I scrambled onto the roof tiles, fighting the wind and slippery ice. If we stayed in this city long, I’d need gloves. My fingers were cherry red and felt like pins and needles were piercing them from the cold. I’d deal with them later. By the time I was balanced on the roof, huffing and puffing and clinging with those frozen fingers, the screams had grown even closer. I scrambled up the roof tiles, thanking the stars and skies that I had chosen a roof with a shallow incline instead of one of the steep ones. 

As I climbed, drawing level with the boardwalk and then springing past it, the scene beside me unfolded. People ran along the boardwalk, screaming, or were pressed by the mob until they were pushed up and over the rails, their cries falling from earshot as they careened to the levels below. In some places, knots of guards formed trying to defend them, only to be scattered as easily as the civilians. 

It was easy to see why they fled. Two massive creatures pursued them. They were nearly the size of a dragon, but they had no wings or tails, only wide, snapping jaws and glowing eyes. They moved swiftly, but with an odd gait, almost as if they were worked by pulleys and ropes rather than by muscle and bone. 

Wait. I wasn’t seeing things. These creatures – if that’s what they were – seemed to be made things. They were not fueled by human intelligence or animal instinct. Their movements were too perfect, too exact – like how one would expect a horse to move but not how they actually do move. Their faces were wrought of metal and porcelain and looked like wolves caught mid-snarl, but no wolf would move as they did. 

I gulped and forced back a sudden icy chill in the back of my thighs. Who cared what sort of thing was bent on killing you? Stopping it was more important than identifying it. And yet the dead-stare of those glowing eyes hollowed my belly and left my knees wobbling. 

With everyone masked, it was impossible to tell who was who in the fleeing crowd, but out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of a red coat and a white mask. Was that? Yes. Bataar dangled from a railing, his feet kicking in the air as he tried to get enough momentum to pull himself back up. The edge of his tattoos shone in the light of the rising moon. If it hadn’t been for the chaos around us, that alone would seal his capture.

He was four houses down from me, and though the crowd was moving in his direction, I wasn’t sure how I could cross such a torrent of people to get to him before he lost his grip. 

Saboraak! We could use a friend with wings right about now!

Almost done ...

Hurry! Bataar needs you!

So, do these prisoners!

I gritted my teeth. I needed to jump into that crowd and sprint to where he was. I was trying to plot angles and the best landing place but everything kept shifting. The – mechanical wolves? What did you call them? 

Golems are made things powered by magic.

The golems – good word! – were almost upon my building. There was no place to leap in front of them before they surged past. I’d have to wait for them to pass and hope that Bataar could hold on.

We come.

The golem nearest me turned and I almost could see him mechanically snuffling toward my roof. I couldn’t save Bataar if this thing seized me. Beside him, the other one pushed forward, snagging a fleeing Ko’Torenth noble from the crowd with his massive teeth and breaking him in half with one snap of his jaws. A dog would have shaken the broken prey. A wolf may have dropped it to examine it or at least taste what he had worked so hard to kill. The golem flung the husk of the man over the rail in a single, efficient motion. 

I swallowed, backing up from the one near me. It was like he knew I was there, like this fake snuffling was him sniffing me out.  

I wasn’t ready to be broken in metal jaws by a creature who wouldn’t even enjoy killing me.

Would it help if he enjoyed it?

Yes! At least there would be some point to it all!

Humans are confusing.

And dragons are never there when you need them!

The golem wolf snapped at me, missing by inches. I scrambled backward, slipping, barely catching myself and almost being caught by his ripping jaws a second time. I couldn’t stay on this low roof.

And then suddenly the dragons were there. They flew straight up, their bellies toward me, as they gained height. 

I see him!

I watched as Bataar’s grip finally gave out and he fell, flailing toward the level below.

Saboraak whipped out of formation, lightning-fast. She spun like a fish in water, darted down and under my falling friend, cushioning his fall and then leveling off to stabilize him. 

She wouldn’t be able to transport me, too. I could see that she was already struggling to keep Bataar in the saddle, already struggling to get the other dragons to turn around and follow her. None of them was Purple. None of them would be able to speak to a human mind.

Everyone froze, watching the dragons – even the wolf golems. I didn’t dare freeze. This distraction would only last a moment. I scanned the world around me, eyes rushing over the fleeing humans, the snapping golems, the creaking walkways straining under the new weight, the houses in flames where the golems had passed, crunching and shredding lanterns and braziers so carelessly that fire had spread through the howling night. 

There was an answer here somewhere. 

And then I saw it. Looking down from a window five buildings down the walkway from where I was, Shabren the Violet stood in a wide window, his hands raised and bright light glowing all around him. I didn’t know how I knew that he was directing the wolf golems, but I did know it. 

He had to be stopped.
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Chapter Eleven
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There was no time to think about odds or wonder if I was making the right choice. I had mere seconds before the dragons would be gone and with them, my distraction. 

I scrambled backward three steps and then ran toward the edge of the roof, leaping at the last moment to clear the edge, over the wolf golem’s snapping jaws, past its broad head and landing cleanly on its back. 

The landing hurt, sending shooting pains up my spine and through my hips. It was all I could do to hold on to the slick metal, quickly flipping around and grabbing the molded saddle – a part of its back. Whoever had invented these things had made them to be ridden. That much was obvious. But I was willing to bet that they’d never expected someone in the crowd to take advantage of that. 

That was my specialty – doing the unexpected. Surprise was a friend to everyone.

Remember, you can be just as easily surprised as they can. 

Did she think I was playing around? Did she think I didn’t know what a dangerous situation I was in?

Do you know? You are riding a golem with no way to stop and no way to get off of it. If you try to do either, it will bite you clean in half!

I shivered. I hadn’t even thought of getting off of it. The creature was already loping forward again. There had to be a way to disable it. What is made by man can be destroyed by man.

Fools rush in where dragons fear to tread. There was a pause as I examined the golem and then she sent another thought. But maybe we need a few fools. If everyone lived safe lives there wouldn’t be any heroes.

I was no hero. She would learn that eventually. She was the one who just saved Bataar. 

I examined the golem. There was nothing up here except for a smooth surface with the molded saddle. I could stay on, but I couldn’t disable it. There was no switch or lever, no gear or cog. 

The wolf-golem bucked and wove, forgetting the people in front of us in its desperate attempt to get me off its back. I held on to the pommel of the saddle, clenched my teeth, and rode for my life.

After all, I’d ridden a dragon, and she flew in a lot more directions than this thing could run.

I also wasn’t trying to buck you off.

A point. A fair point. I dodged a sign hanging by a chain and then a flapping oak leaf banner. The boardwalk hadn’t been designed for racing down it on the back of a metal golem. If Shabren had weapons like these, why had he fled the Dominion? Why hadn’t he brought them there?

Maybe he found them here. Maybe he is still planning to bring them to the Dominion. Didn’t Apeq tell the other man to watch for his sign tonight?

This wasn’t a sign. It was a massacre. 

It can be two things at once.

We were coming to the end of the boardwalk. I could see it far in the distance. When we did, things would get interesting.

Maybe I could leap off of this thing and land on Saboraak. Where was she? 

Settling Bataar and the dragons. I need a safe place for them. You’re on your own until I return. 

On my own? She was going to leave me to sort this out for myself?

You’re a tough guy. You’ll be fine.

The golem jerked under me, jostling me sharply to the side. My shoulder hit the wall beside us with a smack and I nearly lost my grip.

I was not going to be fine!

The second golem surged ahead of us and out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the shoal of people maneuvering around a statue ahead. It plunged up from the masses like an island in the sea. Two figures clung to it like survivors of a shipwreck. One of them looked at me with big golden eyes, her mouth in the perfect shape of an “o.” Her mask hung around her neck, the ribbon torn and frayed. Zyla!

The wolf golem ahead of us raced toward her. If he got there first, what would he do? Already, he was tearing the people ahead of him apart, flinging bodies in either direction as easily as he scattered masks and loose clothing. Some smacked against houses or rock walls with sickly thuds while others shrieked as they soared over the railing to fall to the rocks below.

My heart was in my throat, thudding as loudly as Saboraak’s snores. If anything happened to her ...

I reached behind me, grabbed the spear from my belt – thank the Skies and Stars it was still there! I was no hero, but even a plain street-lad could see a possibility here.

I whipped my golem in the flank with the spear. If we could just get ahead of the other one ...

The spear couldn’t hurt him, but it must have enraged him. He burst forward, metal muscles squealing in his haste. I gripped the pommel as we lunged forward, nearly falling off his saddle before I righted myself. I shifted the spear to my other hand, pulled a leg up to wrap around the saddle pommel. I was as ready as I could be. 

This would need to be timed perfectly. I tried to breathe, forgetting in my haste whether it was in or out and then gasping from choosing the wrong one. Come on, Tor! Pull it together!

Here we go ...

She covered her eyes with a hand at the same moment that I leaned out and snatched her from the air with my free arm. All I saw was a look of horror in the other person’s face as I pulled her from the statue island. Apeq. He had been there with her. He couldn’t have been behind this. Not when he was in danger, too. Could he?

The memory of Shabren with lit hands filled my mind, but I had no time to puzzle out anything more. We were careening toward the end of the boardwalk where both the walk and the buildings beside it ended in solid mountain rock. I needed to stop this creature.

The other golem surged past us, something brightly colored and limp in its mouth. I tried not to look too hard at what it was. He sped ahead, whipping the last survivors out of the way with swiping metal paws and then dashing vertically up the rock. 

My head suddenly felt light. I couldn’t hold on to the pommel hard enough to keep us both in the saddle if this golem did that. Zyla was scrambling to find a seat behind me, her arms wrapping uncomfortably around my neck. I tried to ignore the choking sensation as I readied my spear one last time. 

It was a long shot. But better a long shot than nothing, right? 

And we couldn’t jump. There’d be no way to control our landing if we did. We’d be as likely to smack walls or fall to our deaths as anyone else.

Shaking Zyla off my neck, I leaned as far forward as I could, aimed, and jammed the spear in the golem’s glowing eye. 

There was a howling whistle and a gust of steam whuffed up from the golem’s mouth as his front legs collapsed under him.

I lost my grip on the spear and rocketed forward over the slick metal of his wide head, falling to the ground and bouncing from the force of my landing. Oof! Pain made me hiss as something hard and heavy landed on top of me.

“What were you thinking!” That low, velvet voice made me want to melt into it at the same moment that I wanted nothing more than to get her agonizing elbow out of my belly.

“Ngh!”

At least she was alive. At least we were both alive. 

I risked a look up to the golem, but the light was out of his eyes and he was frozen mid-stride, only his front legs collapsing, the back ones still stiff and solid. In his place at the end of the boardwalk, it looked as if someone had poorly chosen the site of a new statue.

I barely managed a breath out in relief before my vision was filled with Zyla.

“Look at me! Look at me, street scum!”

Her eyes were alight with fury, dancing with irritation, and yet somehow that made her prettier. I looked into them, just looking at the color, at the flash, treasuring the fact that they were still alive to be angry.

“We could have both been killed! You would have killed us both with your fog-brained foolery!”

I pushed myself up to a seated position. Everything hurt. My back, my arms, my head. The screams had stopped but shouts and cries continued. Who could even guess how many were dead or injured in the insanity of the golems? How many dead would need burial? Did they bury people here? How many people still dangled from railings or lay injured in crumpled heaps?

“I didn’t want to see you hurt,” I said stupidly. “I thought it would rip you to pieces.”

I flinched at the thought. Too many images of others being shredded or flung to their deaths were trying to flood my mind.

“So you rode it? And you pulled me up there with you?” Her curls shook with her fury, but she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “When I find out where your brains went and what Hubric replaced them with, I will stuff you both into jars and keep you in my pantry for the rest of your lives!”

My eyes felt dry from growing so wide. You saved a girl’s life and this was what she did! I would never understand women. They were as crazy as dragons!

“Do you hear me, Tor Winespring? Do you?” 

I nodded. 

She seemed to sag, looking up at the golem with glassy eyes. She turned back to me and leaned in so close that I thought she was about to yell at me again, but instead, she leaned all the way down and kissed me so thoroughly that I almost forgot I was aching all over. 

My arms wrapped around her instinctively, but almost as soon as they did, she pulled away leaving them suddenly feeling emptier than they ever had been before. 

“Stop being a hero. I don’t want you to die.” She sounded so serious that I almost smiled, but at her frown, I shifted the smile to match her seriousness. At least we could agree on that.

“I don’t want you to die, either.”

She gave herself a shake, stood up and straightened her party dress. It was torn and smudged in a dozen places, but she seemed satisfied with simply rearranging it before she spoke.

“I need to find Apeq. His plots won’t stand still just because half the nobility of Ko’Koren are dead or wounded.”

I gaped. “Don’t you think you should come with me.”

“Don’t go thinking that just because I kissed you, you have the right to arrange my life, Tor Winespring.”

I held up my hands defensively. “Of course not.”

She nodded firmly. “He still has Zin. And I still have a job to do.”

And then she was gone before I could catch my breath, a flurry of determination and energy. 

One thing was certain. I would never understand girls. 

I can help you now if you want. Things are settled here.

Or dragons.
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Chapter Twelve
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For the next three days, the city was in mourning. Everyone wore white from head to toe and Bataar and I squabbled over the only white cloak in the storeroom. 

“I’m going to sneak around Apeq’s Jadefire House of Marvels and see if I can get a glimpse of Zin or Zyla,” he said when he snatched it from my hands.

“You would be more use helping me look for the Dragon Riders. They’re somewhere in this city and the one place we know they aren’t is at the House of Marvels. I think they might be with those Oak Leafed Order guys.” I argued, but my argument was half-hearted. I was worried about the girls, too. And I couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. What made Zyla do that? It definitely wasn’t something I said.

Bataar smacked my shoulder good-naturedly. “If I see an opening, I’ll steal Zin away. You’re sure she doesn’t want to be there, right?”

I nodded, scowling slightly. If I knew Bataar, he’d also try to steal Zyla away from Apeq ... and from me. 

He’d taken his fall from the railing during what people were calling “the madness” in stride. He refused to talk about it, but I knew he was as haunted by that night as I was. He tossed and turned at night and spent any time we weren’t searching the city sitting by the hideout entrance looking out over the mountains and the mist and muttering about things I didn’t understand. But he also helped me and Saboraak find a place for the dragons around the side of the mountain range, tucked away in a place inaccessible to humans. 

“Watch out for patrols,” I told him. “Your face is clearly Kav’ai and they’re looking for anyone who stands out.”

“Are you sure you saw Shabren the Violet up in a window during the fighting?” 

I’d told him everything – not that he believed me.

“Are you going to make me tell you the whole story again?” I asked, irritably. 

I was in a bad temper. I wanted a closer look at the golem I’d disabled, but I’d had to flee almost as soon as Zyla left the scene. Guards had rushed in from every direction and they hadn’t left the statue-like creature since the moment it froze on the boardwalk. There was a rotating patrol there and when I tried to sneak close to it, they’d grabbed me and demanded that I show my arms. Fortunately, that had been in the daylight. 

Worse, no one knew where the second golem went, and everyone feared it would return. There was a curfew now and patrols everywhere. Long parchments with names scrawled in a list were posted at every crossroad and square. Lists of names of the dead. More were added every day as their names were discovered. 

They didn’t bury their dead here, or even use funeral pyres. They stored them in big caves. When Bataar told me that, I barely slept the whole night afterward. I still got the creeps just thinking about it.

“It’s just strange that no one has mentioned him,” Bataar said. “With half the nobility dead and the city gripped with fear, you’d think that someone would have noticed a foreign Magika at the heart of it all.”

“Does Ko’Torenth have Magikas?” I looked up from the food I was stuffing into a pouch. 

“The Order of the Oaks. They used to be very powerful, but rumor has it that they are losing their magic.”

“I’m going to look there for the Dragon Riders,” I  had said.

That had been yesterday. 

After a day spent freezing in the cold, I hadn’t managed to find anything out about Shabren or the Order. I sat all day in front of one house with Oaken leaves or another, juggling and doing tricks for coins and watching, watching, watching. No one going in or out looked suspicious. No one came in through the windows but only the doors. And there was no sign of Shabren’s hulking form anywhere.

Discouraged and bone-cold, I returned to our hideout to find Bataar just as gloomy, sitting in front of the fire. 

“Anything?” I mumbled, as I levered the top off a small barrel. It was packed with dried and salted meat. Maybe I could make a soup or something.

Bataar shoved half a loaf of bread in my hands. “I bought food. We can’t eat only meat.”

Meat was fine. “I meant, did you find anything?”

“I heard an interesting piece of news,” he said, a brooding look in his eyes. “With so many nobles dead, the ones still living are looking to Apeq A’kona for leadership. He’ll be giving a public speech on the uppermost level tomorrow.”

I felt a chill go through me. If Apeq had loosed those golems, then perhaps he had done it for just this reason – to seize full control of the city. 

“Delegates from the other cities of Ko’Torenth will be attending,” Bataar said.

“Any sign of the girls?”

He shook his head. “But something is happening in that Jadefire House of Marvels. I’ve seen that butler of Apeq’s bringing people in secretly through the back door. There’s something odd about them.”

“Let me guess. They have silver swirls in their eyes.” The bread really was good. It went well with the salted meat.

Bataar’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know?”

“Just a hunch. They are the same people who were hunting you, aren’t they? Because of those Ko.”

Bataar hunched low. “If Apeq A’Kona seizes control of Ko’Torenth, then maybe they won’t be hunting me anymore.”

“Or maybe it will only make them want you more, Bataar.” He was a fool. He couldn’t run away from those marks and every time he tried, he just ran into more trouble.

Then you are a fool, too. You also have the marks. 

Well, I wasn’t running from them. I just didn’t care.

Maybe you should use them.

To do what?

To challenge Apeq.

I almost spat my bread out in my surprise. My dragon wanted me – a street boy turned Dragon Rider – to try to seize the power over another nation? Ha! She could think again. I was going to rescue the girls and those Dragon Riders and then I was going to fly south and find Hubric and that would be the end of it. The spying life was a bad fit for me. Anyone could see that.

“One of us should go listen to his speech tomorrow,” Bataar said looking at me significantly.

“And one of us should sneak into his Jadefire House of Marvels while he is making it and rescue Zin,” I said, adding my own significant look to the conversation. 

I was done eating and there was finally time to do something I’d been waiting for. Carefully, I pulled out the burlap bag of items we’d taken from the warehouse at the Bright Redemption, laying them out along the ground in a row. I took the little book I’d borrowed from Apeq and began to flip through it, looking to see if any items matched while Bataar babbled in the background.

“A delegation of Kav’ai have arrived in the city – Oosquer riders. At least a dozen.”

“Mmmm hmm.” I scanned the pages as quickly as I could, checking each item as I went. That bracelet with two separate bands and tiny chains connecting them, that looked a bit like the picture, but it was missing the engraved wings along the bracelet. No match. What had it been for? Some sort of speed enhancement. That would be fun. 

I kept scanning.

“And if they see me, they will know it is me.” Bataar was still babbling, a mile a minute. I was only picking out the highlights as I scanned the book.

What about this strange clasp? You could put it on a cloak or a belt. It was shaped like a mountain. It was in the pile! I picked it up, turning it around in my hands. It was supposed to make eyes slip over you, not quite seeing what was there. That was my kind of magical item!

“And with the oosquer there, they will be a sight to see!”

“What do oosquer look like?” I asked idly.

There was a flap of wings as Saboraak returned from checking on the other dragons. She settled in her area and began to drink the water I’d put out for her.

“... the size of a dragon, but pale and with skittish movements. Their skin hangs from them like leather bags and their feet are heavy and they have no tails. We cover them in heavy saddles and hanging cloths to keep the sun off their skin, so you barely see anything of an oosquer beyond the eyes and snout.”

I looked up at that. “So, you could easily disguise a dragon as one. You would just cover them in cloths and a heavy saddle, right?” 

“And chains. They are decorated with heavy chains.”

Sounds terribly frumpy. I hope you don’t plan on decorating me that way.

I stood up, a sudden idea bringing a smile to my face. “Bataar, you’re a genius! You, too, Saboraak!”

The skeptical looks they both threw my way only made me grin wider.

“I know exactly what we’re going to do!”
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Chapter Thirteen
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I was the only one not complaining.

I did not sign up to let other people ride me!

Saboraak had been protesting for the last hour and she’d complained whenever I woke up in the night, too.

It wasn’t the first time she’d let other people ride her.

Always with you, too. You are my human, not Bataar. 

But she’d saved him when he was hanging from the railing.

You’re throwing my compassion in my face!

Ha! Well, that was what she got for being so compassionate all the time.

She flamed irritably against the cave wall, leaving the rock black and singed. Bataar leapt back from where he was fussing with her cloth coverings.

“She’s not going to do that again, is she?” 

“You’ll be fine,” I assured him. “You have the mountain thing?”

Bataar fiddled with the clasp that was holding his cloak in place. The cloak was a dark grey and strapped oddly around him with wide belts and smaller leather straps in the way of his people. The scarf wound around his face ought to have been enough protection, but the carved mountain clasp that made eyes slide over you was added protection.

“I don’t believe that it’s going to help, Tor. That book can’t be trusted. It belonged to Apeq.”

I would have liked to keep it for myself. In my eyes, my mission was more dangerous, but Bataar was a ball of nerves and he needed all the help he could get. Besides, I hated putting Saboraak in danger.

I would rather go with you.

But she wouldn’t squeeze through the door of the Jadefire House of Marvels. I needed to get in and out of there unseen.

I could burn it down.

Yes, let’s set the whole city on fire. That would be helpful.

Do you think so?

It’s called sarcasm, Saboraak. You should give it a try.

I might. It sounds like fun.

“Just remember the plan,” I told him. “You and Saboraak will join the Kav’ai delegation as they arrive. You’ll blend right in. Hopefully, with the disguises and the pin, they’ll never even notice you. You’ll listen to his speech, watch for Shabren, collect information, and try to make contact with the Kav’ai. We could use any allies we can find. Meanwhile, I’ll be rescuing Zin and seeing if I can find out what’s happening over at that House of Marvels. Easy Peasy, Bacon Greasy.”

“Tell me that isn’t something your people say.” Bataar rolled his eyes at me.

I scowled. “Just do your job and I’ll do mine and remember, Saboraak is not a toy or a pet. She’s a valuable member of our team. Bring her back safely.”

He rolled his eyes again. “I know, Tor.”

I’m not a child, Tor. I can handle myself, Saboraak chimed in. 

No one appreciated my concern. Fine. Then I wouldn’t bother being concerned.

Oh, I love your concern.

You have a funny way of showing it.

You’re right. Sarcasm is lots of fun.

I cleared my throat irritably and made my voice stern. I didn’t dare let these two get out of hand. They needed me to remind them of common sense.

“Just don’t die. Get out of there safe and with what we need. Understood?”

Bataar’s face became serious. “Same to you, Tor.”

We clasped hands reluctantly, neither of us wanting to be seen wishing the other one well.

You’re worse than females battling over the same male. I don’t know what it is with you two.

And Saboraak had better take care of herself or I’d ... I’d

You’d what?

I’d swear off dragons for good!

Her mental laughter echoed in my mind as Bataar found his place in her saddle and they snuck out the crevice in the rock. 

I sighed, checked my pockets one last time – I wasn’t leaving the hideout this time without all the basics and a good handful of gold – and then shook myself and straightened my shoulders.

I’d spent a little time reading those scrawled prophecies of Savette’s last night from the little book that Hubric gave me. One of them kept ringing in my ears and if I didn’t figure it out, it was going to drive me mad.

Toss the dice, and hear them roll,

Depths and shadows take their toll,

And under deception lies a sting,

A bell which rung can not unring,

A mist of power growing strong,

And arm that will stretch wide and long,

And swallow up the hope just bought,

Cloud the dawn of light we wrought,

And sink peace in her grave.

Unless you gamble brave.

And taste midnight on your tongue,

Feel the rush and fly the run,

And sound the warning cry.

It was all nonsense of course. Just scribbles. But why did they haunt my dreams and echo in my brain as if they had something to do with me?
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Chapter Fourteen
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The Jadefire House of Marvels was quiet. I had already surreptitiously tried the front door – which was locked – and now I was watching from the side of the boardwalk where I had set up my juggling act. No one looked at street performers – not really. If they felt like leaving a coin, they didn’t want to look in case they felt bad that they weren’t leaving enough. If they didn’t leave a coin, then they felt shame. Either way, begging and street performing were two great ways to suddenly turn invisible.

Vern Redgers was not invisible. He stood by the service door on the lower level of the House of Marvels like a too-old, too-weak guard. But people didn’t guard things unless they thought they could defend them. And it worried me that I could see that swirl of silver in his eyes even from here. 

It worried me even more that when he thought no one was looking, he twisted a heavy metal rod in his hand – about as long as his arm and as thick as his thumb. It looked like silver light swirled around the rod, too.

There was something about those swirls. They were connected somehow. Interesting. Everyone we had met so far with those swirls in their eyes had items with trapped magic inside them – the men at the house in the mountains, Apeq and his marvels, the Bright Redemption. Was there a connection there?

We’ve joined the Kav’ai delegation.

Saboraak sounded nervous through our connection. Hopefully, she’d be okay. She was smart, but Bataar could be unpredictable.

So far, our clasp is working. They hardly notice we are here. Their eyes glaze over when they look at me.

She was actually passing for an oosquer. I had worried about that, even after she changed color to a dull grey and streamlined her shape to the most boring one available, even stunting the size of her wings and tucking them in tight. A dragon was a dragon no matter how many blankets you threw over her back.

I’m glad you think so. I would hate to be mistaken for one of these. They smell terrible!

Just keep your eyes peeled, Saboraak. We need to know what is going on up there and if there is anyone from Kav’ai that we can trust. 

I will not fail you.

I grunted. I hoped I could say the same thing to her. If I was going to get into the Jadefire House of Marvels, I was going to need to distract Redgers. And how would I do that when the man cared about nothing except for guarding his master’s possessions?

I grinned as the answer came to me.

People who were single-minded were easy to trick. I still had that book of his master’s. The one that showed magical items. I’d probably regret this, but I’d deal with that when I came to it.

A man in craftsman’s attire walked by close to where I was. He would be passing Redgers in a moment. I stumbled, dropping a ball and crashing into him.

“Watch it!”

“My apologies,” I muttered.

Perfect. He passed me, and my gaze followed him, doublechecking that I’d planted the book in his boot top correctly. It was a little too obvious but it would do. He was still shaking out his cloak and muttering when he passed Redgers’ eagle eyes.

“Is that your book, sir?” Redgers demanded, turning his back to the door. 

That was my cue. I leapt up, abandoning my juggling balls and the wooden bowl of coins and sprinting toward the door. 

“It’s in my boot, isn’t it?” The man sounded uncertain but irritated. I knew the type. He’d never admit that book wasn’t his. Perfect. Ko’Torenth lying was going to extend the distraction.

“It’s in my master’s handwriting,” Redgers said, his voice so loud now that the whole boardwalk could hear him. 

I slipped in behind his turned back, eased the door open and shut it gently behind me. I was going to miss that book later. But for now, it had served its purpose.

Onward!

Are you in the House of Marvels yet? Saboraak’s anxiety was increasing.

What’s wrong?

The people here smell of fear and violence. I do not like this gathering. 

Was it a mob?

On the outside, they are dressed in the finest white of mourning. On the inside, they breathe fire and blood.

Just keep it together for the speech. Do any of the Kav’ai look promising?

Bataar keeps looking at an older man as if he knows him.

That could be good or bad. But I couldn’t afford to wait and find out. I needed to get moving before Redgers or someone else caught me.

The light was dim in the House of Marvels and my heart pounded as lantern light threw strange shadows on the walls. As I passed a tall vase filled with carved spears, I snatched one up. Better to be armed than not armed.

A tingle shot up my arm the moment I touched the spear. Was this thing magical, too? It seemed to vibrate in my hand. And I just gave away the book that probably had the answer to that in it. Smooth move, Tor.

I started for the rooms tucked down below. Perhaps Zin would be in her room. She was the kind of girl who kept to herself. 

Surprisingly, there were no servants in the halls, but I heard the sound of a door closing above. Was Redgers back inside? Would I turn a corner to find him looking at me with those swirling eyes? I shivered.

Every mask and vase cast a shadow and I peered at every shadow with a pounding pulse. A creeping sensation started in the soles of my feet and slowly worked its way upward until my whole body was gooseflesh – nervous, anticipating, jumping at every shadow.

Skies and Stars! If a magician had a house, this would be the one. I could imagine looking in a mirror here and turning around to find myself in a new world or putting on one of those masks only to find I could never take it off.

Here was Bataar’s old room. Empty, of course. The bed was made and pushed to the side. Come to think of it, I didn’t know where Zyla and Zin might have their rooms. I hadn’t seen them in the brief time I’d been here. Time to explore. I turned down a winding corridor. There was a squeak behind me and I spun, spear held out like I thought I would actually use it.

Zin threw her hands over her mouth, her eyes big. I sagged in relief. I’d found her. Good.

There was a creak in the floor behind me.

“Now how did you get in here, little mouse?”

Redgers wasn’t guarding the door anymore. He was right behind me.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I froze.

Apeq is starting his speech. Zyla is with him, but she has a strange look in her eye.

“Redgers,” I said casually, while I tried to tell Zin to run with just my eyes.

“Don’t turn around,” Redgers said. “Don’t even twitch.”

“Or what? You’ll dust the spunk out of me? You’ll deliver sandwiches laced with disappointment.”

I could feel the ice coming off him even though I couldn’t see his face. Good. Get him all riled up and maybe he would make a mistake. Zin still wasn’t moving. It was like she didn’t realize how much trouble we were in.

“Oh, trust me, mouse. I will do far more than that.” His tone was dangerous. “You’ve run all through this building without realizing how powerful the things were that you rushed right by. You passed a mask that would make you invisible and a sword that would cut to the core of truth. A rug that flies. And you were too fool to notice any of them. All you grabbed was an ordinary spear. A desert hunting spear for killing coneys and lizards. Fool.”

“Let’s play a little game, Redgers.” I didn’t like that he thought I was worthless. I didn’t like that he thought he was in charge here.

This is getting intense. Saboraak sounded nervous. She was never nervous. I think these people are listening to him. The crowd feels ... intense. Like they are falling in love. Especially the leaders from other Ko’Torenth cities.

With Apeq? Really? I didn’t see it.

With the idea of making him their king. 

Uh oh. I needed to get Zin out of here. She was more vulnerable than ever if Apeq was gaining power – and so was Zyla.

“I don’t play games,” Redgers said.

“Well, no I suppose not,” I said, turning slightly. “You can’t call it playing if you always lose, right?”

He grimaced. “What’s the game? And stop moving.”

How could I convince Zin to run? She just stood there with her hands over her mouth staring at me.

I considered my words carefully. “What if you let the girl go and then we’ll square off man to man. You choose something off the walls to fight me with and I’ll choose something off the walls to defend me with and we’ll see who wins and who dies.”

“Ha! I almost want to watch that. You wouldn’t stand a chance. I know what each of these things does. I was there when they were wrought. I was part of the making of them.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. 

Zin’s eyes were glued to me as if she was fascinated by me – but that was ridiculous. I jutted my chin forward, trying to point without my hands, to encourage her to run down the passageway instead of staring at me. She needed to go. She needed to be safe.

“You don’t believe me?” His voice was low. “I don’t need to prove anything to you. Who are you to even ask?”

His words were low and threatening and they stirred something within me that crawled in my belly like a gnawing worm. I knew that tone. I’d heard that before. When I’d been no more than twelve, I’d run with a gang of boys my age and one day we grabbed a soft leather purse that wasn’t ours to grab and a Castelan’s guard came looking for us with four of his friends. He’d grabbed Sannin by the scruff of his skinny neck and dangled him up so high I could see the holes in his boots.

“You aren’t even worth killing,” he’d said when he stabbed my friend in his belly. “Not even worth the time to finish you off.”

He’d been gone with the purse leaving us there on the street frozen in horror at our suffering friend. I clamped down on the memory before I had to relive what came next. 

Better to leave with only the lesson I learned – if people think you are nothing, they think taking from you doesn’t count – even if the thing they are taking is your life. 

I needed to think of a way to make him think we were something.

And I needed to do it before he killed me with whatever magical weapon he was holding. If only Zin would run! If only she wouldn’t just stand there.

“I’m the guy who knows you have silver swirls in your eyes,” I said, gambling. He couldn’t call that bluff. Not without revealing something too big to share. “I’m the guy who knows what happens when they become too strong to resist.”

“Say that again,” he hissed. 

“Let the girl go, and we’ll talk.” I pitched my voice low.

There was a long pause and then I felt something cold and hard press against the base of my skull. 

“I don’t think so. I have plans for her. And after this little talk, I have plans for you, too. But first, I’m going to prove you wrong. I’m going to show you how I know what every item in this building does, and I’m going to let you see your future.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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“March and stay silent. You too, girl, or he gets it.” Redgers pushed me forward and I walked carefully in front of him through the darkened halls. I didn’t know what he had pressed against my head, but I wasn’t in a position to find out. If I turned and tried to use the spear and that thing was magical, he could destroy both Zin and me in a moment. I needed to wait for the right opportunity.

Uh oh. This is bad.

What was bad? Saboraak?

Zin was moving now, shaken out of whatever had frozen her. Her mumbling was too quiet to pick out words, but her whispering raced faster and faster as we were pushed forward.

“The thing about magical items,” Redgers said, “is that you don’t control what they will do when you make them. It takes study to find their true capacities. But you can guess. The raw materials give hints of what they might be – and the more powerful the raw material, the more powerful the item.”

Interesting, but hardly important when someone was threatening you. Zin’s muttering grew louder. I could almost make out a word here and there. “Prophecy” was one of them and “sacrifice.” Two of my least favorite words.

What was going on with Saboraak? It wasn’t like her to stop communicating. Why hadn’t she answered my question?

“For instance,” Redgers continued. Maybe he just loved listening to his own voice. “The item I have pressed against your skull is an interesting one. The first of its kind – though I hope to have nine more soon. When I unleash the magic within it, white-hot fire blasts from the end that is currently pressed to your head.”

I swallowed but whatever was in my throat wouldn’t budge.

“Curious, don’t you think?” Redgers asked.

“Do you have one that shuts people up? I could use that right about now.”

When you were scared witless there were only two alternatives. Panic, or pretend you were braver than you were. I’d never seen any point in panicking.

You should be panicking now! I am!

Saboraak? Saboraak, why are you panicking?

I hated that she didn’t answer me. What was going on up there?

Bataar couldn’t handle Apeq’s speech. 

Well, the guy was a windbag. 

“If I had a device for quieting people, I would use it on the girl,” Redgers said.

At the same moment, Zin’s chanting grew loud enough to hear the words. I recognized them from the little handwritten book I carried.

“Into the belly of the stone,

Death below but not alone. 

Rising to challenge the flame,

Not for might and not for fame,

Twin of heart, twin of mind,

Only together a future find,

Bird and Smoke,

Flame and Oak,

Cast the lot and wait.

Cast the lot and hope.

Cast the lot and die.”

Pleasant stuff, Zin. Just keep on chanting that. 

He stood up in the middle of Apeq’s speech and challenged him for the right to lead Ko’Torenth. He says he’s marked by the prophecies. That this is his destiny. They must meet for judgment on the ko’tor’kaen in two days time. 

I leave him alone for a few hours and he starts a political war. As if we didn’t have enough to deal with. I rolled my eyes but ended up clenching them in pain when the rod in Redgers’ hand hit the back of my neck. 

Things are ... dicey ... here.

Just get out alive, Saboraak. I sent you guys to find out news for Hubric, not create news!

You don’t need to remind me.

Just get out fast.

That may prove ... difficult.

Saboraak? Saboraak?

I’ll be out of contact for a while. I need to focus. I don’t want to flame anyone innocent. 

Oh, Skies and Stars! They were in a battle up there and I was stuck down here being held captive by a servant. I needed to find a way to change my luck and get Zin away safely. What was I waiting for anyway? If Redgers was going to use that thing he would have done it already instead of marching us down an endless spiral staircase.

“Here we are,” he said, as Zin opened a door and stepped inside. 

I’d wait to make my move until he was walking through the door.

I’d wait until ...

Skies and Stars! 

The blood drained from my face so fast that I saw stars blinking across my vision. Horror made my knees wobble like jelly.

No.

Not this.

No.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Zin was shaking so hard I thought she might fall, like a tree in a windstorm. Her hands were both clasped over her mouth again, as if she were holding back a thousand screams. 

I swallowed hard. My own limbs felt shaky and my belly was roiling like the storm had shut itself inside me and was going to try to come out any time now. 

It wasn’t enough reaction. 

Not to what we were seeing.

We stood on a wide rock shelf overlooking a cavern. The shelf stood over a platform built right beneath it that was as big as all of the Jadefire House of Marvels, but the cavern was even larger. Faint purple light glowed from the depths of it, but from the door, I was not close enough to the edge of the shelf to look down at whatever was glowing. 

I didn’t need to. 

What I could see was bad enough.

Five men and four women were hanging from the stalactite roof. Their feet were manacled to the rock above and their clothing – black leather with a thousand buckles and straps, faint writing scrawled on all of it – was torn and dirty. They weren’t wearing their usual colored scarves, but I could still identify them by those leathers. 

Dominion Dragon Riders. The very ones whose dragons Saboraak had freed. They hung limply, their skin wrinkled and shrunken like old apples.

That alone would turn my bowels to water, but what I saw was worse. 

Chanting rose up from the mouths of hooded people clustered under them on the platform in a ring. Their hands linked around a table and on that table were nine rods – just like the one that Redgers was pressing against my skull. 

From each of the limp Dragon Riders, a line of silver flowed into one of the rods and as that line pulsed and wavered, little swirls of silver fell from it, settling onto the people in the ring. Their eyes swirled with silver. The same silver I’d seen in staring eyes throughout Ko’Torenth.

“Welcome to the home of the Midnight Artificers,” Redgers said in a low, proud voice. “The items we make are truly amazing.”

The items. 

The magical items that lined the halls and shelves of the Jadefire House of Marvels. The magical bracelet worn by Bataar to heal him. The magical clasp he wore to help stay unnoticed. 

Oh, Skies and Stars, no! 

My hands felt dirty from having touched them. My eyes were dirty from having looked at them.

“Remember when I mentioned raw material?” Redgers asked, his tone smug now. “This is what I meant. The raw material we use is – ”

“Souls,” I said in horror.

“Yes.” I could hear the satisfied smile in his voice. “When the magic began to run out from the wells of the earth, we set our minds to finding a new way. Kav’ai proves difficult to bend. The Dominion holds back their greatest source of magic – for now. But there is a magic in a person. The magic of their soul. And that magic can be tapped and extracted and affixed to an item. What sort of soul a person had determines what sort of item you can fashion.”

“That’s why you’ve been keeping Zin here.” That suddenly made sense. She was unique – precious. They must see that.

“She’s a puzzle that one. Strong. But what sort of item can we fashion from her? We have yet to decide. You, though, will be easy. You’re a Dragon Rider like these others. You’ll make Dragon Flames to use against our enemies.”

Ice filled me and this time when I tried to swallow, I retched instead. 

“Exactly,” Redgers said.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my sleeve, trying to force the nausea aside. I felt feverish, my head spinning like a juggled ball.

“And the men with the silver eyes? The ones like you who are consumed by their own demons in the streets?”

“An apt description. Tor. I like that. Consumed by their own demons. Hmmm. We should test that theory. There is a build up, yes. And yes, you can see it in the eyes, but that’s one of the dangers of this business. We’re hoping we can find ways to mitigate the effects now that we’ve been joined by Dominion Magikas.”

As he said those words, one of the figures below looked up, his hood falling from his head and his face clear in the silver light. He looked familiar. A face surfaced in my memory. Cormaz. One of Shabren the Violet’s Magika associates. He smiled wickedly. 

“I’m afraid you’ll need to remain here now, Zin,” Redgers said. “We can’t keep you in the main house when there is a chance you could tell someone about this.”

Beside me, Zin began to keen, a quiet, high-pitched, chilling sound like a wounded rabbit.

We’d been above this place all along. Zin and Zyla had been living here. I’d juggled hardboiled eggs and strolled through the house like nothing was happening and all that time this had been beneath us. Horror, torture, death.

Right beneath our feet.

I moved so quickly that I surprised myself, spinning and stabbing with the spear while I ducked to avoid the rod. Something hot washed over my left cheek and ear, searing my vision with bright light and blinding me, but I felt resistance against the point of the spear. I pushed forward, leaning all my weight against that point. I felt something give, and then I fell forward. 

Zin’s keening was louder and over it, shouts bubbled up from below. I blinked back purple afterimages, fighting to clear my vision.

A little help here! Saboraak called. 

Ha! Same to you, old girl. 

My vision was clearing, though ghosts still danced across it. 

Skies and Stars! 

Redgers lay beneath me, blood bubbling from his lips. I’d hit him with the spear, alright. It had gone right through his chest. I snatched up the rod from his hand. No need to let him blast me with it again. My face and ear felt strange. Tingly but numb. 

Footsteps echoed behind me. Someone was running up the steps. We had moments. Just moments. Think, Tor! Think!

I scrambled to my feet, locating Zin in the afterimages still clouding my vision. I grabbed her by her upper arm as gently as I could and guided her toward the door.

“Hurry!” I said.

“Into the belly of the stone, Death below but not alone,” she whispered. 

“We’re in the belly, alright. Let’s hope it digests slowly.”

The first hooded figure was cresting the top of the stairs. I pointed the rod at him, feeling sick at my own actions. It wasn’t right to use an object made from a person. People weren’t resources to be used and harnessed. Desperation trumped conscience.

Fire, you flaming – 

The rod fired just like a dragon, white-blue flame licking out of the end of it in a terrible blast. It struck the man in the chest, flinging him backward through the air like a doll thrown by a toddler. He struck the figure behind him, knocking them both backward. No time to watch them fall. 

I maneuvered Zin past Redgers, ignoring his spasms. 

“Take the book.” I pulled it from my pocket and shoved it in her hand. “Close the door behind you. Get out of this house. Don’t stop to take anything with you. Climb up through the levels and look for Saboraak. She’ll bring you to safety.”

Don’t make promises I can’t fulfill!

There was no one else. If Saboraak failed, then that was it. There was no lock on the door to this cavern. Not on the house side at any rate. I’d seen that when Zin opened it the first time. We couldn’t both flee – not and survive. She’d have to go on her own and I would have to hold them off for as long as I could so she could escape.

Your death will help nothing!

Great. I wouldn’t even get that right? Someone should have told me that the odds were stacked so badly against me!

Seriously, Tor! This is no joke! You must flee.

I pushed Zin through the door and slammed it behind her, spinning to put my back to the door.

I’d always been good at long odds, though. People liked an underdog. Time to show these swirly-eyed maniacs why that was.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eighteen
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I didn’t like raising that metal rod. Not now that I knew what it was – who had died to provide it. My hand trembled as I thrust it forward. I willed it still. I could buy Zin minutes to escape if I was strong – if I didn’t let them kill me in their first try. 

Maybe they’d want to take me alive. Maybe they’d want to suck my soul out just like they had to all those other Dragon Riders. Would it hurt? Would I remain conscious but stuck in an object forever? Fear made my head buzz, painted my thoughts a jagged purple, made me feverish so that sweat sprang up between my shoulder blades and dripped down my temples.

It felt like minutes had passed, but it had only been seconds. Redgers still gurgled unpleasantly between my feet. The Midnight Artificers were still scrambling for weapons. Nine of them had already claimed the half-made rods. 

I trembled as I watched them raise the rods in firm, sure hands. Nine to one. 

I’d seen worse odds. 

Maybe at least Saboraak would survive this. Maybe she could find Hubric afterward and give him her report. Maybe she could bring Zin to him. I was glad Zin was free. She was so wounded, so bruised, so helpless. There was something about her that made me flinch at the thought of harm coming to her. I wasn’t the self-sacrificial type. I wouldn’t play the hero for anyone, but she needed saving and what kind of man wouldn’t step up to do that? Right? Even someone like me knew that. Even street scum had enough honor to know that he couldn’t walk away from her without scarring his soul. If I’d left her to her fate and run, I’d never sleep again – not really. Never enjoy a hot drink on a cold morning. Never share a kiss with a pretty girl – certainly not Zyla! Not with a free conscience, anyway. 

And if a man’s conscience wasn’t free, then he wasn’t free either.

You monologue when you’re under stress. 

So, what? It was my prerogative to tell my own story – even if it was only being told to myself.

It’s a villain trait.

We’re all villains in someone’s story, Saboraak.

My enemies’ feet were on the steps now. I heard their harsh breathing as they ran.

“We all fire at once!” Cormaz was shouting in his booming voice. 

At least death would be fast. 

Maybe in Cormaz’s story, I was the villain. Maybe in the next few minutes, I’d be confirming that.

There was a squeak behind me, as if the door was opening. I didn’t dare look back. If there was an enemy there, too, I’d just have to live with it – or die with it more likely.

I raised my arm. Time to use the rod. I had seconds before they’d be on my level. Time to kill as many as I could. 

But all I could think about were the people dying yesterday, fleeing in panic and being shredded by golems or falling over the railing into the vast space below. I’d tried so hard not to look, but their faces were seared into my mind forever.

All I could see before me were the hollow husks of the Dragon Riders. I drew in a long breath and dropped the rod. I wasn’t going to win, anyway. Why desecrate the soul of a Dragon Rider if I was going to die anyway?

Salute, Tor. Salute, Dominion’s Son. Honor to you. 

Saboraak’s praise was unexpected. I felt warm with her thoughts. Who would have thought that anyone ever would associate honor with Tor Winespring?

I let my mouth form my best cocky grin and raised my hands in a “can you blame a guy for trying stance.”

I’d go out as myself.

I watched in slow motion as nine rods were aimed at my chest. Cormaz’s exaggerated nod set off a burst of triumphant expressions. Their grips went white on the rods. 

A figure pushed past me, small and lithe and faster than light. She leapt between me and the white blasts.

No, Zin! No!

The fire of the rods smacked her right in the chest as my mouth dropped open in horror, slammed her into me with the force of the wind behind it. I wrapped my arms around her, protective in the only way I knew how as we flew backward against the door like two juggling balls thrown against a wall.

Shock filled me as the fires rebounded off of Zin, zipping backward twice as fast and fanning out as they rebounded, searing through the Midnight Artificers. My arms – where they were wrapped around Zin – stung like they’d been splashed with hot water.

No one had time to scream. The only sound was the howling of the wind behind the fire, the sizzling of human flesh, the puff of evaporating hooded cloaks. 

I was frozen in shock. I couldn’t move even if I knew which way to go.

The rods clattered to the ground. The white light from the rods and the white lines from the hanging Dragon Riders extinguished like a pinched candle. The only light left was the faint, pulsing purple from below and the crack of light pouring through the door.

Zin collapsed on the ground in front of me, slipping through my numb grip, and a sound like tearing fabric ripped through the air.
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Chapter Nineteen

[image: image]


You live? Saboraak’s thoughts pierced my shock.

I did. I could barely believe it myself.

We flee.

You and Bataar?

Yes. 

Thank goodness she was okay. She was okay, right? Her silence worried me. 

I didn’t have time to dwell on it, though. If I didn’t get Zin out of here fast, someone would find us here and string us up like those poor Dragon Riders. 

She was in a puddle at my feet, her white dress fanned out around her and sobs shaking her apart.

“Zin?”

I reached for her but froze. What should I do? I was afraid that touching her would make it worse. And she wasn’t responding to my words. I thought that she might be looking at the Dragon Riders hanging in front of us. 

“Zin?”

I squatted down beside her, trying to get her attention. Her sobs were gasping, shuddering, ugly things, and emotion whipsawed through her eyes, fear, anger, desperation, insensate numbness, back to fear.

If I waited for her to be whole, I’d be waiting forever. If I waited too long, they’d steal her soul. 

I bit my lip and ran a hand through my hair. What did you do for broken people? 

Gently, not sure if I was even doing the right thing, I wrapped her in my arms. She gasped, turning to cling to me like a child. She was light, like she’d been created out of parchment, a parchment bird folded into shape. I held her like I’d hold a bird, careful not to break her. Afraid to move too fast or even at all. 

We sat like that for long breaths. I counted them. Counting and worrying. Worrying we’d be found. Worrying that if I moved there would be nothing left of Zin to find at all. 

I could probably carry her. But people would notice a villainous rogue carrying a pretty girl away. They’d notice. and they would remember, and they would tell whoever Apeq sent looking for us. 

Perhaps, if I wrapped her in burlap sacking or a sheet so she looked like a sack of some kind of goods. Perhaps then she would go undiscovered. 

We breathed five more breaths together as I thought it through. We’d take the bedding from the rooms above. I’d wrap her gently. How far could I carry her? Could I carry her far enough? I needed to get her to the secret tunnels that would lead us to the hideout. It would be the only safe place for her.

I stood carefully, never letting go of her. She clung to me like a child as I stood, weighed no more than a child as I carried her past the bodies and up the stairs, out of the horrors of this deep cavern to the light above. Her sobs turned to silent tears as I wrapped her first in warm blankets and then in covering sheets and tied a curtain rope around them like a package. She turned her head into my chest, soaking my shirt with her tears as I stumbled out the door to the cold world outside. 

No one noticed as I slunk down the street toward our hideout. Would I make it there? Would my legs stay strong that long?

Whatever you do, don’t go back to the hideout. Promise me, Tor.

Saboraak?

Saboraak?

There was no reply.

We were on our own. I stood, staring around me at the city as the snow came down heavy and wet and wondered what to do next.

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

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

Why? 

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

SIGN UP TODAY!
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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
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