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    For the reluctant heroes, who do the right thing when everything inside is telling them it just isn't worth it.

      

    


“Time, the ever-rolling river, takes memory to a place she’s never been and warps even the truest tales to ghosts of themselves. Thus, it is with stories and legends. They ever grow and branch, even as their true origins fade, lost in the minds of the dead and from the tongues of the living. Who knows today who will be the hero of tomorrow or what strange event, small to us now will be the splinter in the heel of Fate.”

- Ibrenicus
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Chapter One
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Dragons. 

They haunted my dreams and brought their magic to my thoughts. I’d watch the sun come up and wonder what it would look like from up there in the sky, smell a fire and think of their burnt breath, hear their roar in the howl of the wind. I’d do anything to ride one again – even if it meant running over rooftops, dressing up as a foreign assassin, or even stealing magical artifacts that might come to life and steal my soul.

If that old man hadn’t promised me the chance ... if he hadn’t made that absurd agreement ... 

I was angry just thinking about it. I don’t like liars. But that’s only because I am one. 

A boy’s got to make a living somehow and in a world like this one, sometimes a lie is worth more than the truth. I hate it when I lie – but I hate other people’s lies even more. 

The old man lied to me. That was becoming more obvious every day. If he hadn’t lied to me, I wouldn’t be stuck in the decomposing city that I used to think of as home.

I trudged through the hardening mud as snow swirled around me and I tried not to think of the night when it had been magic, ashes, and flames filling the air instead of snow. Those memories were still too fresh. If I thought about them the wrong way, they drew blood.

I didn’t even bother to clutch my cloak close around me to keep the wind out. It was threadbare and had been for months. There wasn’t cloth to make better clothes. There hadn’t been any in the months since the armies had swept across our sky city, first toppling it to the ground and then burning it to cinders. 

A man in a once-rich tattered cloak shied away from me as we passed, clutching the pommel of his sword. As if he had anything left to steal! That cloak was as worthless now as mine was. War made all men equal in suffering and despair. And what was left when it was over? Was death by armies worse or death by the slow grinding starvation of ruined stores and winter here?

“Tor! What does Ephretti say about supply trains? Will they return soon?” a voice called to me. It was old Badge. He’d been a hawker before the city fell and still was – though he mostly hawked crow pies now or stew that he assured me contained no rat. I knew better. He’d need to be a Magika to have any real meat here.

I glanced around at the burnt-out buildings around us. Someone had set up a pair of shanties and a washing line across the street. A strong wind could knock the whole establishment into wreckage. Why did anyone bother washing clothes? We all smelled the same. No one could get the smell of fire out of our clothes or consciences. 

I sidled up to Badge’s hand-cart. I should be hurrying. I could almost hear Castelan Ephretti chastising me in my mind. 

“Cities don’t run themselves, Tor,” she’d say. “Not even ruined ones.”

But the smell of the stew made my mouth water even when I knew what was in it. Badge had carefully carved the sign of the Lightbringers into the side of the cart – a sign to potential customers that he was trustworthy, or at least smart enough to pretend to be trustworthy.

“Any rat in the stew today?” I asked.

“Shhh!” His wrinkled brow furrowed, and he scanned the people hustling past – mostly remnants of the city of Vanika’s population before the war, but with some strangers bearing the marks of the conflict on their bodies or in their scattered minds. Badge leaned into the cold wind to avoid being blown over. “No lies about my food! I serve only the best!”

It was amazing we had anything to eat – even rat. Winter is a bad time when you have no stores, goods, or coin. Worse when shelter has all been burnt up and wood is scarce.

I had a feeling someone was watching me and I turned to follow Badge’s scanning gaze but nothing looked amiss in the hurrying shoals of gaunt people. We were all the same these days – drab, mud-covered, cold, and hungry. No single person stood out in the crowd. Everyone could be watching us – or no one. Why couldn’t I shake that feeling, though? I could almost feel the gaze of a hidden watcher burning a hole through my back.

“Ephretti doesn’t know, old friend,” I said. “She sent a request to the Dominar for help. Who knows if it will even be read.”

“They can’t leave us here to starve – even you don’t get enough to eat and you work for the great lady,” Badge objected. “We used to be one of the great cities of the Dominion. Castelan Ephretti will find a way to save us, just you watch!”

I always felt nervous when the city folk talked about Ephretti like she was a great glowing savior. I hunched my shoulders uncomfortably. There was a time when I thought the same way. Ephretti and her great Green dragon had filled me with the same awe she inspired everywhere. Our savior. The magical, death-defeating, Ephretti Oakboon who had saved us all. Char was still in the air from the night she’d saved us.

It didn’t take long in a place like the crumbling ruins of Vanika to realize she was mortal, too. I wouldn’t usually care. Wouldn’t usually concern myself with false promises, but I was still stinging with the lie I’d believed.  

I wish I’d never believed it. If I’d never hoped, then I wouldn’t need to despair. But more than a month had gone by since the old man promised to return for me. How much longer should I wait before I gave up?

“There are rumors,” Badge said leaning in. “Rumors of spies. I think I saw one today.”

“Only rumors,” I said, but I felt the creeping sensation move up my spine.

“Word is that the nations banded together against us in the war. Word is that some of them still have it in for us.”

Maybe it wasn’t too late to head south. Find my way to Leedris City or another Sky City. There had to be food somewhere. And shelter, too. I was sick of crowding into a room three to a bed – if I made it indoors in time to get a place at all. 

Maybe I’d go all the way to Dominion City and see the Dominar with the shining Dragon Crown. They said he rode a purple dragon. They said he destroyed the dust demons that razed our city. They said he commanded dragons and brought up magical ghosts from the ground to do his bidding. They said he was the son of the Skies and Stars.

Badge leaned further in, frowning when a passerby turned to look at us. “Ko’Torenth, boy. Rumor says they’re out of magic and turning an eye to us to take ours.”

“Do you see any magic around here?” I asked, stepping back. “All I see is ashes and ruins.”

“Sometimes the best magic is hiding in plain sight.”

I ran a hand over my face. No point in thinking about leaving. Better to be hopeful. I’d heard some of the boys say they were going on a treasure hunt tonight, looting the burnt-out husks that had once been shops and homes. That could be fun. If we were really lucky, we might even find something worth trading for. Maybe even something magical. I must be hungrier than I knew if I was daydreaming like that! 

Or we might find what we found last time. I shivered at that thought. A lot of people had died in the flames. People I knew. Best not to remember.

“Can you spare a bowl of stew?” I asked Badge, shivering and forcing my thoughts back to the here and now.

“Not for a boy who can’t pay.”

I grimaced as my belly rumbled, pulling out a set of cups and a small wooden bowl from my pockets.

“How about a game of Find the Weevil? You guess where it’s hiding and no stew for me. Fail, and I get the stew without paying?”

Badge shrugged and looked bored, but I knew he’d say yes. He liked my antics. Most people did. If you could keep a man watching and entertained, you could convince him to give you almost anything. The key was to get his attention in the first place. The cups helped with that.

I set out the cups on his cart with as much drama as I could muster in the cold. My hands felt slower than usual in the icy wind, but the smell of the meaty stew cut through the cold and my mouth began to water. Don’t think about rats, Tor. Concentrate on the game.

I produced the wooden ball with a flourish, placing it under one cup and then began the dance of shuffling cups, fast and furious. I was already raising an eyebrow and getting ready for the mind game that would lead Badge to the wrong cup.

“Which cup?” I smiled charmingly, my hand hovering ever so slightly closer to a cup I knew was empty.

“The left.”

I pulled it up to reveal the empty space. “One more try?”

“I don’t know why I let you do this to me.”

I did. There was little to entertain in a despair farm like this ruin. A man would give up real coin for a few moments of forgetfulness – never mind a bowl of rat soup.

I shuffled the cups again. Quick and dramatic, so he would lose track of the actual cups in the motion of my hands. 

“Guess again.”

“Middle.”

I looked up with a grin, lifting the cup to show the space beneath was empty. Badge’s mouth was open and eyes wide.

“I know, it’s shocking how good I am at this.”

His mouth worked like he was trying to talk, and I turned curiously to look over my shoulder. Panicking wasn’t my style. Neither was breaking a sweat. 

Behind me, a man was standing stock still in the courtyard, his mouth open, hands held before him with fingers spread wide, as if he had been holding ice that had melted suddenly through his fingers. There was something strange about his eyes. I squinted to look closer. 

Who was this guy? I didn’t recognize him but considering the size of the city and the constant influx of refugees, that wasn’t saying much. I would recognize him if I’d met him before, though. You had to be good with faces if you wanted to pull cons. Otherwise, you couldn’t keep your marks straight and you’d end up putting your foot in it.

So, who was this guy stealing my show?

He stared directly at me, like he knew me. Abruptly, he howled, and a swirling silver light filled his eyes and then with a sound like a pop it burst down his cheeks and flowed out like water. It trickled down his body, down his legs, down to the muddy ash of the street.

The silence in the road was so thick, I could have eaten it to fill my rumbling belly. No one moved. No one spoke. I sure didn’t. If I spoke, that might make it real. 

Skies and stars, it had better not be real!

Where the light puddled around his feet, tiny dust devils swirled like localized storms. I shivered, gripping the cups in my hands. My memories of the dust demons that once filled this land were still too fresh. But whatever this was, it wasn’t an Ifrit. The ash swirled up, building in height and strength until it formed a branching figure like a mockery of a man. The ash kept bulging and swirling until three figures surrounded the man. He was frozen in place with his mouth open – whether from fear or awe – just like the rest of us. 

I swallowed. I had no weapon – but then again, these swirling figures had shown no aggression. The man in the center of them moved, breaking the stillness, but his gaze was still locked on mine. With a single cry, he lunged toward me. I jumped, but I didn’t need to. He didn’t take a single step. The swirling ash creatures pounced, covering him in their dark, fluttering forms and then – as if the wind had stopped – they fell to the ground and the man under them was gone, leaving nothing but a heap of black ashes where once they all had been.

There was a clatter behind me and I turned to see Badge leaning on his cart, his face white. The stew was strewn across the street as the pot rolled away. As if by magic, life returned around us. People shook themselves and began to move again, asking questions, cursing under their breaths. 

“I think I’m seeing things,” Badge said, tracing the sign of the Lightbringers over his chest. A lot of people were doing that these days, as if a sign could ward off evil. I’d never seen a sign do anything. I’d only seen people doing or not doing. 

That old man had better hurry up and keep his promises or I wouldn’t be here when he returned. This place was getting too creepy for me. I could have sworn that man was after me ...

I hurried to gather my ball and cups, but a second clatter startled me. Badge’s ladle rolled across the street, his eyes wide as saucers.

“Skies and stars, man! Get a hold of yourself!” I said, rolling my eyes to turn a second time and look at the square behind me.

I turned just in time to see a purple dragon skidding through the pile of ashes in the center of the street as he landed. His claws bit into the stone-mud-ash of the street and he sneezed violently, filling the air with an acidic smell. People scattered, screaming and running or standing like frozen nightmares like old Badge.

It was easy to forget how big dragons were. This one was large and gnarled, bulges and knobs on his forehead and down his legs reminded me of the hoary eyebrows and wrinkles of an old man. But old or not, the towering height, glaring eyes, and fiery breath of the great beast was enough to make anyone freeze in fear.

At least his breath was warm – the kind of warm that suggested he’d flamed something recently. I tried not to squirm at the thought. Free warmth was hard to come by, no matter where it came from. 

I swallowed instead, keeping my hands where he could see them, but offering my most charming grin at the same time. Rule of thumb: never let them see you sweat.

Around the hulking purple dragon, the last remnants of the crowd scattered like dry leaves in the wind, but I stayed steady, looking past the dragon’s beady eyes to the grizzled rider on his back. His purple scarves flapped in the wind, but his old back was straight and his gaze level.

“There’s no time for staring, boy. Are you ready for what I promised you or should I leave you here in the dust and ashes?”
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Chapter Two
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“You’re late, old man,” I said with my cheekiest grin.

“I’ve been busy, boy. The war might be over, but the trouble hasn’t stopped,” Hubric said. He looked just as I remembered him. Old and weathered like a rock in the rain - but just as unyielding. His gnarled hands were sure and capable. His Dragon Rider leathers creased and worn with words inscribed on the belts. He was too bright against the dark silhouette of the broken city.

I’d been waiting for him for so long that it was hard to disguise my excitement. I tried to stay smooth and unaffected, but I could tell my excitement was leaking out in the tone of my voice.

“Trouble?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Trouble. Trouble everywhere.” He ran a hand over his face. The rest of the city was back to business as usual, fleeing the cold with cloaks and hoods pulled in tight around their faces. Nearby, Badge blew on his fingers to warm them as he collected his ladle and pot. I moved in closer to Hubric. Everyone was listening. Everyone was always listening, and his look told me these words were for me only.

“When the war ended ... I thought. Well, it matters not what I thought. It only matters what is. And what is ... is trouble. A lot of trouble.” He looked up, startled as if he hadn’t realized he’d been rambling and then shook himself. Tiny flecks of snow and ash flew off of him like a dog shaking itself in the rain. “I’ve been on my own so long I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be near people. Forgive me. Let’s find Ephretti – I have a message for her – and then you and I best be off. You have much to gather?”

I looked a question at him. After all the build-up of the weeks of waiting, this felt too simple, too abrupt.

“You are coming, aren’t you?” His brows knit together.

“Are you still offering to teach me to ride dragons?”

He scoffed. “What do you think we’ve been talking about, boy?”

I laughed. All this talk of trouble had me more shaken than I’d like. But I’d give just about anything to ride a dragon again – and this time, I’d be sure the dragon was mine. 

“Follow me, old man.”

I strode through the city, smiling and waving to anyone who looked our direction – and everyone looked our direction. There were only three dragons in all of Vanika – Dax the healer’s white dragon and Ephretti and Lenora’s green dragons. And those three dragon riders were like legends come alive to us. A fourth dragon caught everyone’s attention. I glanced behind me to see Hubric strolling along looking indifferent, his dragon ambling behind him, almost knocking over street-side carts and booths with his whipping tail, but Hubric’s sharp gaze took in everything.

If I were the Castelan of this city, I’d be blushing. But the old Castelan was dead and Ephretti had nothing to blush about. She’d dragged us out of the mud – figuratively, if not literally – and given us a new future. 

“Not how I remember the place,” Hubric said.

“Last time you were here it was on fire,” I reminded him. “We saved who we could.”

“We, is it?” He chuckled.

“Well, I showed you where to go.”

“That’s not the visit I was thinking of.” He caught up to me, so we could walk side by side. I was leading him through the New City – an area where people were trying to construct new buildings from the wreckage. It was as dingy as the rest, but a little more hopeful. If we lived through the winter, it was possible we could rebuild.

“You were here before that night?”

“I was here when it was a sky city, boy, towering up into the air so high only dragons would think to fly there. A glorious place, Vanika. Rich as a ripe plum, busy as a beehive, dripping with wealth.”

“I remember.” My mouth watered at the memory of the sticky buns I used to steal on the streets. Even being an orphan in Vanika had been a good life when the city still rose above the land, held in place by magic. All that was past now. “Best to forget, though. We’ll never see that again.”

“Not here. But you aren’t staying here.”

We were almost at Ephretti’s Hall – that’s what they called the half-ruined granary she’d taken over for her work. I could see the people lined up to be heard and the guards stationed outside the Hall. She’d be hard at work at this hour, trying to shore up weaknesses in the city and resettle people into shelters where she could. Not really the job for someone like me. I preferred the fresh air and freedom of the outdoors, but she kept me working for her. Street Eyes, she called my work. Someone to tell her what was happening in her city.

“Are you taking me to Dragon School?” It was hard not to hold my breath. He’d promised. I’d been waiting all these weeks for him to return and take me there. But I’d proven I’d be a good fit, hadn’t I? I’d proven I was brave when I dove through those fires with him to rescue people from the flames. I’d proven I was loyal when I stood with him and the girl on the other dragon to fight against our oppressors. I’d shown I was a great choice. Of course, he would take me!

“Not quite.”

I clenched my jaw.

“So, you’re here to tell me you aren’t keeping your promise?” I kept my words bold, but inside my heart was sinking – a lead weight thrown into a pond.

“Not quite.”

It was all I could do not to retort. I bit back my words and then smiled – a false, manipulative smile. “Maybe you could try to slip a little more information into those responses.”

But we were already at the Hall and he ignored me as he turned and met his dragon’s eyes. No words were spoken, but the dragon turned his back on the Hall and settled into a resting position as if he was just going to take a nap beside the line of gaping people. 

“Go collect your things and meet me back here. We leave within the hour.”

Was he kidding? No explanation, no respect at all and he thought I’d just be happy to jump up and follow him?

“Stop looking so angry, boy. I’m the best thing to ever happen to you.” He looked wry, like he really believed those words.

He turned and strode away so quickly that I couldn’t even curse under my breath before he was out of earshot. 

Great. 

Decision time. 

Risk everything on an old man who may or may not keep his promises or stay in this ash heap? I looked around at the tumble-down streets and burned out buildings. This ash heap was home. It had been when it was great, and it was when it was ruined.  

I took a few steps forward, looking up into the sky. That one night when I flew with Hubric on Kyrowat’s back, helping to save people from burning buildings ... well, it got under my skin. The feel of the air rushing around me and of nothing but dragon under me – the feeling of freedom and limitless potential – I wanted that again. I wanted it so badly that I could taste it. But he wasn’t really promising that, and he wasn’t at all clear on what he was promising. I felt torn. 

In the crowd, I thought I caught sight of a man looking at me. Was that a swirl of light in his pupil? I froze, but a moment later he was drawn away in the flow of foot traffic and I lost sight of him. My mouth felt suddenly dry. There was something about that man today with his ash creatures and swirling eyes. Something wrong, like the smell of rotting meat. I’d be a fool to stay where men like that roamed. And was it my imagination, or were they all looking at me?

You’re driving me crazy.

I jumped at the voice. It was so loud and clear, it was like it was right in my brain. Wha-?

I spun around in a circle, looking for who might be talking to me.

Up here.

Up where? My head tilted up and I moved again in a slow circle. There were no more buildings in Vanika that towered above a man, though once there had been many. The only things above me were birds.  I turned a little more and confronted Kyrowat – the purple dragon. He’d stretched toward me so that my vision was filled by one massive eyeball and a grinning line of teeth.

Me.

Skies and stars! He was talking in my mind! Impossible. He hadn’t done that before!

I only talk to people I like.

He liked me! Maybe I didn’t need to wait to see what Hubric would do with me. My eyes narrowed. Maybe I could just climb aboard this one and we could leave together.

Flame burst from Kyrowat’s mouth and I leapt sideways, stumbling to the ground and leaping back to my feet amid screams and shouts. The ground where I had been standing was blackened and hot. Steam rose up from the patch of black earth. Behind me, the line of people scattered, and the crowd drew back, cursing and muttering.

Kyrowat grinned. 

I don’t like you that much. Stop being a big baby and go get your things – if you have any.
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Chapter Three
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I could turn around at any time. That was the thing to remember, I told myself as I hurried to the tumble-down ruin where I’d stashed my gunny sack of things that morning - a ragged blanket, a long dagger and a tiny handful of things that were too inconvenient to carry around all day. I always kept the essentials on my person – fire starter, belt knife, a waterskin, a pot, and the only two coins I still possessed. 

If I held on to that, it wouldn’t matter what trick the old man was pulling. I could just turn around and come home, no harm done. I grabbed the sack and hurried out of the alleyway and back toward the Hall. No one tricked the trickster and no one was going to trick Tor Winespring.

Not even that old musty dragon.

I heard that.

I kicked a rock in my surprise and hopped on one foot, cursing. That old devil had better get out of my head. I turned the corner out of the alley and ran smack into a man in a dark cloak. The set of eyes that turned to look at me swirled silver. I blinked and the swirl was gone. The man hurried away, leaving me gaping. 

I was losing my mind. I was jumping at shadows. I needed to leave here before I went crazy. 

I arrived back at the Hall breathless, but I managed a grin and a saunter when I caught sight of Hubric mounting Kyrowat. Castelan Ephretti stood in the street beside him, her guards gathered in a knot around her, peering in every direction at once.

“Here he is!” Hubric said with a smile. “Is that all boy?”

He pointed at my gunnysack and I dodged under the arm of a guard, slipping into the inner circle with the Castelan. All the guards frowned at me in unison. Did they practice that together? I could just imagine it. ‘On three ... one ... two ... three ... frown!’ Ha!

I handed Hubric the gunnysack. 

“It’s all I trust in your care.”

Hubric raised an eyebrow. “We won’t be coming back.”

“Ever?”

“For a while at least.”

Ephretti spoke, finally. “Which is why I’ve come to see you off, Tor. I have a present for you.”

She handed me a cloth packet tied in string. 

“Thanks, I guess. I don’t really need a tablecloth, though.”

Her wry smile told me the joke wasn’t very funny. What did she expect me to do? Break down and cry? Tell her that I looked up to her? Admit I was nervous about leaving? Skies and Stars ... she didn’t expect a ... thank you ... did she?

“I’ll miss you, too,” she said, hugging me suddenly. I patted her back awkwardly until her outburst was over. “Don’t sleep in the rain. Stay out of trouble. And for the love of the skies and stars don’t try your tricks on foreigners.”

“I’m not going to war,” I objected.

She sniffed like she was holding back tears. Skies and stars! If I stayed around her like this I might even cry. I coughed abruptly, frowning to prevent any emotions from leaking onto my face.

“Just be careful,” she said, pulling me in close so she could whisper in my ear. “That man who was eaten by ashes on the street today ... I heard a rumor he was looking for a boy with a wicked grin. Don’t come back here for a long time. Not until I find out what’s going on here.”

“Try to fix this dump while I’m gone,” I said, pulling back from her hug and trying to manage a cheeky grin instead of the terrified rictus my mouth was trying to form. I grabbed one of Kyrowat’s stirrups and pulled myself up onto his back.

“Are we done with the touching goodbyes?” Hubric asked as Ephretti gave me one last firm nod of encouragement. Was that a tear I saw her brush away as she turned back to the Hall? Of course not. She had work to do. Obviously. But couldn’t she have spared one more minute for a goodbye?

You don’t even know your own mind.

Great. And now I was being criticized by a dust-rug of a dragon.

Kyrowat launched into the air at the moment I thought that, leaving me scrambling to hold on. I wasn’t quite settled and definitely not strapped in yet.

“Skies and stars!”

When I chose a dragon, I’d choose one who wasn’t so bad tempered. One who was respectful and wanted to do things my way.

Was that laughter I heard in my head?

“Hang on!” Hubric called to me. “We won’t be there until just before dark. Make sure you buckle in. Kyrowat says a storm is coming and you don’t want to fall off.”

Like I couldn’t stay on the back of a dragon.

Kyrowat dropped suddenly and my belly dropped, too. He stabilized in the air and I hurriedly strapped in. I could feel a scowl forming on my face. So, he liked to play dirty, did he?

There was more laughter in my mind.

I didn’t think it was funny at all.
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Chapter Four
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Kyrowat, despite his age, flew like a fire was nipping his tail. We roared out of Vanika and rose into the sky, higher and higher until my home was nothing but a speck on a rolling horizon of grey and brown. I’d never been so high before. The giddiness of it filled me and I found my attention flickering between the landscape and trying to identify the mountains and rivers I knew and then conscientiously watching Hubric fly. He hardly seemed to guide his dragon. The old Purple just flew as if he required no guidance. 

The day was grey and overcast, making it impossible to see where the sun was and the wind was so fierce that it whipped my scrap of a cloak around me like a flag. I must be turned around because it felt like we were headed toward the Oakbrim Forest. No one went there. Or at least, no one went past the wood cutting camps on the edge of the forest. 

Wait. This had to be Oakbrim. I could pick out a tiny wood camp beneath us. I remembered Ephretti giving orders to double the cutters there. Wood was desperately needed to rebuild and warm Vanika over the winter.

I leaned forward and tugged on Hubric’s sleeve. Skies and stars, it was cold up here! He was busy trying to light a pipe. How did he expect the pipe to light in this wind? He should get the dragon to light it for him.

I’m a dragon, not a flint. Forget that and I’ll scorch your boots while you sleep.

Friendly fellow.

Hubric turned around.

“Any tips for lighting pipes in a high wind?” he asked.

“We’re going the wrong way!” I shouted over the wind. 

“Headed west and north, boy. Exactly as planned.” He tried the flint again, nearly dropping it. He passed me the pipe. “Here hold this.”

“But Dragon School is South-East. Even I know that! Ephretti told me about it. She says that on your first day you get to choose your dragon and I’ve already made a choice. I want a big Green like Ephretti’s. Ephretti says that the Greens are explorers and adventurers – like me!”

“Ephretti says a lot.” He struck his knife on the flint, trying to angle it to a handful of dry grass in his other hand. “You shouldn’t be too hasty. You’ve only ever seen a few colors of dragon. Purples like Kyrowat, Ephretti’s Green, and that sleek White thing Dax used to fly with before he set up the hospital for you all. What does he do now?”

“Relaxes. Sometimes Dax pays me to polish his scales if I catch him in the right mood. He pays well. The dragon sleeps through the whole thing.”

“Well, there you go. That’s not many colors of dragon.”

“I also saw a Gold.”

“Hmm?”

“I saw the Prince of Baojang arrive on a Gold dragon that night I helped you. What do Golds do?”

“Diplomacy. Negotiations. Boring stuff like that. Not a good fit for a lively fellow like you. I can just imagine sending you into a negotiation. You’d probably try to play Find the Weevil, only while you thought you had them distracted, they’d be fleecing you.”

“I doubt that.” No one pulled tricks on me. I had fast eyes and faster hands. When it came to marks – I knew a few, but I wasn’t ever one of them.

“Keep an open mind, boy.” The dry grass flared to life and Hubric snatched the pipe back from my hand, lighting it deftly with the dry grass before tossing it away into the wind.

“Ephretti told me other things about Dragon School. There was a lot about hot savory meals and learning to fly a dragon.”

“You’re flying on one now.”

“But I’m not holding the reins!”

“Neither am I.”

I sighed. “Hubric?”

“Yes?” He puffed out a stream of smoke but the wind snatched it away as quickly as it formed. I could hardly tell where the smoke ended and the light snow began.

“Be straight with me. We aren’t going to Dragon School, are we?”

“Nope. We’re headed in the wrong direction.”

I gritted my teeth, trying to keep from losing my temper. “Then do you think that you might want to tell me what the plan is?”

“The Dominar has commissioned me with the task of setting up a spy network for the Dominion. And it occurred to me that I knew someone who’d lived his whole life hiding, being chased, and taking things that didn’t quite belong to him.”

“You lied to me.” My voice sounded tighter than I would have liked. I didn’t want him to know how close I was to throwing him off this dragon.

Don’t even try it.

He snorted. “How’s that?”

“You said I would ride dragons!”

“What would you call the thing you’re riding right now?”

“Agh!” 

I was silent after that as the hours stretched out. I should tell him to turn around and go back to Vanika. This wasn’t what he promised me. I’d never signed up to be a spy. Spies had bad things happen to them – daggers in the back, torture in dark rooms, beautiful women trying to steal their secrets ... 

Well, maybe I would stick around just a little bit longer. I didn’t have my own dragon yet, but I was flying. And it felt good. It felt like what I was made for. And while Hubric didn’t seem to have much with him, he probably had food. And I was hungry. And up here in the air there weren’t men with swirling silver eyes following me – which was a pretty big consideration now that I thought of it. So, maybe I’d wait until nightfall and see what happened. Maybe, if things looked grim, I could still talk Hubric into turning around and heading straight to Dragon School.

I let my mind wander as I studied the landscape below. There seemed to be a trail in the forest. It was a narrow thing. I wouldn’t have even noticed except for the people walking along it. At first, there was just one or two, but now that we’d gone further, there were more. Dozens of people with packs and horses walking through the Oakbrim Forest – a place that no one ever went. I felt a chill at the thought. What could they be up to in this place? Not that it was any of my business.

“Do you see the people on that trail?” Hubric said at last.

“Sure.”

“That’s trouble right there. Pray – if that’s something that you do – that they haven’t found my stash.”

His stash? What would he be stashing up here? Gold? Weapons? My eyes widened suddenly. Maybe being patient and waiting to see what happened next had been a good idea. Especially if –

“Skies and Stars! Hold on!” Hubric yelled.

I barely had time to grip the saddle before we were diving toward the ground.
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Chapter Five
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It was all I could do to hold down my bile. We were falling like a stone from the sky, my stomach in my throat. I held tightly to the saddle, but images of Kyrowat, Hubric and I splatting on the stone like overripe berries made me ill. 

The wind whipped my cloak up, so that it flapped above my head, leaving my body exposed to the harrowing cold. I clenched my jaw and squinted my eyes against the rushing air. The trees punched into my vision like a bad memory, suddenly filling every empty space with swinging evergreen branches and thwack sounds as we hit one branch after another. No wonder Kyrowat was so gnarled if this was how he landed! 

And then he was rolling in the air like a fish in water, so that I went from falling to spinning to the side. I ducked as a branch nearly took my head off. I couldn’t tell if I was more terrified or exhilarated.

Kyrowat completed the roll. Oof! The air was knocked out of me as we spun back upright. Something must have hit me on the way. I couldn’t even be sure what it was. My head was spinning. Were we slowing? 

Bright lights flared in front of me, and for a moment I thought they were in my pounding head. But wait! Was that -?

Magic! 

A ball of fuchsia fire arched across the sky, smacking into one of the trees and lighting it ablaze. Sparks rained down with pops and crackles. I wouldn’t mind standing near that right about now. My fingers were losing their grip on the saddle they were so cold. I flexed them, trying to get them limber again. What if I had to grab something? I needed my fingers!

Yells and calls filled the air along with the continued thwack thwack of branches hitting dragon. 

“You had a knife with you, didn’t you, boy?” Hubric called back to me.

I barely managed to answer, “Yes!”

“Unbuckle from the harness.”

Was he crazy?

“Do it now!” 

He was crazy! What was I thinking getting involved with this? I gulped a mouthful of air and fumbled at the buckle, my cold fingers dull and thick. 

“When we get close to her, jump off and cut her free! Kyrowat and I will do the rest!”

Her? I had a sudden mental image of a pretty girl in a red dress half-fainting against a tree, wrapped in ropes as thick as my wrist. I’d save her and she’d be so grateful ...

I strained to look, but I couldn’t see anything past Hubric’s blowing white hair. He should cut it.

“Ready?”

A fireball whizzed past us, inches away, and smacked the tree right beside me. It lit up like a torch. I yelped – a distinctively unmanly yelp and felt my face heat. Who were these guys? What kind of people flung fireballs around like stones?

“Three ... two ... one .. go!”

Go!

I leapt. Why? I couldn’t have said, but there was something about Kyrowat’s voice in my head that made him difficult to disobey. I landed lightly on my feet, gasping in gratitude that the drop hadn’t been very far. Kyrowat must have been flying with his belly skimming the ground.

Now, to find the girl ...

A second fireball splashed across the frozen ground in front of me, lighting dead grass and sticks up in eerie half-normal, half-magical flames. I dodged to the side, trying to get my bearings. Men with arms raised surrounded me. Some in colorful ornate robes. Some dressed like normal townsfolk. Normal townsfolk didn’t throw arcs of green flames the way that man was, though. The arc barely missed Kyrowat as he spun through the trees, circling to come back to where we were.

Where was the girl? I scanned the trees, my eyes skipping across them so quickly in my haste and fear that I barely seemed to digest what I was seeing. 

There was a tumbledown cabin – in flames now. Men and women in Magika robes were pawing through the brush around the cabin and standing in a ring nearby throwing fireballs at Kyrowat. They had packs and packhorses with them like they were travelers and the one nearest me had a frown that furrowed his brow worse than a farmer’s field. What were they worried about? They were the ones desperate to share the gift of fire with the world, not us!

Behind you!

I spun. Stumbling over a root as I turned. The world was swimming in my view and the sounds disoriented me even worse. Was that my heart thudding so hard that it seemed to be knocking me off my feet?

I caught my balance and looked up to see a dragon tied around the neck between four trees with wrist-thick ropes. How would you tie up a dragon like that? They must have caught him while he was sleeping! His hide was blackened and sooty, so I could barely tell what color he was underneath. One eye was swollen and there was a nasty rip in the corner of his mouth. He hadn’t let them take him without a fight. Good on him! 

Cut her free!

Her who? What was the old man’s dragon talking about?

Saboraak!

I don’t speak dragon, you musty old rug! And I don’t see a girl. And you fools put me down in the middle of a hornet’s nest!

One of the Magikas rushed toward me and I fumbled to find my knife. The hurt dragon’s mouth was bound with rope – a thinner rope than he was tied with. He wouldn’t be any use. He might make good cover, though. Kyrowat had better hope they didn’t tie him up like this.

I won’t be surprised in my sleep.

I stumbled to the dragon’s side. Actually, if I cut that rope, maybe he could add a little flame. On an impulse, I pulled out my belt knife, grabbed the dragon’s snout forcefully with one hand, ignoring his widening eye, and then tucked my knife in behind the rope and sawed at it. This had better work! I never signed up for heroics.

My back was exposed. If I didn’t hurry, one of those magical creeps would plant a knife in it. There! The rope came apart in my hands like wet parchment and I flung it to the ground, diving for cover under the dragon’s belly. 

He roared, flaming wildly.

Overall, it was one of my smarter choices. Under a dragon beats being in front of him when he was flaming. Maybe I should free him the rest of the way before I looked for this girl. Yeah. After all, I couldn’t save her if I was dead. 

I rushed to the ropes holding the dragon’s head in place and began to saw at the first one. I tried not to look too hard at the blackened corpse smoking in front of the dragon. The snow was melting around him.

That guy really had been about to plant a knife in my back – or a fireball – or whatever magic creeps used to kill. But the smell of him brought back memories of my ruined city.

One rope down. I rushed to the next one, sawing at it, too.

“Hang in there, guy,” I said aloud. “I’ll get you free and you can roast the rest of them.”

I could hear him flaming again, but I didn’t turn to look. I didn’t need to see the carnage. The heat was nice, though. I was sick to death of being cold. Maybe this dragon would be grateful and light a fire for me to warm up next to. It was really the least he could do.

I cut through the third and fourth ropes as fast as I could with numb hands and a racing heart. I was going to have to sharpen this knife when I was done. I’d taken the edge off.

Another scream told me the dragon was doing his part.

When the last cord was cut, I finally looked up.

“Go get ‘em, fella!” I called.

Now, where was this girl?

Who, exactly, are you calling ‘fella’?

The voice speaking into my head was distinctively feminine and I froze in place, looking around. Wha-?

The dragon fixed me with a single-eyed glare like a shard of ice.

Well?

Skies and stars! The dragon was a girl.
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Kyrowat landed beside us, skidding to a stop.

“They burned my cabin!” Hubric said with a curse under his breath. 

He was worried about his cabin when enemies lurked in the trees? I spun around in place, looking for any sign of our attackers. Blackened trails from fireballs and dragon flames spread out in every direction from our epicenter. The only sight I had of living enemies were flashes of color as figures slipped through the trees. 

They’ve fled. For now. 

The feminine voice in my head still surprised me. I thought dragons only spoke to people they liked. Kyrowat had only ever shared a few thoughts with me and Ephretti’s dragon never had.

Males don’t like talking to humans – most of them can’t even do it except for Purples – and they are only supposed to talk to the people they are bonded to. They say your minds are too strange for constant contact.

My mind wasn’t strange. It was quick and clever. Maybe that was the problem. I was smarter than most dragons.

There was a hiss of steam beside me.

Hubric glanced over at us from where he was dismounting. 

“Don’t irritate her. She’s been through a lot. They took her by surprise when she was in a deep sleep.”

“I didn’t do anything!” I protested. “She’s mad at my thoughts.”

“Then stop thinking stupid things! Here, come and look for the root cellar with me. I stashed some things in there. This place was supposed to stay hidden, but who could have predicted a mass migration through this forest?”

I backed up from the dragon, trying to keep some distance between us and nearly stumbled over one of the fallen Magikas. It was all I could do not to heave. What had I gotten myself into? 

I gathered myself and followed Hubric over the frozen ground. This was too much. I needed to get out of this situation right now before it was too late. I didn’t owe Hubric anything. I didn’t have to stay. If I left now, I could get back to Vanika in a week or so and go back to my normal life. Why were my hands shaking like that? Stupid hands!

I dodged a small grass fire and looked over my back at the girl dragon. She was puffing flame across her own hide. Weird. I never would have suspected she was a girl. She didn’t look at all feminine. She paused to hiss at me and I jumped. Just nerves. I wasn’t afraid of her. I’d just been in a battle and I was standing in a forest that was partly on fire. Anyone would be nervous.

“She’s cleaning her scales,” Hubric said, following my gaze. “Heat helps. The Magika fire leaves an irritating residue.” Hubric kicked a pile of moss and leaves aside to reveal a wooden square in the dirt. A rope loop stuck up from it and he pulled up the trap door with ease. “They took what was in the cabin – which will be a problem for us. Either that, or they burned it, but at least there are supplies in here – or should be. Water. Food. A spare saddle and hopefully a cloak. You’re going to freeze to death in that one.”

“Well, excuse me for not being wealthy.”

“Come on. We don’t have all day. They’ll be regrouping and planning a counterattack. Two dragons are formidable, but a big enough group of Magikas can overwhelm them.”

He tossed me a thick wool cloak and I caught it, quickly ripping off my old threadbare cloak and replacing it. That was nice. Warmth and coziness. I could get used to this. I glanced up at Hubric stuffing gunny sacks into what looked like leather saddlebags. 

“Why did they attack Saboraak ... that’s her name, right? Saboraak?”

“They want all dragons and the power they represent. Their power is dwindling and they’re panicking. Have you ever seen people fight over the last drop of water, over the last scrap of bread?”

“Yes.”

He looked up, startled, and then cleared his throat. “Well. Yes. It’s like that. A lot of people will throw moral compunctions aside if it’s a matter of survival – which is why we need to hurry.”

“Thank you for the cloak.” I felt awkward saying the words, but I was in his debt now. I didn’t like being in debt to anyone. It wasn’t a big debt though, was it? A nice gray cloak wasn’t enough debt to bind me to him forever. After all, I was still leaving as soon as I could figure out a good way to go. I couldn’t exactly leave when we were surrounded by hostile Magikas.

“Don’t thank me yet.” He threw a leather dragon saddle at me and I caught it awkwardly.

“Why not?”

“Because your next job is saddling Saboraak and she won’t like that.”

“Why would I saddle her?” I asked.

“Remember when I promised you I would push you off a cliff and let you fly a dragon?”

“Sure.”

“This will be worse. I’m gonna ask you to go up to that dragon and request a ride ... nicely.”

I laughed. How could that be worse? I was a charming guy. No one said no to me. Besides, this wasn’t the worst idea. I’d ride with them until tonight and then bail once the threat was gone.

“Watch and be amazed, old man.”

I left him to finish packing and climbed back up out of the root cellar. The burnt cabin and leafless trees were eerie and the scattered bodies even more so. I tried not to look at them. I tried not to think about how I’d helped put them there. Best not to think about it. There were things that were your problem and things that weren’t. People who tied up dragons and thought there wouldn’t be consequences definitely fell into the ‘not my problem’ category.

Aren’t you planning to tie me up, too?

The girl dragon was looking at me. I didn’t like how those golden eyes seemed to be able to see what I was thinking.

“It’s your lucky day,” I said with a smile. “You get the best rider in the Dominion – me.”

Were her golden eyes rolling?

I haven’t agreed to that.

Well, this wasn’t going the way I’d imagined. I’d imagined going to Dragon School and just picking the dragon of my choice. Green – obviously. I’d show him I was a good rider, strong, brave and not to be messed with and then we’d fly off into the sunset. Now, I just wanted a ride for a single afternoon until I could bail and this dragon was getting all snooty about it.

You have got to be joking. 

Her soot-darkened skin changed suddenly from a soft grey color to a vibrant green and then she morphed into something larger with flashing yellow eyes and a wide frill.

I felt my jaw drop open.

That ... that ... that ... what? I was seeing things. Obviously. Dragons didn’t just change shapes and colors.

Female dragons do.

Hubric trotted up to stand beside me, looking up at the dragon with a smile on his face.

“Neat trick, hey? It’s a secret. Don’t tell anyone.”

“What’s a secret?” My mouth felt dry. “That she’s a ... a ... shapeshifter?”

“I like to think of it as being a Chameleon. She hides in plain sight. She can be any color or any shape. As long as it’s still dragon.”

The dragon smiled. Oh great. She knew she was better than me. That was going to be a problem. In my experience with girls – limited as it was – you really had to work to make sure they didn’t think they were better than you. If they did they’d order you around and try to dress you and feed you.

“Saboraak,” Hubric said, “Meet Tor. He shares your talent. He’s more than he seems.” Hubric turned to me. “Tor, stop gaping like a fresh-caught trout and ask Saboraak nicely if she will accept you as a rider.”

“Accept me?”

Hubric smacked me on the back of the head and I stumbled forward rubbing my skull irritably. How did he expect people to react to dragons just shifting color and shape? You couldn’t trust a creature that wasn’t the same from one minute to the next.

Saboraak’s eyes narrowed.

Can’t trust me? You’re not making much of an impression.

Was she kidding? I wasn’t making much of an impression? She was arrogantly demanding that Ibeg to ride her! That’s not how it was supposed to work! I was supposed to be the one choosing my dragon, not begging a dragon to take me. I saw a blur of color racing through the trees. I swallowed. There was no way to run off right now. Not unless I fancied dying in a burst of green or fuchsia. I could either ride away on her or die magically.

That’s right, trout. It’s me or a painful death. Which do you prefer?

Oh, she’d picked up on that, had she.

“Boy!” Hubric’s word was almost like a dog’s bark. I startled.

“Will you let me ride you, Saboraak?” I asked with one of my patented false smiles. That saddle came with reins. She might think she had all the cards, but all I needed to do was get that saddle on her and she would have to do this my way.

This is why only males have ever gone to Dragon School! They’re the only ones fool enough to deal with you humans. I promised the Prince of Dragons I would do this but ... gah! I didn’t expect you.

Me? She was lucky to have me!

I turned to Hubric. 

“I think we’re a poor match. We should go to Dragon School. I’m sure there will be a suitable dragon for me there. For now, I can just ride Kyrowat with you.”

Are you serious? The opportunity to ride me is an honor you are not worthy of! You should be so lucky. 

Hubric’s expression was wry. A second flurry of color in the trees told me our time was limited. I bounced nervously from foot to foot. We needed to get into the air!

“I’ve decided to take you on as an apprentice, Tor. You aren’t going to Dragon School. Not now, not ever. Ashana Willowspring runs Dragon School now, and she’s given me full authority to take any trainee I want under my wing outside the training of the school. Last time I was there, I told her I was taking you. Do you know what that means?”

“What?” This was starting to feel like a trap. Why was he pushing this when we were surrounded by enemies and running out of time?

“It means that if you say no to me, you won’t be welcome there, either. This is your only chance to ride a dragon. And this is the only dragon who might be willing to take you. Do you see any other dragons around here? Kyrowat doesn’t count. He’s mine. You have a choice right here and right now. Choose me and Saboraak and a life of adventure or choose to go back to your dirt-city and scrabble for scraps.”

My stomach rumbled and Hubric rolled his eyes, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a thumb-thick piece of jerky. He offered it to me and I took it before he could change his mind, barely chewing it before I swallowed. Oh boy, that was good. How long had it been since I’d last eaten? I glanced at the treeline.

“Well?” he asked.

“We’re surrounded. We need to get out of here!”

“First we do this. Then we handle that.”

I swallowed. So. That’s how it was. This haughty dragon, or nothing at all. And I was on the clock. Decide now or die by fireballs while I dithered about it.

It figured. Tor Winespring always got the short end of the stick. But he also always found a way to turn that stick around. I wasn’t going back to Vanika. There was no way through these Magikas and no way to change Hubric’s mind and if I was honest there was nothing for me there – not really. But a life riding a dragon – that would be something, alright. And I was no stranger to risk. Plus, those guys in the trees were getting closer. I swallowed.

“Fine. Yes. I’ll be your apprentice.” I was trapped by my own promise. I clenched my jaw at it. Responsibility wasn’t really my thing.

“Then I want your vow right now. A vow of fealty to me. Apprentice to master. You know how it’s done?”

“No.” I wasn’t the vow swearing type. Commitment made my skin itch.

“Repeat after me. I, say your name.”

“I, Tor Winespring.” This felt ridiculous. Was I really going to go through with it? Was that a green glow I saw? The fireballs were about to start flying again.

“You should put your fist over your heart for this part.” He nodded when I did. “Swear fealty and full allegiance to Hubric Duneshifter, Dragon Rider of the Purple, until death takes one of us.”

Seriously? That was a bit dramatic. I repeated his words, stumbling in my haste to get them out before we were attacked but at least that kept me from rolling my eyes at how serious they were.

“And I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.”

His knife flicked out of the sheath again as I repeated his words and then he slit the end of his thumb and pressed the blood to my forehead. I stumbled back. 

“Hey! No creepy blood stuff!”

“I, Hubric Duneshifter, accept your pledge, Tor Winespring, and I swear to protect and guide you,  shelter and provide for you, as my liege-sworn until death takes one of us. I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.” His smile widened. “It is done. Now, go give Saboraak your oath, too, or you can be my living footstool for the rest of your life.”

I frowned. I felt a little warm inside – not that I’d let him know! No one had ever promised to take care of me. It was weird. Like I was too old for it. So why did it make me feel like tearing up?

“And then can we get out of here? They’re about to attack!”

“There’s always time to do the right thing, apprentice.”

“So wait, I have to commit to her, too? This feels – a bit much. Can I take some time to decide? Maybe after we fly for the afternoon?”

Hubric frowned. “Swear to her, or I leave you here.”

Behind us, as if on cue, I heard twigs breaking. Our enemies were about to start throwing those fireballs they’d been preparing. I could almost imagine Hubric and Saboraak flying away and leaving me here to be consumed by magenta fire. Tension filled me. I didn’t like being forced into things, but what choice did I have?

I strode over to where the dragon stood stiffly, her shoulders back and her head extended as high as it could on her long neck so that it towered far above me. Ridiculous. She was nearly as tall as the trees when she did that. Those Magikas were definitely going to notice her.

“Saboraak?” I said. “That’s your name?”

You know it is.

I felt strangely vulnerable as I pulled out my belt knife. I licked my lips. I probably should know what to say. Maybe Castelans and other dragon riders did. I was going to look like a poor street kid if I didn’t think of something but I was going to look a lot worse if I died because I didn’t do this fast enough. Maybe a modified version of what Hubric had said.

I swallowed. The words were a bit hard to get out. But if I didn’t say them, then it would be too late to run. Besides, I was good at getting around promises ...

I had meant to have a ringing, loud voice, but it came out as more of a stutter.

“I, Tor Winespring, swear to protect you and provide what I can for as long as I can as your rider, that is if you’ll be my dragon.”

Her huge eyes narrowed. Had I missed some part of it? Seriously, we were going to be attacked and she was worried about the details?

“Ummm ... and I swear it by the Truth?”

I nicked my thumb with the knife and offered it to her. My eyes went wide when her huge head ducked down but I didn’t back up or tremble even when that flame-hole of a snout leaned in and pressed against my thumb. Had I just promised to take care of a massive furnace with wings?

She seemed hesitant, like she was as nervous and reluctant as I was. Which was ridiculous. I was the one being asked to gamble my future here with a knife basically to my throat.

After a moment she spoke in my mind – her words heavy, like they meant as much to her as they suddenly did to me.

By the Skies and Stars, I pledge my loyalty and life to you, Tor Winespring. I give you truth and the bond of dragon to man. With your death, I will die, with your life, I will live.

That seemed intense. I shivered. 

I’m taking a huge risk here. Don’t disappoint me.

Harsh! She should talk about disappointment. I’d expected an exciting school and classes and being able to choose a dragon from among a dozen options, not forced to swear what was basically a marriage vow in the middle of a smoky forest.

I didn’t even know that there were female dragons.

How do you think we make more dragons?

I’d never heard about one in the Dominion.

I’m the first one to leave the lands of Haz’drazen.

That must be lonely. Was that a pang of pity I was feeling?

A little less lonely now.
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Chapter Seven
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Hubric bounced from foot to foot impatiently. “Take the saddle and go put it on Saboraak. These saddlebags tie in behind it. Hurry! Those Magikas are about to attack!”

Like I didn’t know that! I’d been the one telling them to hurry!

There was a crash in the woods and a yell.

I rushed to Saboraak and nervously tried to place the saddle on her back.

“Just get the job done,” Hubric called, mounting his own dragon. “While you two were doing your ooey gooey thing I threw your sack of things into the saddlebags. Hopefully, we won’t get separated, but if we do, you’ll have what you need in there.”

There were more yells coming from the trees around us and I hurried to cinch the belly strap of the saddle.

“If we get separated, I don’t even know where I’m going,” I muttered.

“Saboraak does. You can trust her.”

I fumbled with the buckles that held the saddle in place. A second crash sound made me jump.

Not like that!

I hurriedly tried it a different way. How did she know? Had she ever been saddled before?

I know what will hurt me. Have a little respect, human.

How much more respect did she need? I already was nervous of her palm-long teeth! A blaze of magenta soared overhead and I ducked.

“Will those Magikas try to steal Saboraak again?” I called to Hubric.

I can’t be stolen. I’m not property!

Boy, she was touchy!

“Are you kidding me?” Hubric asked. Kyrowat ambled up to beside Saboraak and Hubric leaned out of the saddle to help me finish fitting the straps in place for Saboraak. “She’s an invaluable asset and a magical creature. They’d be fools not to try. Here, this is where you put your foot to mount up. There you go. Now, strap in so you don’t fall out if she does a barrel roll.”

The saddle itches.

Yep, touchy.

And you squirm too much!

I was just trying to find a good place to sit. She could ease off with the criticism any time now!

“What about reins?” I asked, but before Hubric could answer a fireball splashed across the ground beside us, so close that my skin felt singed. I smelled burnt hair and then Saboraak crouched down, muscles bunching, as she launched into the air. Pine branches scraped and scathed me as we gained height. With every powerful flap, I was buffeted by them. 

Great. Of all the dragons in all the world, I got the one who didn’t know how to fly with a rider. I’d have to watch out for my own well being, she certainly wasn’t going to. And the reins were still in the saddlebags, so I was at her mercy when it came to direction.

Stop complaining.

Whoever said girls were more nurturing was full of dragon-

My thought cut off at Saboraak’s sudden barrel roll. I would have screamed, but the breath was ripped from my throat. Blood rushed to my head with my stomach following quickly. Just as I thought I was going to lose that nice beef jerky, we spun around and I was upright again. I swallowed. Well, she’d proven one thing. She could make both of us green.

I felt her laughing in my mind as we continued to climb. 

Hubric says to stop goofing around. He says to look down at the Magikas.

I wasn’t the one goofing around. That was this dragon I’d been fool enough to pledge to.

Are you going to sit and sulk or obey orders?

I leaned over in my stirrup to look down below us. Fuchsia and green fireballs arched up, losing speed and height before they could reach us, only to crash harmlessly in the forest below.

Not harmlessly. Those could start a forest fire. Do you see how many trees are burning? We’ll be lucky if the fires stay localized. We dragons are much more careful with our flames.

I pushed back memories that tried to bubble up. Memories of snatching little children from buildings just before the licking flames consumed them. Memories of helping Hubric pull an old man out of the flames. Memories – 

Now is not the time for bad dreams. Concentrate.

Well, there wasn’t anything we could do about Magikas except to fly away, which suited me just fine. It seemed strange, though, that they were traveling north so poorly supplied and in such numbers.

Haven’t you heard about the great battle around Dominion City?

Sure. Everyone heard of that. The Dominar destroyed the Ifrits and freed us all.

That’s a real garbling of the story! But you should know – the Magikas fought against your current Dominar. She had a – 

She?

You need to get over whatever prejudice you have against girls. 

I didn’t have a prejudice. I liked girls – a lot, in fact. Girls with long golden hair and girls with raven curls, tall girls, short girls, girls with curvy-

Agh! Stop it. Why did I swear my life to a simpleton? Back to world events. I will teach you to think or die trying! Your Dominar – a girl, now – made an alliance with the ancient elders of dragonkind and with our Queen. Together with the Chosen One, they fought the pretender, the Magikas who allied with her, and the Ifrits. They destroyed the pretender and the Ifrits, but the Magikas were scattered. Some are dead. Some are fleeing. 

The ones below weren’t dead.

They’re fleeing north, to Ko’Torenth, which is also where we are headed.

Because they lost the war?

Partially. They also have a big problem – and so do we. The magic they have always tapped – in seams beneath the ground – is running out. There are only so many more colorful fireballs they can throw.

Well, that didn’t seem to be stopping them. What did I care if their magic was fading?

They’re hurrying to our enemies because together they are trying to find another source of power. They think they can get it from dragons.

Still, not my problem.

Ahem.

What?

You swore an oath to me just now. I’m afraid, Tor Winespring, that from now on, dragons are very much your problem.

Skies and Stars! The freer I tried to get the more I got tangled up. I never volunteered to join a war. I never volunteered for more trouble.

In life, you are only guaranteed one thing: adventure.
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Chapter Eight
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We flew all day until I thought my inner thighs were so chapped that they would never recover. Maybe this was why real Dragon Riders wore leathers. I’d have to ask Hubric about leathers when we got where we were going. 

My stomach rumbled viciously. There had been no food – except that mouthful of jerky – and no stops all day. We flew above the trees, still keeping an eye on the knots of Magikas working their way north through the forest. How were there so many little trails and paths in a forest no one ever entered?

That’s probably a myth. There are no truly untouched places in the world. If you set down there, I bet you’d find someone who has been living in that forest all their life. 

How would you know? This is your first time around here, too. It’s not like you traveled the world. You were just in Haz’drazen’s lands all your life.

I studied. How do you think I can speak human? Besides, you were just in Vanika.

Oh, so she was going to throw that in my face, was she? I was going to have to travel a lot. I didn’t like having a haughty dragon rubbing my nose in my own inexperience.

Everywhere you go, I’ll go too.

I made an annoyed noise in my throat, but I wasn’t really upset. I was starting to get used to her voice in my mind. It was like a steady stream of entertainment. I could probably get her pretty riled up if I wanted to.

Don’t even think about it.

We caught our first glimpse of the mountains when the clouds finally lifted an hour before dark. I squinted at the frosty peaks. Cold as I was, it looked colder there.

I hate the cold.

Something we could agree on. But we were headed north and by all accounts that should mean warmer weather.

Not in Ko’Torenth. Oh, they have deserts on the plains, but they don’t live there. They live in the great mountains and those are cold and frosty.

Wait. What?

It’s cold in the mountains of Ko’Torenth.

But why would we be going there? Wait, she had mentioned that, hadn’t she? 

Didn’t Hubric tell you that he wants us to be spies? I did mention Ko’Torenth before and you didn’t seem surprised.

I just hadn’t realized what she was saying before. It made sense for her to be a spy. She could easily disguise herself. She could hide in plain sight. I wasn’t interested in risking my neck to steal secrets. 

I can only disguise myself if we go somewhere with other dragons.

But what if the place we went to was full of Magikas? A dragon was an impressive thing, but she was hardly magical.

Sometimes the best magic is hiding in plain sight.

I’d always been good at hiding. I’d been good at pulling fast cons. But that was just for fun. Or for food. Or for something to do. The worst I could expect was to have my stuff – what little there was – stolen, or to be turned out of wherever I was holed up, or to be taken by the city guards – back when there were city guards. Somehow, spying on a foreign country seemed a lot more intense. Like the kind of intense that I definitely wasn’t going to agree to.

I stole a last look at the Magikas forging through the woods towards Ko’Torenth. I could barely make them out in the fading light. What would happen to a man who tried to pull a con on a Magika? Was it true that they could turn people into toads?

No.

That they could send you into a deep sleep for a thousand years?

Your body would starve and rot long before that. You’d have geraniums growing through your ribcage.

Pleasant thought. Could they ... torture me?

Undoubtedly.

With magic?!

Does that make it worse?

Yes! My breath stuttered like my lungs wanted to force me to panic. I frowned and forced myself to breathe normally.

I don’t know what you want me to say.

What had I gotten myself into?

I felt something that seemed like a mental sigh.

You made all those promises to me with no idea whatsoever of what it would mean for you, didn’t you?

Ummmm ... well, there had been a bit of urgency to save all of our skins from fireballs. 

Here’s some advice: think before you leap.

Great. I’d accidentally committed to a suicide mission with a dragon playing the role of my conscience. Worse, now she was dispensing advice that should be obvious.

It’s called common sense. You should try it.

As darkness fell, thick as a blanket, lights blossomed on the edge of the mountains.

They were always there. Your eyes just couldn’t see them until it got dark enough.

We were headed straight for those lights. Did that mean shelter and warmth?

Hubric says yes.

Did that mean a warm meal?

Hubric says yes again.

Then speed up, old girl! Let’s get there fast! I’d figure out how to say no to the suicide mission once I had a full belly and a night of sleep.

Fine by me. And I’m not old. I’m barely forty.

Saboraak sped up, and I didn’t even mind that the icy wind bit harder because very, very soon I could warm up these frozen dead weights I used to call feet and these poor clumsy stones I used to call fingers. My mouth was already watering at the thought of food.

The lights grew bigger and closer and after a moment Hubric and Kyrowat passed us, leading the way toward the light. 

Eventually, we drew close enough for me to see a massive wooden structure nestled into the side of the mountain. A wide platform ringed with lit lanterns was waiting for the dragons to land and a large house with wood beam walls and well-lit windows waited beside it. 

Excitement mixed with longing inside me. There might even be a bed there! I hadn’t slept in a soft bed in ... years.

Hubric and Kyrowat landed neatly on the platform and he was already dismounting as Saboraak descended. Her landing was just as minimalist and tidy. At least she could fly, even if she was bad at being ridden.

I heard that. I’ve been flying all my life, you know. Kyrowat says there are dragon cotes here. I’m looking forward to seeing them. 

Me, too. It will be a first for both of us. 

A greeting party was already assembling, three men carrying lanterns and displaying wide grins strode toward the platform over a long wooden walkway from the large house. The leader carried his lantern on a pole and a dark cloak swirled around him. I had a sudden memory of a crow I’d seen picking through the ashes of Vanika, but that was probably only because his nose looked exactly like a beak.

I’d better go be polite.

I leapt off Saboraak’s back, hurrying to join Hubric. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something flash, but when I looked up there was nothing there, only the welcoming smile of the leader.

I was seeing things.

Wait.

Was that a silver swirl in his eye?
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“Ho! Granton!” Hubric called, as if he knew who these people were, but though the men approaching us waved, none of them spoke.

I reached for my belt knife, wishing I had the dagger with me. It was still stuffed in my saddlebags, of course. There was something strange about these men. Hubric shifted from foot to foot and in the gleam of the lanterns, I saw a knife appear in his hand.

When they were still two paces away their leader addressed us. 

“Hubric I know, but who is this?” His eyes glittered in the lamplight, but I didn’t see a silver swirl in them this time. Was I just seeing things? I was still nervous about Ephretti’s warning – that these men with silver in their eyes were looking for me.

“Where is Granton?” Hubric asked. 

He adjusted his stance to put his weight on his back foot. I’d seen that in men before. They shifted like that when they expected a fight. My gaze shifted back to the three men holding lantern poles. Those could be used as weapons easily enough. 

“The old man that kept this place? Gone. He left it to us.” The leader tilted his head slightly.

“And the girl with him?”

“A pretty thing and so set on adventure ... ” He let his voice trail off as if the answer was in the words he didn’t say. I shivered. I wouldn’t want a man like that near anyone I cared about. Who was this girl to Hubric?

“What did you do to her?” Hubric asked, his tone low, almost a growl.

The leader grinned. “Nothing. She decided to travel.”

Hubric’s body tensed. 

“Come in and eat with us. It’s too cold to stay out here. We can share all the news inside,” the leader said. 

I took a step backward. Inside, we’d be separated from our dragons. Saboraak and Kyrowat could toast these three where they stood, but I doubted Hubric and I would be as capable. Hubric looked torn. Clearly, he was worried about his friend. Was he trying to find a way to get more information about her? It was too bad that the dragons couldn’t read these men’s minds.

We can, but we can only read what they are thinking.

And do they know where Hubric’s friend is?

I don’t know.

Are they enemies?

Certainly. 

Hubric took a step forward and I cursed inside. Better to fly away and figure out our next move. We could sneak in here later if we needed to. If we followed them into the house now, we’d be outnumbered, and they could easily overwhelm us away from the dragons. How many more men could be hiding in that house?

“Where did Granton go?” Hubric asked, head cocked to the side. 

Ah. A testing question. Even I could tell that his next move would depend on the answer. The glitter in the leader’s eye told me he knew, too. He smiled easily, but was that a flash of nervousness in his eye?

“North. He needed supplies and said-”

Surrounded! We’re surrounded.

I spun at Saboraak’s panicked thoughts, only to see dark shapes rushing in. One of them held a rod high over his head. Silver light spun out from it, crackling into lightning bolts. The first one struck Saboraak’s tail and she shrieked. The shriek turned to a roar and she spun, flaming at the figures.

Hubric cried out to my right and I saw him in a deadly lock with the leader, both men wielding knives and tangled around each other like wrestlers.

“Where’s the girl?” he demanded. 

I dodged a second man at the last second, narrowly missing his grasping arms. I wasn’t much of a fighter, but I stabbed out frantically with my knife and felt it hit something. It stuck for a moment and I wrenched it loose. There was a cry as the man who attacked me fell into the shadows. Was that blind luck? 

I didn’t have time to register what just happened or how Hubric was doing when a second man lunged forward. A magenta burst of flame left his hand, flashing toward me. I dove to the ground. Wincing at the hard smack of my body against the rock. I’d landed on something metal. 

My heart was pounding so hard it was difficult to hear. I felt like I should be looking at everything at once, but my eyes were too slow and my hands too shaky. 

I heard a squeal of pain as Hubric repeated himself. “The girl! Tell me!”

“North, she went north!”

“Like Granton did?” There was a note of warning in Hubric’s voice.

Another squeal of pain. “With friends. She went with friends.”

Behind me, heat and light burst in steady flares. The dragons were fighting. No time to turn to look. Saboraak could look after herself. 

I guess I’ll have to if that’s the best you can do.

I grabbed at the metal lamp pole I’d landed on, hurrying back to my feet just in time to see a second fireball streaking toward me. I never signed up for magical battles! This was madness!

I leapt to the side and then darted forward, striking the Magika with the heavy lamp pole and then spinning to find Hubric in the mess of the battle. 

His attacker was on the floor whimpering, but a second man raised his lamp pole and green mist stretched out from the lamp like tentacles, clawing toward Hubric. Hubric’s eyes narrowed and his hand darted out like a viper, the knife flying from it to lodge in the throat of the Magika. He fell to the ground, his lamp and the green mist falling with him. 

“Run!” I yelled, taking my own advice and dashing toward our dragons. I grabbed Hubric’s arm as I passed, spinning him around to run with me.

“They always forget that a simple thing can defeat all their flashy magic.”

“They aren’t the only ones who made a mistake here. Why didn’t you realize right away they weren’t your friends?” I asked, ducking under the swinging arm of a fresh attacker and letting his arm clang against the lamp pole. That was going to hurt him in the morning. I could still feel the vibrations of the hit twanging through my arms.

“I was curious.”

Curious? He risked our lives because he was curious? Hubric threw a second knife barely missing my face. I gasped. What in the –? The sound of something heavy hitting the floor behind me cleared up my confusion. The crazy old man just saved my life. Again.

Hurry! There are too many to hold off forever. I’ve never seen magic come from objects before.

I was hardly an expert on magic. Although I already knew I didn’t like it. I was an expert at not liking it, if that counted. 

There was a path clear to Saboraak and I rushed across it, leaping up on her back as if I mounted dragons every day. She was so busy flaming shadow after shadow that I thought she hadn’t noticed until she launched so suddenly into the air that I fell backward, barely catching myself on the saddlebags. 

Next time worry about clipping in and not about what I’m doing. We can’t be a team if you’re second-guessing me.

Fair point.

The lights below faded as we climbed into the sky. Where were Hubric and Kyrowat?

Right behind us. They’re fine.

So much for hot food and a warm bed.

Stop complaining. You aren’t the one with a bleeding tail and lightning welts.

Was she okay?

Please address all comments to me directly.

It was just a thought!

Please address all thoughts to me directly.

I didn’t know if I was clenching my jaw in frustration at her constant orders or at the frustration that I still hadn’t received a proper meal even after selling my soul to the twin devils of Hubric and Saboraak but if I clenched it any harder it would probably crumble like rock in a landslide. Maybe I should have taken my chances with those madmen below. They probably had hot food and they weren’t any crazier than my current companions.

A growl rippled through Saboraak, shaking me in my seat.

Skies and stars! These two were going to be the death of me!
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We flew for so long in the dark that I had no idea where we were when we finally set down in a cluster of thick trees. 

“Get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning,” Hubric said, but it barely registered as I slid off the saddle and fell to the frozen earth.

Ugh. I should find somewhere warm, so I didn’t freeze to death, but I was so tired ... so very, very tired.

Something leaned up against me and then warmth flooded me. Oh, soup and biscuits – yes! That was nice. Mmmm. I was mostly asleep before I realized that I was being warmed by a fire-breathing dragon. A cranky, demanding fire-breathing dragon.

Just give the attitude a rest for a few seconds and get some sleep.

I woke to the smell of a wood fire. 

I rolled over, regretting it immediately as the cold hit me like a vengeful hammer. Ngh! I blinked life into my eyes, scrubbing the crusty sleep out of the corners and sitting up.

We were camped on a rocky hillside looking over the pine forest below. Hubric was busy with a tiny wood fire and a kettle. It looked promising. I gathered my cloak around me and stood. Both dragons lay with heads on their forepaws, eyes shut to the world. 

“They flew hard yesterday and both need to heal,” Hubric said, blowing gently on the tiny tongue of flame he’d created. “Caf?”

“Do you have any food?” I asked hopefully. 

“Check your saddlebags. Remember when I filled them at the cabin?”

I walked stiffly to the Saboraak’s side, trying not to disturb her as I rummaged in the bags. Skies and Stars! There was food in here! 

He couldn’t have said that before? There was also that cloth package Ephretti gave me. I grabbed it, too. This was the first chance I’d had to even look at it.

My stomach rumbled so loudly that I was afraid it would wake Saboraak as I returned to the fire, hard crackers and dried meat in hand. I was already stuffing them in my mouth as quickly as I could.

“Go easy on it,” Hubric warned. “I had expected to resupply at the post last night.”

I was holding more food than I’d seen in a week. There was no way I wasn’t going to eat it. I’d worry about finding more after I was done eating what I had.

Hubric cleared his throat and I looked up guiltily, my mouth stuffed so full with food that I could barely chew. He was only offering me a steaming tin mug. I accepted it gratefully, ducking my head in thanks since my mouth was full.

“What did you learn from last night?” he asked when my mouth was empty enough to talk.

Last night? I’d been too busy surviving to learn much – except that I was really beginning to hate Magikas.

“Those Magika guys are trouble. But if you’re fast you can get past their defenses.”

“And?”

“They said that they didn’t know who I was, but they seemed to have an interest in you.” Although, if Ephretti was to be believed, they had an interest in me, too. I would just have to keep my eyes open to see for myself. No point mentioning that, though. It would only make me sound crazy.

Hubric sipped his caf. “No surprise there. I’ve been more in the eye of the public than I ever asked to be.”

“I thought you were a spymaster.”

He laughed. “That’s still new. And I’m going to have to become more forgettable to make that work.”

“They took that friend of yours, didn’t they? Do you think they have her back at that house?”

“I don’t think so,” Hubric said thoughtfully. “That place was clearly a trap. They can’t stay there for long. There are only supplies for a short stay and no way to get more when they are on the run.”

“So where is your friend?”

“With other Magikas, somewhere in the north of here like they said. The man who admitted it was in too much pain to be lying.” I shivered at his words, remembering those squeals of pain. Hubric didn’t notice my reaction. “She’s a smart girl. Her name is Zyla. About your age. I recruited her as soon as I could trust her. Her parents were traders. They traded oddities all through the northlands as well as the Dominion. But in the war, a loose Ifrit slaughtered them in front of her.”

I shivered at my own memories of the dust demons. “Thank the skies and stars those things are gone now.”

Hubric frowned. “For now. There are other enemies and other dangers. Don’t get too comfortable or they’ll sneak up on you.”

“So, I should count on ulcers and digestive problems then, should I? A life of living on edge? No, thank you. I didn’t sign up for a life of terror.”

His smile was wry. “Zyla is the perfect recruit to spy on Ko’Torenth. I was planning to pair her up with you and send you both to Ko’Koren - one of their larger cities. She and I are already working on communication routes and protocols. But I expected to have time to help the two of you ... get to know each other.”

“And now she’s been kidnapped. Are you saying she can’t be rescued?”

“I’m saying that I’m not the one who can rescue her. They know me.”

They certainly did know him. They’d set that trap for him. The old codger must be more valuable than I ever thought.

“Worse,” Hubric continued. “Did you see that rod they used?”

“The one that hurt Saboraak?” I asked, glancing over at my dragon. She looked better in the morning light, but I hadn’t had a very good look at her wounds in the dark.

“Dragons heal remarkably quickly if they can get deep sleep,” Hubric said, sipping his caf. “And yes, that’s the one I mean. I’ve never seen an object that was magical. Magic is something that Magikas use to tap the life force of the earth and use it to alter the world.”

“Mostly with colorful fireballs. Yes, I’ve noticed.” My tone was dry.

“That is a weak use.”

“You sound like an expert. And a fairly haughty expert at that.” I tried the caf to hide my grin at calling him out. Skies and stars, it was bitter! Who chose to drink this stuff? I put it down and grabbed the cloth packet Ephretti gave me.

“I’ve seen things that would make your hair curlier than a sheep’s, boy. Magic great enough to level armies and build statues as tall as a sky city.”

“Keep talking old man,” I said with a laugh. I could use some entertainment. I loosened the strings on the cloth packet and carefully unfolded it. The cloth was white and of a fine weave. I was going to keep it as a handkerchief. It had been a while since I had one of those.

“You saw what Ephretti did when she saved Vanika. She rose up out of fires that should have killed her and saved us.”

Point for Hubric. I couldn’t deny that what Ephretti did was somehow magical. I paused in unwrapping her gift.

“She fulfilled a prophecy.”

Hubric nodded, his eyes serious. “I’ve seen bigger prophecies than that fulfilled.”

Now I was feeling awkward. “I don’t know about prophecies.”

“Maybe you should learn.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a slender book, bound in red leather and shoved it into my hand. A book? Really? For all my spare time?

“What’s this?”

“The Ibrenicus Prophecies. This copy belonged to Savette Leedris.”

“Never heard of her.”

Hubric rolled his eyes. “Just take it and try to learn something from it. At any rate, there are other magics, like I was saying. Truth magic – which is a powerful bending of what is to what should be. And deception magic, a mirror magic. There are others still that I’ve never seen. Tonight, I saw what I think might be artifact magic. The magic of ancient items. Someone needs to fly south and warn the Dominar that it is loose in her lands. Maybe that someone should be you.”

Was he kidding? I was meant to have adventures, not get myself stuck helping fancy court ladies in and out of carriages. “I’m not going to talk to any Dominar!”

Hubric laughed. “Well, someone needs to do the harder task. Someone needs to fly north to the border of Ko’Torenth and the Dominion. There is a camp of Magikas there. Someone needs to sneak in and rescue Zyla.”

“That’s not a tall order or anything.” 

“Or they could attack the camp head on and hope she survives the carnage.” The glint in his eye told me he was teasing. “But don’t worry. I knew you weren’t up for that.”

“How many of them do you think there are?” I looked back at the package to avoid his gaze. Inside the cloth was a fine silver chain with an oblong stone the thickness of my thumb hanging from it. It rippled in the light from golden to dark brown like a boiled candy. 

He shrugged. “More than there are here. Is that Tiger’s Eye from Ephretti? It seems to suit you.”

I slipped the chain over my neck and hid the stone in my shirt as I thought. No one had ever given me such a fine gift. It was a reminder that I was in this now. I’d made commitments I couldn’t wriggle out of and people were counting on me. And if I was stuck helping people out, I should at least find a way to do it my way. Something inside me seemed to solidify.

“Stop and think, Hubric. Which of us is better at hiding? Which of us has a chameleon for a dragon? It’s not you, old man. You go south and bow to Castelans and Dominars. I’m going north to rescue the girl.”

“If that’s how you feel about it.” He was watching me sidelong as if he was waiting for something. If he thought I was going to chicken out or change my mind, he could think again!

“And how will I know this Zyla girl?”

“She has golden eyes like that stone you just put in your shirt. That’s the only distinctive thing about her.”

“You must just kill with the ladies using those complimentary descriptions.”

“I don’t compliment people.”

“I’ve noticed.”

He looked awkward for a moment as if he was thinking of something else but then he turned back to me. 

“If you succeed in rescuing her, she’ll know what to do next.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Saboraak will know what to do next.”

I rolled my eyes. 

“You know, Hubric, you could go ahead and tell me. I’m great at keeping secrets. I can even keep secrets from myself if you want.”

“Best to focus on one thing at a time.”

“And if I end up separated from both Saboraak and Zyla?”

Hubric’s eyes narrowed. “Then you’d better be dead, or I’ll make you wish you were. They are your responsibility now.”

I sighed. “I don’t like responsibility.”

“I know.”

“Then how do you know that I won’t just get up and run.” I tried to make my voice sound defiant, but I knew it was no use. I was tangled up in this now.

He smiled. “I have my reasons to believe in you, boy. Oh, and Tor?”

“Yes?”

“Not to put to much pressure on you, but the world might hang in the balance. What we do now, could push it one way or another.”

Yeah. There was no pressure there. None at all.
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I should probably have asked him why he wasn’t the one taking care of me when it was literally only yesterday that he vowed to do that. But if I said that I’d have just sounded like a whiner. Besides, I’d asked for this mission and I could do it without anyone’s help.

And you already whine enough. AND you’re doing it with my help.

Saboraak and I had been headed north all morning. I rubbed at the sore spots on my inner thighs – still no leathers to protect them –  and tried to concentrate on the horizon, but it was all a blur of trees and hills and sky and had been for hours. We’d stopped at a creek just before noon and even that had looked about the same as everything else.

City eyes.

Is that some kind of insult? Or are you just terrible at nicknames?

It’s a statement of fact. You have city eyes. You don’t know how to read the forest.

Has the forest written something worth reading?

We hadn’t even seen Magikas on forest paths like we had yesterday. 

Which is good. Hubric told me to keep you away from them. It will be harder to sneak in if they know we’re coming.

Because disguising a dragon was so easy.

You did see me change colors and shapes, right? 

She was still green except for the burn marks and jagged pink scars from last night’s battle.

You were lucky to get out of that unhurt. Are you a good fighter?

I was just lucky. Did her wounds keep her from chameleon-ing, or whatever that shapeshifting thing was? I hadn’t seen her change again since the first time. 

I can change. I just don’t want to right now. Hubric said to conserve my energy.

I looked back over my shoulder as if I could see Hubric back there. Unlikely, since he’d flown south at the same time we flew north.

Impossible.

Thanks for chiming in. I chewed my lip, hoping I’d see the camp before long.

I can already see the smoke from the cook fires. It’s a large camp. They must be planning something big.

Other than kidnapping, rebellion, selling Dominion secrets, and trying to suck the last magic out of the world?

Yes, other than that.

Saboraak had no sense of humor. I was going to have to help her with that.

I was still straining to see the smoke. Nothing. Either she was imagining things, or her eyes were better than mine.

I have a sense of humor. 

Oh yeah? Prove it.

She was silent for long minutes and my smile was beginning to get smug before I saw the smoke. There was a ridge of hills between us and the smoke, but the smoke was clear enough.

I’ll land on this side of those hills and we can decide what to do then.

Hopefully, they weren’t too far from the camp. I didn’t want to hike. 

Hold on. I’m going to change into something that blends into the sky better.

I held on, not knowing what to expect, but even though I was braced for it, my skin still felt like insects were creeping across it when she changed shape underneath me and her skin went from brilliant emerald to a bluish grey.

Perfect. Keep low over my neck. They’ll never see me now, but you still stick out like a long nose.

Long nose? She was one to talk.

On me, it’s called a snout.

Minutes stretched to hours before we reached the hillside. Saboraak landed close to the top, taking care to stay low, but even so, I had to creep up the last few paces on my own. My legs ached from sitting so much for the past two days. I concentrated on that ache and I swallowed hard to push away the fear creeping up my chest. All I had in my hand was my dagger. I should have asked Hubric for a better weapon than that.

What would you call me if not a weapon?

Too far away to do any good right now.

You insult me.

I held my breath as I reached the summit, kneeling and then folding down to press myself against the earth before I crept over the horizon and looked down.

Below me, a massive camp sprawled - striped silk tents, bonfires, covered wagons, strings of horses, and masses of people filled the bowl of a valley. From the camp, a tired road wound north, its poorly maintained surface rife with plants and moss. No one left the camp to travel the road. So – what were they doing gathering in this place?

There’s water there. A spring, I think.

How did she know that?

I can sense the bones of the earth. Can’t you?

No, I hadn’t been gifted that particular skill set. What would you even do with that?

Mine ore. Find water. Locate important tunnels or warrens.

Maybe it wasn’t as useless as it sounded.

I felt Saboraak’s mental sigh. It’s going to take a lifetime for me to educate you, human. 

There was a stir in the camp below and a small figure was taken out of one of the tents and marched through the late afternoon sun, her head held high.  If I’d been a betting man – oh wait, I was! – I would have said that they were under orders not to hurt her because while they pulled and prodded, the weapons stayed in their belts. Was that a glimpse of gold I saw in her eye? It could have just been a trick of the light.

Whoever she was, she was thrown into one of the central tents and left there. I licked my lips and thought about what would happen if I just rushed in.

You’d be quickly dispatched. 

You think?

No need for sarcasm. Let’s think this through. 

I smelled something like sulfur and rotten fish. I was about to turn to look for it when I felt a heavy jowl rest on my shoulder.

Oh gross! Her breath was awful and if that wet sensation was saliva, she could just bury me now.

You’re a skittish little thing. I’m only here to help.

Then let’s get to the helping part, shall we?

Hubric suggested that you had ... skills.

Well, of course I did! Didn’t I mention that you were lucky to have me?

She ignored my boasting. 

And your scales are not unlike theirs. 

Scales? Did she mean my cloak?

Yes. Similar color and shape.

But underneath I was dressed in commoner clothes and these Magikas had heavily embroidered robes.

The ones who attacked us last night didn’t.

Only because it was a trap.

Then go down there and claim to be one of them. They can’t have made it this far yet. Tell the guards that they captured Hubric and that you were sent ahead with the news.

I rubbed my chin feeling the light stubble growing there. I hadn’t seen a razor in months. Fortunately, my beard didn’t grow very quickly.

Do you need me to flame those scraggly scales clean?

No! Keep your flames to yourself!

It was only an offer.

She sounded hurt, but seriously, she’d burn my skin off and leave me to dance in my bones. What kind of partnership was that?

I didn’t realize you were so fragile.

It was like she’d met her first human yesterday. 

Actually, it was nine days ago.

I felt my jaw drop. I shut it with a click. Her suggestion for infiltrating the camp was a good one ... especially for someone who had just met humans.

I read a lot. She sounded proud.

Okay. 

So, I needed to sneak down into camp, trick them into thinking I was one of their own, cause a distraction of some kind and then grab the girl from that central tent. No problem, right?

I shall wait on the hillside and camouflage myself. When you need me, call. I will come immediately.

That was as much plan as we could hope for. I was more of an improviser anyway.

I slid back down the hillside and hurried to rummage in Saboraak’s bags for anything I thought I might need. There was a leather satchel with a waterskin and some food. I took out most of the food and put it back in the saddlebags to make room for a blanket in the satchel. I needed to look like someone who was traveling. I added a flint and knife and carefully strapped the dagger to my belt before smoothing my hair back and making sure it was all in place.

You look dapper.

I squinted at her. What was she saying? There was another dragon sigh.

I’m saying you look fine. Go get ‘em!

I swallowed down my nerves. It was just another con. Just another gamble. And gambling was my life. I could do this. 

I started my climb around the peak of the hill, careful to stay low enough not to make a silhouette against the sky.

You’ll do just fine. Try to look more confident. Push those shoulders back.

She was worse than a mother. I skirted a thorn patch and slid step by step down the steep hill.

Whose mother?

Anyone’s mother. She’d better come if I called her. That was all there was to it.
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Chapter Twelve 
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By the time I reached the edge of the camp, it was deep into the heat of the afternoon and winter or not, I was sweating. I wasn’t used to walking so far and particularly not through nature. Nature hated me. Every dip, furrow, and root there was had sprung to life and tried to kill me on the way down the hill.

Don’t be so dramatic.

Worse, Saboraak’s voice was still loud and clear. I’d been hoping for a bit of a break from that.

If I thought I could trust you on your own, I would, but so far, your thoughts have not been very reassuring. 

There was a loose string of guards around the camp at various intervals, looking bored but alert enough to catch me should I try to sneak in rather than going through on the main road. I didn’t even try. Instead, I ambled up to the cluster of five guards on the main road and knuckled my forehead like commoners did. I never did that. No one was above me, no matter how rich, no matter what title.

Is your arrogance a species thing or is it particular to you?

At the last second, I realized my error. These weren’t full Magikas and if I wanted to pretend to be one I shouldn’t be behaving like a commoner.

“Where are you coming from, Apprentice?” one of the guards asked. The others barely looked up from their card game. 

Oh good. The slip had made me seem like an apprentice, which was probably a better idea for me anyway. And these guards seemed too lazy to care. They probably didn’t see anyone but Magikas come through here, anyway.

“We had a trap laid at the house south of here-”

I was cut off by another guard – one of those sitting at the makeshift table. “Hold your tongue, boy! If your master was with you, he’d give you a thrashing for speaking about secret things where you shouldn’t!”

He looked sharply behind me and I turned to see another traveler stopping behind me, waiting his turn with the guard.

“You’ll give your report to Shabren the Violet or to no one at all, understood?” the guard said. 

I nodded. A name like that didn’t sound very intimidating. The Violet? Sounded a bit girlish, really.

“Here, stand aside and let this Magika pass and then we’ll deal with you.”

I stepped to the side, edging close to the barrel where the cards were laid, and the guards posted. 

“Magika, welcome to Caravan City. If you could please provide your name for our book of records, by order of Shabren the Violet.”

My hands sweated nervously but I kept an easy expression on my face. No need to let them see that the longer I waited with the guards the more worried I got about whether they would let me in. I leaned against the barrel and looked at the cards laid out.

“Triple pass?” I asked. I knew that game. Trump games were fun, but hard to win money on. Games of chance were better for that.

“You play,” the guard asked. He was a wide fellow who looked like he was incapable of standing on his own without the barrel for assistance.

I doubt he’d be a guard if he couldn’t move.

So now I couldn’t even exaggerate in my own mind?

I prefer accuracy.

There was something strange about the Magika who had just arrived. He was fishing around for something in his cloak and for a second, I thought I saw a gleam of silver in his eye.

I squinted at him. He wasn’t the same man as at the house or in Vanika. How many men could there be with swirls in their eyes? And why did they all seem to be near me? Could it be true that they were looking for me? I felt a little tingle of fear. I didn’t like the idea of being hunted.

The first guard – a lanky fellow with yellow hair – had a book and quill out. “Name?”

“I have it here somewhere, here ... somewhere ...” The Magika reached in a final pocket and pulled out a bowl.

“We just need your name, honored one.”

The guard frowned, and I felt myself frowning, too. Why wasn’t he giving his name? And what would he need a bowl for?

The same thing they used a rod f-

I was leaping behind the barrel as soon as I registered her thought. Lightning burst from the bowl in every direction, striking the ground and the air with cracking sounds. Flames burst up into the sky where the random strikes hit tents or wood. 

The yellow-haired guard stumbled backward and froze mid-stride. A wrist-thick bolt of lightning hit his chest with a crack so loud that I jumped. He fell to the ground faster than I could gasp and for a half-a-second everyone was silent. 

Screams and shouts erupted from the camp and as if a spell had been broken, the other guards leapt to their feet, drawing their weapons.

Before they could do anything else, silver pooled in the Magika’s eyes, flowed down his cheeks and to the dust around his feet. I knew I should duck and cover my head, but I couldn’t help but watch as three little bursts of dust and dried grass rose up from the ground around him, swirling and growing until they were twice the height of a man and half as thin. Arms spread out from them and howling mouths appeared and then they leaned in around him and began to rip at the Magika. Shreds of cloth flew out in every direction, their actions a whirlwind of fear and destruction.

This time, I did duck – just in time to escape the worst of it when they moved from shredding cloth to shredding flesh. His howls filled me until I thought I must be howling, too. 

Stop cowering and look! You need to get out of there!

I couldn’t!

Be brave!

I ripped my hands from my face and ran, half-crouching, half running, haunted by the hollow screams. I didn’t know where I was running, only that it was away from the magical fury behind me. I didn’t stop until I collided with a tent. I threw myself into the dark entrance, not caring who or what was within. 

First Vanika, now here! I’d thought I was seeing things back there! 

It’s real. 

And it was coming for me. But what was it?

Evil.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The tent I’d stumbled into was clearly for storage. Crates and barrels were stacked haphazardly, some open and others nailed shut. Out of curiosity, I looked into the first open barrel. Grey dirt. Weird. I took a pinch between my fingers, rubbing it between them. It was more like sand, though I’d never seen such uniform sand particles before. 

I left it to look at the next crate. Something was packed in dry lamb’s wool. I pulled out the wool to find a simple metal rod. Better put the wool back. I didn’t trust these artifacts. As far as I was concerned, anything old might spit lightning bolts at a moment’s notice. 

The rest of the barrels and crates were the same. Useless junk. No food. No water. No clothing. No weapons. Just old things packed in wool, weird grey sand, and colorful glass bottles also packed in wool. The wool might work as Firestarter. It was bone dry and plentiful, but otherwise, this was just heavy junk.

It might be safe to go back outside. 

I snuck to the edge of the tent and looked out. People swarmed across the camp, toward the road I’d arrived on. There, where the lone Magika had lost his mind, there was nothing but a smoking heap of ashes, a bowl still rolling across the road, and three dead guards slumped in uncomfortable positions. The man who had looked like he wouldn’t move had moved just fine. He alone of the guards was still on his feet – at a tent as far from the barrel as the one I occupied. I swallowed. I could have been one of those poor fools.

You still could be. I can see you all the way from here. Either get back in the tent or step all the way out. You look suspicious half-way in the door.

Well, that was embarrassing – being called out by a dragon. 

I coughed awkwardly and left the tent with a purposeful stride heading into the camp. People rarely questioned anyone who looked like they knew what they were doing. I kept my gaze forward – a man on a mission – but watched everything from the corners of my eyes.

It’s going to be hard to help you become the best version of yourself. I swear you’re prone to self-sabotage.

Who said I wanted to be my best self?

Doesn’t everyone? If you don’t want to be the best version of yourself, what do you want to be?

I want to be the real version of myself. This one. The one who has a bit of fun and doesn’t worry about ‘best.’

The real version of myself was starting to draw attention and I still had to get to the center of the encampment. Despite the milling movement toward the road, eyes occasionally followed me, squinting in thought. Did I stand out too much?

Maybe it’s because they are all going one way and you are going the other.

That seemed reasonable. I smiled at the squinters. It wasn’t the first time that I’d drawn attention in a crowd, but there was something strange about this crowd. What was it? 

For starters, there were no children. No one at all younger than me – and I was about twenty.

A dragonlet. We’d barely trust you to control your own flame at that age. And I’m pretty sure you’re lying about being twenty. Hubric said you were seventeen.

There were also no elderly people. 

I heard a rumor that Magikas don’t get old. 

That would be handy. Or maybe they died young, which wouldn’t be handy at all.

And there were very few women. I knew for a fact that there were female Magikas, but there were more males in this camp. They were dressed in a fashion that to me meant, ‘try to pick this pocket.’ It was all I could do to keep my itching hands to myself.

You saw what that bowl did. Pick the wrong pocket around here and you might end up with your own mobile storm.

The entire place smelled strange. Spices I’d never smelled before filled the air and made me twitch my nose irritably. 

At one campfire, rather than food cooking, there were a variety of glass vials set up on a twisting metal arch over the fire. They bubbled with liquids of various colors and consistencies under the keen watch of a female Magika. 

Someone enterprising was selling herbs and cloth from the back of his wagon. The Magikas buying from him pretended that they weren’t buying at all, “just looking” and then would slip him a coin and walk away.

I let my eyes wander over the oddities. Maybe there would be a clue about how to rescue Hubric’s friend. I was starting to think that was a fool’s mission. Maybe I should fly away and rethink this.

I’m not a horse. You can’t fly me where I don’t want to go, and I have committed to help Hubric. I met your Dominar when she visited our Queen. I was impressed. I agreed to help her efforts. 

We could do that from Dominion City or anywhere else in the Dominion. We didn’t have to die saving a girl we’d never met.

I was asked to help this way. I am committed to this.

Just my luck. The fire-breathing dragon had more moral fiber than I did. 

Perfect. 

I turned a corner around a yellow and black striped tent and saw the central red and white tent stirring in the breeze. Almost there!

Just find the girl. First things first. Then look for an ally. I can’t arrive on the scene until the last minute and you could use someone to help you.

And how did she expect me to do that?

Use your brain. Look around. There are always people with goals that don’t line up with their communities. Use that.

It sounded so easy when she said it, but it wasn’t like people just raised their hands over their heads and volunteered to help you betray their group.

I’m sure that if you keep your eyes open a likely option will present itself.

Well, it would have to reach out and grab me, because I wasn’t seeing anything. Everyone on the road between the tents and around those cook fires looked content and purposeful.

Just have a little faith.

A hand reached out of the yellow and black striped tent and yanked me in. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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I stumbled forward as the pull on my cloak suddenly released, tripping and falling to the floor. Rugs of various sizes, shapes, and colors overlapped across the tent floor. Closed chests and folding chairs served as the only furnishings other than the braziers of coals scattered throughout the tent. They gave off just enough light and heat to see in the dim interior. 

A man stood at the center of the tent with arms crossed over his chest. He wasn’t much older than I was, though he had an air of a foreigner about him and around his head, four leather bands were tied, almost completely covering his forehead. His hair was cropped short and his clothing was not Magika clothing. He had the rakish look of a noble out for some fun in the gaming houses.

“You are no apprentice,” he said, his smile growing, like he was enjoying catching me out.

“You’re no Magika,” I countered. 

He wore a long vest with tasseled ends and a heavy belt over it. His loose trousers tucked into high leather boots and a light scarf was wrapped around his neck and shoulders. I wouldn’t mind clothing like that. They looked easy to move in.

“If you were an apprentice, you would know who I am.” He was testing me, of course.

“I just arrived,” I said. “My master said that I was to pass a message to Shabren the Violet.”

“You arrived with the man who died in the commotion?” He tilted his head to one side, testing me.

“Is this your tent?” I asked. It didn’t’ seem to suit him. It felt ... feminine somehow. Maybe it was the embroidered pillows on the folding chairs or the way someone had placed a jar of dead flowers on one of the chests.

His eyes narrowed. “You’re here for something. The man at the gate was a distraction to get you in. I’ve been watching you walk through the camp. You don’t belong here. You’re just trying to fool your way in to see Shabren.”

I hoped he couldn’t hear my heart thudding in my chest. Already called out! Already discovered! I wasn’t much of a spy, was I?

He’s the perfect one to make an ally.

Was she kidding? He was a threat. I should con him and get out of here.

“That’s nonsense,” I said. “And I don’t have to stay here and listen to it. You’re the imposter here. This is not your tent and you’re trying to trick me into telling you secrets about our Order that you don’t have any right to. I won’t be fooled so easily!”

I put on an indignant air, held my nose in the air and whirled to the tent door. A rock-solid grip on my upper arm spun me back around and I clenched my jaw as I faced him again. I didn’t want to fight – but I would if I had to.

Don’t fight! It will only draw attention!

“Order?” the man asked.

A lie, if it is to be believed, must be spectacular. 

“If you don’t know about the secret Order of the Nine Bowls, then I won’t break trust by telling you.” I made my tone as haughty as Saboraak’s. “And now, I need to go about my business.”

I turned again, shaking off his grip and stepping toward the entrance of the tent, when something whizzed by my head, leaving a stinging burn across my ear. I slapped my hand to my ear at the same moment that I saw the flying knife strike the side of the tent and slide to the floor.

“It’s funny,” the young man said. “It would lodge right in your back if I wanted it to, but the tent has so much give that it just slows the blade. It’s hardly even hurt by it.”

I felt blood rush to my face and I spun. He’d outmaneuvered me!

The man held two more throwing knives. One in each hand.

“Who are you?” I asked grimly.

“A guide. These men want me to lead them through the desert north of here.”

“What do you want?” Was he a prisoner then? But he had the freedom to roam the camp.

But would they let him live if he tried to escape? I told you there would be someone unhappy here! He’s the perfect choice.

“I’m stuck here.” He said. “Stuck in this camp. When you go, I want you to take me with you.”

“If you don’t like it here, just leave,” I spat. Saboraak might like him, but he posed a risk. He didn’t know me, and he was telling me all of this. Who else would he talk to if I told him anything about myself?

“It’s not so simple. I want your word.”

I frowned. 

“Or,” he added, “I’ll tell everyone that you don’t belong here. It’s obvious to me, but I’ll admit that Magikas can be in their heads a bit. They don’t notice what is right in front of them ... unless someone points it out.”

“What’s your name?” It was a good threat. But I needed to know who I was dealing with beyond just ‘a guide.’

His smile returned. He was almost as charming as I was and with his added good looks, he probably did well with noble ladies to boot. I had a better face for the street, though. It was unmemorable. The kind of face you forgot. Good looks were a liability if you needed people to forget you were ever there.

“I’m Bataar Bayanen and I could be your friend – if you don’t put a knife in my back.”

Say yes! You need an ally and he’s perfect.

He was going to be trouble.

Just listen to me for once! If you don’t make a deal with him, I won’t fly in there and rescue you when you call.

I sighed and Bataar raised a single eyebrow. I felt like he was trapping me somehow. He’d better not be, or Saboraak would pay for forcing me into this.

“I’m not the one throwing knives around like seeds, friend. You want out of this place? Fine. Then you’re going to help me get what I came here for.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

His eyes glittered with anticipation. “And what are you here for?”

I laughed. “Like I’d tell you that! No, your part will be to provide the distraction.”

He frowned. “I’m almost certain that will take me away from where you are. How will you help me escape if we are separated?”

“Trust me. I can find you.” Saboraak certainly could.

Yes. I feel every beating heart in that camp.

Because that wasn’t creepy or anything.

He swallowed. “I’m going to need some way to trust you. Tell me your name, at least.”

I hesitated. But then again, who here would know me by my name? And this really was a two-person job. And Saboraak was going to be obstinate if I didn’t work with him.

“I’m Tor Winespring,” I said. “And if you fail me in this, you will wish you’d never heard my name.”

Good work. The two of you are off to a great start already.

Was that sarcasm? Had she finally found that missing sense of humor?
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Chapter Fifteen
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We waited until dark – though not in the tent. I was right that it wasn’t Bataar’s. It belonged to a female Magika. 

“She’ll be back soon,” Bataar had said after I laid out what I needed from him. “She’s studying these new trends from the Kav’ai people.”

“Trends?” There were a lot of books in the tent. Some had illustrations, but they looked more like grisly monster books than like geography texts. Not that I knew what those would look like. I could read, sure, but I didn’t do much reading beyond signs hanging from inns and taverns.

We will need to see to your education as soon as we can. Reading is essential to the forming of a refined philosophy.

Another thing I had no need of – philosophy.

“The Kav’ai traditions are all the rage these days,” Bataar said. “You should see what the nobles of Ko’Torenth are like around them! Wander into any Ko’Torenth city dressed as a Kav’ai on a flying Oosquer and you’ll be mobbed by excited fans. They dress like Kav’ai, do the Kav’ai morning rituals, drink tea in the Kav’ai way and now everyone wants to know about the Kav’ai magic – Smoke Magic.”

“Don’t worry about her studies, just grab one of her cloaks to disguise yourself and let’s go.”

If my plan worked. Bataar would provide the distraction and in the chaos, I would dive into the central tent, rescue Zyla, and call Saboraak to come and get us all.

Three people is a lot for me to carry. Try not to pick up any more strays, okay?

I couldn’t help which way the adventure took me. After all, I didn’t even want to be here. Rescuing girls wasn’t really my thing. Weren’t they supposed to rescue themselves? I thought someone told me that once. 

If I believed the things you think about yourself, I’d think you were a terrible person. 

We needed the cover of darkness to make the plan work. Along with the cloak, we stole a pair of lanterns, hiding them behind the tent. As long as no one saw them there and replaced them before dark, we should be fine. 

After that, there was nothing to do but wait. 

Waiting together would have been asking for trouble, but I wasn’t longing for Bataar’s company anyway.

I sat near a cookfire until someone offered me a bowl of stew and tried not to look like a half-starved wolf when I gobbled it up. After that, I spent the rest of the afternoon pretending I already knew about all the things I was carefully observing. If I had known Magikas were so interesting, maybe I would have chosen to join them instead of the Dragon Riders.

A lost cause. Their power dwindles, and they revolt against that. Fighting the inevitable is a losing battle. It’s better to adapt.

That was harder for people who couldn’t just change who they were on a whim like Saboraak did. 

I was most interested in the smoke magic Bataar had mentioned, but I didn’t see a trace of it. What I saw instead was Magikas practicing light tricks and fireballs. Magikas brewing potions and testing droplets of them for effectiveness. Magikas deep in discussion about things surrounding magic.

“... lucky we found this well of power,” one told another. “Imagine the chances of setting up a camp here!”

“There was no chance in it,” his friend replied. “It was all careful planning. We always knew there was a risk to joining the Dusk Covenant in their efforts.”

“Risk, yes, but no one could have predicted what happened. Truth magic? I’d never seen it before.”

“And hopefully you will never see it again. It can’t be controlled. And you saw what it did to the Ifrits! Until that point, I thought they were the most powerful magic to ever exist. But this attack today ...”

“You don’t think they know about us, do you?” the man sounded jumpy.

They noticed me watching and I moved on, keeping my gaze to the ground to avoid suspicion.

“...at the gate,” a woman was saying at the next campfire. “Do you really think there might be more artifacts like that? I didn’t know such magic existed.”

“I’ve heard rumors,” a man replied, “but all of them lead to Ko’Torenth and you know how those people are – cold and hard as their mountains.”

I heard the same conversations again and again – resentment over their loss at Dominion City, hope in Ko’Torenth, and all of it laced with rumors of strange magics and fear about what had happened at the road. 

Eventually, dusk fell. I almost breathed a sigh of relief at the single rising star.

It was time to begin. 

I moved nonchalantly through the camp, smiling when anyone looked at me. I’d grabbed a basket from beside the entrance to a tent, playing the role of apprentice as well as I could. I’d been watching other apprentices all day and they’d been busy delivering things from tent to tent for their masters. There was nothing strange about one more apprentice on an errand.

“Are you headed to the center of the camp?” a breathless voice asked.

I managed to keep myself from jumping and instead adopted an easy smile, shoulders relaxed. Nothing to see here. 

When I turned to look, the voice belonged to an apprentice. He was about my age with dark, brooding brows and a thick thatch of hair. 

“Sure,” I agreed. “I have a basket to deliver for my master.”

“I’ve been given too many tasks and all need to be done before dark!” He had a leather satchel stuffed with cloth over one shoulder, a second one with loaves of bread peeking through the top of it over the other shoulder, and a wide basket in his arms. Whatever was in the basket must have been heavy. He was sweating and shifting from foot to foot.

“It’s dark already.”

“Exactly! Can you help me?”

I didn’t have time for this. I frowned.

“Please? If I fail at this ... I’ve failed the last three tests. This is my last chance!”

“Fine,” I growled, reaching for the basket, but he set it on the ground and handed me the leather satchels instead. 

“They both go to Shabren the Violet’s tent. You know the one? Red and white?”

“It would be hard to miss.” I couldn’t keep the wry sound from my tone and he looked at me sharply. I sighed. “Don’t worry. I’ll get it done.”

“Right away?”

“Before I deliver my basket,” I agreed. I needed to get moving again. I was running out of time. Bataar was going to start that distraction any time now. And I was heading to Shabren’s tent – though not to deliver satchels.

“Thank you!” The apprentice grabbed his heavy basket and hurried off. 

I looked both ways before stashing the basket I had under the corner of a tent. These satchels were a better cover anyway. And they needed to go to the very place I was headed. Lucky, that.

Perhaps you are touched by a great story. Sometimes, what looks like luck is just a great story catching you up and propelling you along. Like how we came to be bonded together, or how you escaped our first battle unscathed, or how you ran into Bataar when we needed an ally ...

I hoped not. People in stories had the worst time of things. They never had enough to eat or a comfortable bed or a bit of fun. It was just work and sacrifice all the time.

You mean like now? Don’t forget, Tor. The world hangs in the balance. Hubric said so.

I tried not to curse.

I hurried through the camp, the very picture of an apprentice on a mission. With the rise of the dark, the Magika camp seemed busier than ever and their bright fire-displays in red, magenta, and emerald were pretty enough that I would have stopped to watch them practice if I wasn’t in such a hurry.

I felt sweat cooling on my brow. Great. Now I was nervous, and I never let myself get nervous about anything. Things either were, or they weren’t. No point fretting about it all.

You’d be a fool not to be nervous. Now that I see those Magika light displays, I’m worried that your distraction won’t draw the attention you were hoping for.

She was worried? 

I was worried! 

She was the one safe on the hillside while I was the one risking my neck!

I rushed through the traffic of people moving between the tents and breathed a sigh of relief when I was finally just outside the red and white tent. This was madness. I should be far away from this camp by now, heading back to Vanika.

Where men with swirls in their eyes stalk you?

She knew about that?

You think about it a lot.

A pair of guards stood watch at the entrance, but that wasn’t how I was planning to go in anyway. People always forgot that tents were just made of cloth. A cloth wall was nothing to a man with a sharp knife. 

I quickly scurried around the back of the tent. It backed against two other tents and the second that I thought no one was looking, I snuck between them, hiding from view in the small space between the tent backs. 

I could hear the murmur of voices from the white and red tent as I slipped the satchels off my shoulders. If I got a chance, I’d take the one with the bread with us. We could use the extra food.

Okay, now’s the time, Bataar! Bataar? If only he could hear me like Saboraak could.

Give him time.

Or, maybe he was betraying me. Maybe even now he was telling the Magikas that I was here and that I was trying to take something from them. Maybe I should go without his distraction.

Wait.

You couldn’t trust people who just turned up out of nowhere. That just didn’t make sense. It was too convenient, too easy. I’d been a fool to trust him.

One more second ...

A fool! I should be found out and tortured by magic. It was what I deserved for being such an idiot!

BOOM!

The sound was so loud that I fell to the ground, landing hard on my rear and for a moment, everything was silent.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Up! Up! Hurry!

What happened?

Bataar lit the storage tent on fire just like you asked him to.

A simple tent fire was a good distraction, but I didn’t expect ...

Stop thinking and act! Bataar is in trouble and I might need to fly in sooner than we expected.

Don’t hurry just for him. He’ll be fine.

Don’t be heartless! I certainly will not wait if he needs me! We promised him a rescue, too. Now, get moving. I can only give you a few minutes.

I leapt to my feet, slashed the back of the red and white tent with my knife and rushed in through the slash. The old expression ‘A fool rushes where a blind man is too wise to tread’ came to mind.

As soon as my head was through, I froze.

The tent was full of people, most of them clustered at the entrance, looking out at the distraction. There was a pair of burly guards close to the entrance and a few Magikas of various sizes, shapes, and colors. But what caught my attention was a man with a heavy, curving blade in one hand who stood at the center of the tent looking out. He wore bright purple Magika robes lined with strange symbols and scrollwork.

Maybe that’s why they call him Shabren the Violet.

He was a bit ostentatious. Could anyone be taken seriously in clothing like that?

They can when they carry big swords and perform magic. And the girl? Where is she?

I heard a small sound and looked right below me. 

Skies and Stars! I could have cut her with the blade! 

Gold colored eyes glittered in the light, just as Hubric said, and I started to smile. My smile melted when a second set of gold eyes turned to me. There were two girls – both with hands tied and both with imploring golden eyes. I looked from one to the other. They were mirror images of each other, each with dark skin, freckles, golden eyes, and short, curling hair. They looked about my age, maybe a year or two older, but delicate and slight. They were mirror images of one another and I found my eyes quickly looking back and forth from one to the other as if to compare each set of features to the other. Hubric never said anything about two girls!

I blinked, but there was no time to second guess. Hubric could figure it all out later.

Carefully, I eased my way through the gash in the tent and slipped in behind them, slicing the ropes that held them tight. All attention was still on the tent entrance but at any moment it could turn back to us.

Skies and stars! Rescue missions were not my thing.

“Stop!” the word thundered from the center of the room and I looked up, knife in hand. I pulled my dagger awkwardly from its sheath, licking my lips.

“Run,” I whispered, hoping the girls would listen. They scrambled behind me without a word.

Shabren the Violet raised his curved blade, but humor painted his face.

“And what are you, little mouse? More boy than man, no proper weapon, and I can sense ... no magic. What do you think you’ll do here? Gnaw at my heels?”

Saboraak had better hurry! 

I told you not to pick up more stragglers. What am I supposed to do with four people?

It was her idea to include Bataar, so she could figure it out. Besides, there was no way to tell which girl we were here for. 

I could feel my legs trembling. I willed them to stop. You were only as big as the image you projected. I straightened my shoulders and lifted my chin. Focus on looking big and bold!

Behind the Magika the others fanned out like an audience trying to get a good spot to watch from. No one bothered with weapons, though there was a grin or two from the audience. I shifted my grip on the dagger and glanced quickly over my shoulder.

“Oh, they ran out the back like you wanted, boy. Two more mice running out of the trap – but a mouse won’t get far in a camp of traps. Someone will scoop them up for me. You, on the other hand, you interest us.” Shabren smiled. He was even bigger than I realized and his smile was a little too easy, a little too charming, a little too handsome, like the smile of a man who always got what he wanted.

“Us?” I hated that my voice wavered. I wasn’t afraid. Of course not! I’d seen worse. I clamped down on my own mind as it tried to feed me images of a burning city and people screaming as they were engulfed by flames. I wouldn’t think about that. Couldn’t.

“Davorek here had been asking me to demonstrate a new trick I learned,” Shabren the Violet said. Maybe they called him that for the purple shade across his cheeks where blood vessels had burst and left their spider lines across his skin. They didn’t quite mar his otherwise good looks. I’d known my share of men with faces like that. They liked to drink.

A man with dark hair set off by wings of white over the temples smiled slightly. Davorek. He carefully circled, blocking the rip in the tent where I’d entered. I’d remember him. He looked like he’d eat horses if he got the chance. Horrible man.

Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.

Was that her first joke? Now is not the time for jokes!

I lifted my dagger a little higher.

“I won’t be using the blade,” Shabren said. “Except to direct the flows of magic. Did you know you don’t need to actually hurt a man’s body to make his mind think he’s hurting?”

That didn’t sound good. No, no it didn’t. What was I doing here? Facing evil people face to face was not my deal!

Wait. 

What was I doing here? 

I leapt at the same time that violet bands of energy – horizontal lightning – reached for me. That’s how he got his name! The lightning flashed over my head as I hit the loose rugs on the floor with a thud, but I wasn’t done. I scrambled forward, one thought in mind.

I crawled to the corner of the tent, ignoring the cursing behind me. There! In the corner of the tent. I sawed at the rope holding the edge of the tent out. If I could get out under that corner I could cut the ropes and collapse the tent. That was more my style.

My knife dropped from limp fingers. Wha-

And then pain hit like I’d never felt before. Horrible, wracking pain. I fell backward, writhing and tossing on the floor like a strong wind was whipping my rag-doll body across a field of rocks. I couldn’t make out the words or sounds above me, couldn’t even see the world except for in glimpses.

Panic washed over me like waves. Horrible, squeezing waves, snatching my breath, filling my lungs with water, battering me back under just when I thought I might escape.

Darkness filled my vision and then a quick glimpse of the interior of the tent, the hole I’d cut in the side flapping in the wind. I wished – pain took the wish right from my mind like plucking a leaf from the grasp of a toddler.

Saboraak! Help! Help me!

Darkness again and then a glimpse of Shabren, Davorek and the others standing over me, looking down. I needed – thought left again.

Saboraak!

Darkness and then faces, but over their heads the cloth of the red and white tent tore apart, flames licking the edges. Burning ash rained down over us.

The faces vanished and through my shaking and twitching, I thought I heard screams and the scent of burning flesh. There was the sound of something heavy hitting the ground and then a wet white muzzle drew close to me. One burning eye was inches from mine.

Still alive?

If she drooled on me, I would make her haul a cart for the rest of her life.

Our relationship doesn’t work that way. Besides, you called me. I came. End of story.

Someone was calling my name. I was too disoriented to know who – and then rough hands were lifting me, and I was thrown over someone’s shoulder. Oof! The breath knocked out of me as his pointy shoulder dug into my diaphragm. Would a little care be too much to ask?

I was thrown roughly over the saddle. There was a sense of being crowded, like people’s legs and rears were closer to my limp body than I might like. All I could see was the pattern of the rug on the ground below us. There were holes in the pattern where the burning ash had seared it. 

Screams and smoke surrounded us. 

“Hurry!” A female voice shrieked over me. It pierced my skull, reverberating through my brain. I tried to slap at the sound, but my hand barely moved.

We lifted into the air suddenly, but with more wobble than I was used to with Saboraak.

Four is a lot!

I remembered Kyrowat carrying six people.

Males are stronger.

The carpet was suddenly far away and instead I was watching a burning encampment, fire everywhere. Balls of fire in green and magenta streaked toward us from the ant-like people on the ground, but bright orange flames consumed the tents below. One here, one there, and where the supply tent used to be was nothing but a black crater.

“You almost killed me with that brilliant ‘distraction’,” Bataar said as we rose higher in the air, so high that even the fireballs couldn’t reach us. He sounded annoyed.

“Mnph,” I replied. Yeah! Take that comeback!

“If it wasn’t for this dragon, you’d be useless.”

Ha! Joke was on him, because I was alive and while there was life, there was ... something. Not hope, obviously. Utility? Use? Life?

Get some rest. I’ll find a relatively safe place to take us and then we’ll worry about your ability to mangle old wives’ sayings.

I couldn’t afford to sleep. I needed to keep everyone safe. Not that I would, of course. That wasn’t my deal. I wasn’t the hero type.

Just go to sleep. Hero.

I wasn’t going to sleep, and she couldn’t make me. And I wasn’t a hero.

And yet, you act like one constantly.

Exhaustion hit me like a sledgehammer and everything went black.




Read more of Tor’s story in Dragon Chameleon: Path of Deception

Or read the complete Dragon School series set in the world of Dragon Chameleon.
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