
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Heart of Shadra

      



    




Heart of the Citadel, Book 3

    

    




      
        Susan Faw

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Books by Susan Faw

      

      
        Map of Shadra

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The Portal

      

      
        2. The First Clues

      

      
        3. Foot Race

      

      
        4. Obedience and Loyalty

      

      
        5. Jinnaga

      

      
        6. Pangolin Town

      

      
        7. The End of the Trail

      

      
        8. Fallen

      

      
        9. Dragon Attack

      

      
        10. An Unexpected Visitor

      

      
        11. Elemental Evidence

      

      
        12. Shadrian Pride

      

      
        13. The Emperor’s Pain

      

      
        14. The Tribal Queen

      

      
        15. The Secret in the Bones

      

      
        16. Here There Be Monsters

      

      
        17. Sky Battle

      

      
        18. The Nature of the Enemy

      

      
        19. The Emperor’s Prisoner

      

      
        20. Two Sets of Chains

      

      
        21. A Perfect Fit

      

      
        22. The Cave to Nowhere

      

      
        23. The Stairs to Nowhere

      

      
        24. Children of Misery

      

      
        25. Naga Palace

      

      
        26. Hatching a Plan

      

      
        27. Unintended Cargo

      

      
        28. The Dark Truth

      

      
        29. Flame

      

      
        30. The Dance

      

      
        31. New Life

      

      
        32. A Deep Breath

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Susan Faw

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Susan Faw

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Heart of the Citadel

      

      

      
        
        Wizard of the Citadel: Companion novella

        * * *

        Heart of Destiny

        Heart of Tyr - Oct 14, 2020

        Heart of Shadra - Oct 28, 2020

        Heart of Bastion - Nov 11, 2020

        Heart of Fjord - Dec 30, 2020

        Heart of Tunise - Feb 10, 2021

        * * *

        Heart of the Citadel Box Set: Books 1-3

      

      

      
        
        The Spirit Shield Saga

      

        

      
        Seer of Souls

        Soul Sanctuary

        Soul Sacrifice

      

        

      
        The Spirit Shield Saga Box Set

      

        

      
        Soul Survivor (Prequel)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2020 by Fallbrandt Press

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publishers, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed in a newspaper, magazine or journal.

      The final approval for this literary material is granted by the author.

      Cover Design by Venkatesh Sekar

      Edited by Pam Elise Harris

      Second Edition

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      PUBLISHED BY FALLBRANDT PRESS

      www.FallbrandtPress.com

    

  


  
    
      For all who have ever felt oppression, this book is for you.

      It is shocking to think that in the twenty-first century slavery still exists, but it does. It takes many insidious forms, but little has changed from ancient times.

      Slavery exists to enrich the bonder and for no other purpose.

      I hope that this book will shine a light on the oppressions in our modern societies.

      We must stand up for what is right and what is good and for those laws that protect our individual rights and freedoms, while not oppressing our neighbour. Only then can we be truly free.

      This is a global responsibility. We are one race, the human race. We are one family. Stand up for the little guy. Stand up for your kin.

      Be kind and considerate of the needs of others.

      Be part of the solution, not part of the problem.

      Seek peace first.

      Only then can all be free.
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        The Fifth Day: Shadra

      

      

      

      Fat tears, surging with self-pity, spilled down Shikoba’s cheeks and soaked into the fur collar of her favourite coat, the hairs clumping together like wet lashes. She sobbed then tried to ease her back but the pain was too intense. Blood, moist and sticky, dribbled down her left arm and dripped from her fingers, a conduit of pain and misery.

      She was a failure. Pure and simple. It did not matter what she did. The testers always found fault. She had counted her foes and measured their strength, no matter what the elders said. Shikoba had spent long hours studying all the scripts, memorizing the lay and fall of the land, and learning the intricate trails and paths. She’d known exactly how many warriors were set against her and exactly how many beat the bushes driving the predator toward her, but at the end of the day she could only do what she could do in the time allotted.

      And now she had failed.

      A low growl sounded from the bushes on the left side of the clearing.

      An answering growl rumbled across the space from the right.

      Shikoba marked the locations of the angry animals, fixing their relative positions in her mind. “Damn,” she muttered. “This is going to get ugly.”

      A werecat lay on its side in the middle of the chaos, riddled with arrows and oozing blood onto the tundra. Fresh meat was rare enough that predators easily succumbed to scavenging, and the predator became prey in the blink of an eye.

      A second werecat left the camouflaged safety of the scrubby twigs on the left side, while a Great White bear powered its way in from the right, both predators’ intent on the bleeding carcass resting dead center.

      The problem was that Shikoba was hiding under the heavy weight of the dead werecat. As a matter of fact, the cat had collapsed on top of her as she’d thrust her bone knife under its ribs, all two hundred pounds of weight crushing her like the flat cakes served on birthday mornings. She wriggled her feet, digging her toes into the soft soil on which she lay, readying herself to spring into a dead run. When the wild beasts reached her, she would have a very narrow window of escape. She pushed back her heavy fall of ebony hair, tucking it behind her ears to clear her vision.

      “Are you ready? They are coming,” she whispered to the boy at her side. Bronze curls bounced around his chubby cheeks as he nodded his head vigorously. Casper was easily double her weight, and his protective bulk was the reason she could move at all.

      Casper was also the reason her strike had failed and she found herself trapped beneath the dead weight of the werecat. Once again, she was rescuing him from his clumsy, stumbling self. As best friends went Casper was top, but as a hunter he was abysmal. Yet the ritual hunt was an integral part of their coming of age. They could not come home without their werecat prizes. Casper shifted, and a heart of crystal swung out from the front of his shirt, casting refracted rainbows of light across the patches of last-season snow. He tucked it back inside his shirt then readied himself to spring.

      A spitting yowl curled around them and was answered by a huffed challenge, the bear sniffing the air and then swinging upright, standing on its hind paws not ten feet from their location.

      “Okay. On the count of three, grab the rope and run!” Shikoba dug her toes into loose pebbles and tensed. “One. Two. Three!” Casper heaved the werecat off them with a bellowing roar of his own, exploding to his feet with a speed born of fear and leapt for the rope swinging from a tree limb above them. The other end of the rope was tied around the torso of the dead cat. They had chosen this tree because of the wonky way it grew sideways out of the rock, leaning drunkenly over the werecat’s favorite hunting path. Casper caught the braided line in one fleshy hand. His weight dragged the carcass into the air, so that the two hung side by side. Flexing his body, he rocked himself back and forth until he was able to swing his legs up onto the cleft of rock that held the tree.

      The explosion of sound from Casper’s scream froze the two snarling combatants, giving Shikoba the moment she needed to clear out. She ran screaming toward the stunted tree growing out of a crevice of rock. She leapt into the low branches and scaled the tree to the very tip, clinging to the thinning trunk with her hands. Her weight pulled on the tree tip and it bent over the rock where Casper crouched watching her. When it had tipped far enough, she let go, dropping lightly to her feet beside him.

      Running wasn’t the smartest of plans, but with all the commotion the spooked werecat abandoned the standoff and dashed off into the brush, leaving the Great White bear to sniff round at the coagulated jelly on the ground. Great White bears rarely gave chase. However, after a few licks, it reared on its hind legs once again to sniff the air, following the scent of blood to see if it could reach the prize dangling above. When it could not, it wandered away bellowing its frustration.

      Casper sighed with relief as the bear ambled away, then flopped onto his back, his jowls bouncing. “I need a nap.”

      “No, you don’t. Come on, we will be late.” The anxiety was back. Dawn approached, and Shikoba was not going to fail the quest.

      “I don’t care. We’ve been at this all night.” Casper’s eyes drifted closed.

      “Get up, you great lump! I am not going to lose first place because you are tired.”

      “But I am tired!”

      Shikoba smacked him with her bloodstained hand and then wiped it on her pant leg, wincing at the renewed pain in her back. “Ouch,” she muttered, not loud enough for him to hear.

      Casper popped one eyelid open. “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head, eyeing the plump rolls of his waistline, accentuated by his twisted tunic. “Stop snacking on sea snake, and you will not look like one! That is why you are tired. A nice jog back to the village is exactly what you need.”

      “I am not jogging anywhere with that.” Casper pointed at the werecat dangling from the tree. “Someone has to guard it.” His eye drifted closed again.

      “Fine!” Shikoba rose to her feet, glaring at his prone form.

      “You will want this. I grabbed it from the ground just before I jumped for the rope.” In his fist dangled a necklace, the twin of his own, on a broken braid of seal skin. Shikoba snatched it from his hand and tied it back in place around her neck, dropping the stone under her shirt for safety. The werecat’s claw had snagged the cord when it leapt onto her back, but she hadn’t realized she had lost it.

      “Thanks.” The words came out in a grunt, as she focused on the horizon. The grey of early dawn was fading, retreating before a silken sky that had brightened in the last few minutes.

      “I’ll go fetch a travois to help us bring in the werecat.” Shikoba mentally traced the route back to the village and the time needed, against the advancing sun. She had to return before the sun jumped from its bed on the other side of the world and ahead of the warriors who were tasked with witnessing their trials, to verify their victory. Maybe she could beat the warriors to the village if she ran very fast. Maybe.

      Casper raised a lazy hand in acknowledgment, already drifting off to sleep. “We have until noon. There is time for a nap.” Shikoba heard his gentle snores and kicked Casper’s ankle, but he only turned on his side.

      Annoyed, Shikoba climbed down the tree. The descent made her skin sting as the coarse fabric of her shirt rubbed across the swelling claw marks, but thankfully the scratches did not bleed again. She let go of the branch about five feet from the surface then hit the ground running. She set off in the direction of the village.

      Shikoba ran as fast as she had ever run in her life. She flew down the trails, leaping over logs and sliding down hillsides, scrambling for every ounce of time she could gain on the warriors.

      She crested the ridge at Horned Owl Rock and ran full tilt down the steep side of the hill. Gaining the valley, she turned toward the narrowed walls of the canyon. She followed the coursing stream at its base to where a shallow fording existed and then she knelt on the pebbly shore to dip her palms into the liquid to scoop up a deep drink of the clear water. Breathing heavily, she did not hear the soft movement at her back. A rock dislodged, clicking over the top of an assortment lining the stream. Shikoba spun around, a knife coming to her hand from the hidden sheath strapped to her arm.

      A black-eyed dragon with iridescent grey scales stared at her, puffs of smoke curling from its rounded nostrils. Four times as tall as she, the dragon towered above her. Long lashes covered silver-lidded obsidian orbs, through which shone a clear intelligence.

      A female dragon? Shikoba thought as she slowly rose, her palms facing the dragon with fingers spread wide as if to say Whoa there, beautiful. Calm down. I won’t hurt you. Where have you come from? Shikoba’s eyes drank in the sight, disbelieving the proof before her. Dragons did not exist on Gaia.

      “Of course, you won’t hurt her,” said a disembodied voice. “She is the extension of your own soul. She has come for you. I believe you are the agitated one.”

      At the sound of the voice, Shikoba froze and then crept around the dragon to see who sat on it. A young man with dark intense eyes stared back, unblinking.

      “You can hear my thoughts?” she said, staring suspiciously at the boy.

      His lips twisted into a smirk. “In a way.” His age was near her own age of fifteen, or so she thought. “It is time.” He held out his hand. “Come.”

      The dragon’s head twisted back to Shikoba. A soft crooning filled her throat and a wave of peace flooded Shikoba. The calming song drew away her anxiety so that she knew no fear. Kindness was reflected in the dragon’s dark orbs. Her thick lips curled. Shikoba fancied she was smiling at her, or as close as a dragon could get.

      Shikoba stared at the pair, then blinked, breaking eye contact. She slid her knife back into its sheath and placed her hand in the boy’s proffered palm. He pulled her onto the dragon behind him, and together they disappeared into the dawn.
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      A thick column of smoke rose from the moonlit vortex, as though the world below had been rolled into a single prayer pipe and set ablaze by the fervour of the people. Black lightning flashed in the roiling clouds, glossy as volcanic glass against the expanding midnight vapour. The column narrowed to where it exited a small chimney-sized opening in the invisible barrier, a barrier that was unnatural. The prayers of the people were meant to soar to the heavens, free to be received by the Great Spirit without interference, without encumbrance.

      Fingering the tall staff that rode at her hip, Shikoba of Shadra studied the prayer cloud. Passing through the magical barrier had changed it and altered its composition. The prayers of her people were a peaceful gift, not this angry tempest of spirit.

      She leaned in close to her dragon’s head and yelled into Obsidian’s ear, “Don’t fly through the prayers. Don’t disturb them in any manner. If the spirits are in communion with people, disturbing their pleas could be deadly for us.” One shining black eye blinked to acknowledge her instructions, and Obsidian dipped her claw-tipped wing to put them in a gentle arc that circled the cloud but lowered them incrementally with each full turn while keeping a safe distance from the tempest.

      There was one other companion on this flight, Shikoba’s Dragonmerger companion, Sarcee, who also happened to be a Djinn from the Isle of Jintessa. The Djinn sat on her shoulder, clinging to the white robes covering her tanned arm with the tenacity of the praying mantis whose form he had chosen for the journey across the time-altering sea. It was their magic, Djinn and dragon combined, that made it possible for Shikoba to complete the triad. Dragon, Djinn, and human were united in purpose, sharing mind, strength, and ultimately the goal of toppling the barrier that separated Shadra from its neighbours.

      “How do you intend to breach the opening?” Sarcee yelled. Gifted with telepathic thought, a side effect of the triad bond they shared, he switched to the internal communication they preferred. If we fly into that vortex, we will surely die. And the barrier is equally as deadly. The emperor knows we are coming and has set up defenses beyond the regional barriers to keep us away.

      We use the prayers of my people, thought Shikoba. I am one of them. I can pray to the celestial spirits, too. They will hear my prayer and give aid. Prayer is the strongest magic there is.

      Then give it a try, said Sarcee. Pray that the good spirits will help us.

      Shikoba closed her oval eyes and sent an entreaty to the spirits. There were many spirits, but the Great Spirit was chief. The lesser spirits could hear though, so she was careful to not offend them. She did not have a prayer pipe, so she imagined the sacred vessel in her hand and held it out before her. She prayed to the elements of the four winds, calling them by name and raising her pipe to each birthplace: north, south, east, and west, calling for their blessings and their gifts. From Obsidian’s swaying back, Shikoba mimed grabbing a handful of dirt from the ground and tossing it to the air, uttering a sacred vow to protect Mother Earth and beseeching her protection in exchange.

      Shikoba’s hands rose into the air and she pointed the imaginary pipe at the sky. A faint outline shimmered into being between her hands. Barely visible, the spirit form was two feet long and decorated with feathers and stones that dangled from its slim length. Sarcee cocked his triangular-shaped head, stretching to see the ghostly object. Shikoba did not seem to notice the phantom pipe in her hands.

      Trance-like, she prayed to the Great Spirit, murmuring the words “Thank you, Great Spirit, for the gift of the elements from which all magic is formed. Shelter and protect us now, as we aid your people.” She prayed for guidance and wisdom and knowledge, mimicking the actions of the elders at every prayer gathering since she had been born.

      Shikoba opened her eyes. The roiling cloud had risen higher into the air and broadened as the prayers sought their destination. Some of the prayers were lost, wandering about the sky as though their guidance had been damaged by the restricted passage through the chimney, altering their path. A couple of the more aggressive prayers veered off from the main group and shot toward Obsidian. Shikoba cried a warning to Obsidian, but she had already seen the speeding missive. She dived below the elongating finger of thought, her speed sweeping the prayer apart.

      “Do not let it touch you!” screamed Shikoba. “If you contact a prayer not meant for you, it will kill you!”

      Obsidian rolled to the left to avoid another trailing black finger, but this one changed directions as though it had locked onto Obsidian as its true recipient. Shikoba flung a look over her shoulder. The wisp curled around and grew fat, gathering other lost prayers into its trajectory, gaining speed and strength.

      Sarcee groaned, hopping onto Shikoba’s other shoulder. “Do you see that? It’s following us!’

      “Yes, I see it!” Shikoba’s focus returned to the churning chimney-like opening. “We must go through the barrier. There is no other way. If it is the will of the spirits, they will grant us access. They will make it possible to pass. Obsidian, do you see it? Head for the brightest light on that tower of rock. It will be the ceremonial fire. Go!” she yelled.

      Obsidian needed no further urging. She pointed her nose at the impossibly small opening and dived.

      They tumbled out of the sky, spiralling toward the opening. Wind whipped Shikoba’s robes, flattening them to her body, and her sleeves flapped with the pressure. Sarcee tucked himself into Shikoba’s hair and hung on. He could always shift into a bird or some other creature, but this was the safest way to travel until they were within the barrier. As they approached, the aperture cleared and the opening was revealed. Sharp crystals, like the teeth of a monstrous shark, protruded into the opening. But that was not the worst of it. The opening was closing.

      “Obsidian! Hurry!” urged Shikoba. The dragon put on a burst of speed and shot like a javelin into the opening, just as the black-fingered thought touched her tail. Obsidian roared. Her wings spasmed, flopping limply at her side.

      “Obsidian!” screamed Shikoba, as they fell through the opening. Obsidian’s right wing caught on one of the crystal teeth, tearing the toughened flesh and ripping through scales.  There was a blinding flash and a clap of thunder. They slammed onto a hard surface, skidding along the flat stones. Obsidian slid unconscious across the tableau, leaving behind a sickening trail of purple blood. With a final thump and roll, she came to a rest and did not stir.

      Shikoba was tossed from the saddle with the force of the impact, tumbling over and over before colliding with a rock wall. Sarcee leapt from Shikoba’s hair just before she hit the ground. Shikoba’s head struck the stone, hard, and all went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Who is she? Is she dead?”

      “Never mind about the girl. Look, a dragon! Is it still alive? I didn’t know that dragons could be hurt. Maybe we should cut its throat right now to make sure.”

      “You really think you could cut that throat? Look at the scales! They shimmer like the barrier. No knife we have would be able to get through that hide!”

      “Maybe we should go get an elder.” The girl’s voice trembled, betraying her nerves.

      The boy snorted. “What, and tell them we have been playing with the prayer pipe? You know that this rock is sacred. It is forbidden to light the ceremonial fires. They will have our hides stretched in the sun if we tell them about any of this!”

      “Then what should we do?” squeaked the girl.

      Sarcee shifted into his human form, behind Shikoba, where he had landed when he’d jumped. In his human form, he appeared to be a boy of fifteen or sixteen. He was hoping it was about the same age as the children in front of him. He stood up.

      “If I were you, I’d help them. They are hurt. And your fires may have just saved their lives. For this, we are grateful.” At his voice, the pair jumped, surprised by his presence. The boy snatched up his spear and thrust it out in front of them, its bladed tip pointed at Sarcee.

      “Where did you come from? You were not there a minute ago.” The finger the raven-haired girl pointed at Sarcee shook slightly. “Who are you?”

      “I am called Sarcee. And this,” he touched the shoulder of his unconscious bond mate, “is Shikoba. Shikoba of Shadra.”

      The boy was of an age with Sarcee with tousled red hair curling in all directions. He lowered his spear in response to Sarcee’s words, and his brown eyes widened. “The Shikoba? Of Shadra?” His eyes flitted over to the woman on the ground. “She is a legend. She has been gone for a very long time. We know of her from the stories.”

      Sarcee nodded. “She was hurt in the return, as was her dragon. This is Obsidian. She is not a threat to you, unless you intend harm to us. Do you?” Sarcee tilted his head in a birdlike movement. The two teens shifted uneasily, exchanging excited glances. Their gazes kept returning to the dragon. Obsidian trumped any forgotten hero in their book.

      “What would you have us do?” they asked in unison, their words coming out in a rush.

      “Keep our presence secret. We have a mission to perform here that is important and urgent. But they are hurt and need time to recover. The sacred tower here, it is secluded and private. Will you help my friends? They will reward you.”

      The pair exchanged glances again and nodded agreement.

      “We were worried the elders would see the smoke and come, but if they haven’t arrived by now, we may have escaped notice. We didn’t know the pyre would burn so hot! Everyone is asleep. It’s only an hour or so before dawn. The last patrol in this area was hours ago,” volunteered the girl. She stepped forward and held out her hand. “I am called Tesha. This is my brother, Deshi. We will help you as long as you don’t report us.” Tesha glanced over at Deshi. Their eyes met. “We were not supposed to light the pyre, but no one else would do it.” Tesha’s eyes fell on the pyre. “Only the queen is to light the pyre, but…” Her voice trailed off. She bit her lip.

      “Agreed,” said Sarcee, considering the pair standing before him. “You need to return to your home. When you come back, do so only at sunset. We will treat all other approaches as hostile. Do you know any bird cries?”

      “How about this?” Deshi whistled a bird call, and Sarcee nodded.

      “Use that call when you approach the tower. We will know it is you. Now, can you gather some supplies for us? Food, some bandages? And a map if you can find one.”

      Tesha nodded. “I can get them from the pantry in the long house.”

      “Okay, you should go. I will tend to our friends here. I know what they need and can heal most of their wounds.”

      “Then why do you need the bandages?”

      “For those we might injure defending ourselves,” said Sarcee, grimly.

      “Oh.” Tesha’s mouth fell open with surprise.  Deshi nudged her, and she closed it with a snap to stem the questions trying to worm their way past her lips.

      “Go!” commanded Sarcee in a stern voice. They ran over to the staircase that led to the summit on which they all stood.

      “One last thing,” called Sarcee. “Magic is forbidden, or at least it was when we left. I can’t imagine that has changed. Breathe a word of any of this, and all of our lives may be forfeit. Shikoba has powerful enemies, even among her own people. You would be wise to guard your tongue. Speak to no one about us. Not a living soul. Understand?”

      Tesha and Deshi both nodded, then hurried down the staircase. Sarcee watched them exit the base then head across the sand. His eyes followed them until the gloom swallowed their shapes. They were alone at last.
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      Obsidian flexed her massive wing, testing the stitches Sarcee had sewn into the leather. A burning pain saturated the area when the sutures stretched, but her face remained impassive.

      A dragon would not acknowledge pain, she thought. That is for lesser beings.

      Sarcee chuckled at their shared thoughts and then knelt beside Shikoba, placing a hand on her forehead. She had taken a good blow, but it should not have kept her unconscious for this long. Gently, he shook her shoulder to wake her.

      “Shikoba. Wake up, Shikoba. Stop being so lazy.”

      “It’s my turn to sleep in. Leave me alone,” she muttered as she turned over and threw an arm over her eyes.

      “Shikoba, I am not your mother.” Sarcee sat back on his haunches, grinning, waiting for her to rise to his bait.

      Shikoba opened one eye and glared at the Djinn. “Thank the spirits. You are way too ugly to be related to me.”

      Sarcee clutched at his heart in mock pain. “Oh, the words! They are sharp enough to wound this morning.”

      “It would take more than words to get through your thick hide.” She pushed to a sitting position, glancing over at Obsidian. “Sorry, Sid, didn’t mean to insult you. Your hide is gorgeous, of course.”

      The dragon curved her neck, showing off the glossy scales from which her name derived. The first rays of sunlight stabbed across the clearing and bounced off her neck, tossing rainbows across the stone wall of the alcove. Obsidian huffed and a curl of smoke rolled past her nostrils, to float away on the frosty morning air. I told Sarcee you were fine. I would know if you were not.

      Shikoba grinned at Obsidian and then squinted at the rocks encircling them.. “This place is exactly as I remember it except that now they seem to be laying the pyres once again. When I was growing up, they were forbidden by the emperor. I wonder what has changed that they would defy his edict.”

      “It is curious,” said Sarcee. “What are the pyres for?”

      Shikoba got to her feet and walked over to the burnt remains that had guided their path past the barrier. “They are set by the Shaman of the Tundra during times of strife to act as peace offerings. This place,” she waved her hand at the stone fortress, “is a peace tower, a safe zone where all tribal and personal conflicts are left behind. No clan can harm another while within these walls. It is a sacred place for prayer and reconciliation. Treaties are formed in such places. If the emperor were not so evil, the Citadel would be the greatest peace tower of all. He already has the councillors of the provinces gathering in one place.”

      It is an honourable thing that your people do, said Obsidian through the bond. Peace is always the best solution. I like your people.

      “Not everyone seeks peace. I would that it were so.” Frowning, Shikoba walked over to Obsidian and released the buckle of the saddle bag. She reached inside and retrieved the parcel that had been given to her by Madame Cherise just before they left the shores of Jintessa. Brown leather wrapped around the bundle and it was tied with a cord. Shikoba rolled the end between her first finger and thumb. “Maybe there will be a clue in this parting gift that we can use to find our way. We know we must take down the barrier, but how? Where do we start? Maybe the spirits will help us? Or maybe we should seek help in the village?” Her gaze floated over the stone wall of the peace tower, in the direction of her home. Anxiety over her mission and the lives that were depending on her success, threatened to overwhelm her. It would be so easy to seek the elder’s help, her mother’s help. Any of them could do this better than she.

      Obsidian snorted, smoke curling from her nostrils as though she knew her thoughts. Jet black irises stared back at her, daring her to voice her fears.

      “Open the package,” said Sarcee with a grin, watching the exchange. “Delay is for the weak.”

      Shikoba shot him a look of annoyance, then sank to the floor and rested her back against Obsidian’s belly. She placed the parcel on her lap and pulled the cord. The wrappings parted and fell away, revealing the strangest collection of objects she had ever seen in one place. Several knuckle bones of some unknown beast rolled away, seeking the lowest spot in the bottom of the tanned hide. A slender, fluted bone was lodged inside the opening of a pair of leather moccasins, decorated with gemstones and glossy feathers. A perfectly preserved raven’s beak, complete with skull and of a size to be worn, sat on top of the pile. It was hand-painted. The artist had used vibrant blue and green paint to create storm clouds over an angry sea. The image was so realistic, Shikoba felt as though the image moved.

      Shikoba stared at the objects, willing them to speak to her, but nothing happened. Sarcee peered over her shoulder at the objects. “What are they for?”

      Shikoba shook her head. “No clue. I would guess they are ceremonial but for what ceremony, I have no idea. I have never seen anything like them.” She picked up a knuckle bone, rolling it around in her palm. She held it up to Obsidian, who sniffed gently at the bone, lest she suck it up into her nose. She wrinkled her nostrils then turned her great head away.

      “Hey, there is writing under the moccasins.” Sarcee pointed to the right where the corner of a piece of parchment peeked out from under the footwear. Shikoba tugged it out from under the slippers. Yellowed with age, the edge crumbled at her touch. Shikoba gently unfolded the parchment. It smelled stale as though it had sat in a dark, damp room for a very long time. She exposed it to a sheltered daylight, for the first time in a very long time. A spidery hand had moved across the paper forming shapes and letters with the tip of a quill. The sides of the parchment were decorated with pictures of short-winged birds, and sabretooth cats, a foxlike creature with a bushy tail and wolfish snout, and a many-headed sea creature. The sea drake was clearly identifiable as a creature of legend, but the colouring of its scales were all wrong. Shikoba scanned the page, but she couldn’t read a word of it. She sat back, annoyance thinning her lips.

      “Seriously? These objects,” she rattled the fragile parchment. The knuckle bone rolled off her lap and onto the dirt at her side,” are the items passed on by my ancestors to help me on my quest?” She folded the paper and put it down then picked up the deerskin wrapping by the sides and placed everything on the ground. “What the—” She stopped just short of swearing, but it was a near thing. Annoyed, she got to her feet. “I am going for a walk.” She stalked off toward the staircase and reaching the top, ran down the stone slabs to ground level. Once her feet were on solid soil, she broke into a run, sprinting across the rocky tundra. Running cleared her mind.

      The rush of the wind, the throb of her quickened pulse, the push of air on her face all helped to clear her thoughts. She breathed deeply, enjoying the sharpness of the cold. She was home, but she was not home. The world around her, so familiar to her youthful memories, had changed. Her eyes absorbed the images and her mind processed them automatically, yet it took a while for her to realize what she was seeing. Her steps slowed to a walk. On the surface, the land appeared to be the same but underneath, she sensed that it was rotting. The colours were off, dulled and blurred. Her tundra was a stark environment, of that there was no doubt, but even in the winter, there were hints of spring. Scraping back the snow, green grass and shoots of living plants were always present, simply sleeping under their blanket of winter.

      Shikoba dragged her booted foot through the snow, scraping back its frozen crust. She cleared a patch about a foot by a foot, then knelt on the hard ground. There was nothing present but hard packed earth. No grasses, no weeds, no fingerling roots of bushes. The earth was barren. Shikoba sat back on her haunches and peered around her, studying the terrain. She spied a low bush a few feet off, sticking above the crust. She got to her feet and walked over to it, snapping off a couple of twigs to check their cores. They crumbled to dust in her hand. There was no vein of life pulsing in the fragile limbs, branches that should have held promise of the spring to come.

      What is going on? The land is dying. Shikoba’s thoughts skittered along the bond, the words trembling with concern. It wasn’t long before she received a reply.

      Can’t you sense it? said Obsidian. There is no magic left in this land. It has dropped away from the earth. I cannot detect any signs of it. Cold would not hide it from me. A shadow passed over Shikoba, and Obsidian landed a short distance away to a spray of snow that drifted into the sky like smoke. Obsidian lumbered over to where Shikoba crouched in the snow. Sarcee was perched on her neck, back in bird form. The land is cold, lifeless. Magic has been leeched from the soils. There is nothing left to feed normal life. Obsidian dragged a claw through the snow, plowing the soil into a frozen furrow. She dipped her muzzle and breathed on the earth, melting the frost. It liquefied into a muddy mass. She took a long sniff, nose wrinkling with distaste.

      What could cause this? said Shikoba. I don’t understand. It’s one thing for the emperor to forbid magic, but to wipe it away completely? How could he possibly control the elements of magic? It is against nature. Shikoba stood up, her gaze sweeping the silent world. The stillness was eerie, like walking through the ancestral mounds where the Shadrian buried their dead.

      Sarcee launched himself into the air then shifted into human form as he touched the ground, walking over to Shikoba. “The clues are important, Shikoba. Do not dismiss them out of hand. Perhaps we should seek some help. Who do you know that could shed some light on the artifacts? Is there someone you trust that we could talk to? Someone with knowledge of magic?”

      Shikoba frowned, thinking. “There was an elderly Shamankas healer who used to live in the hills. There.” She pointed off to the southeast, toward the sea. “If she still lives, she would be very old now. She was old when I left. It could be a wasted trip, travelling that far to find that she has joined the spirits.”

      “It is a place to start. Travelling there will take many days. We can’t fly as we normally would, unless we want all of Shadra alerted to our presence.”

      “The last time I heard her spoken of, she was living near the swamp flats. She had a small farm there, where she raised goats. My mother used to take me to see her. Casper used to come with me.” Her eyes glazed over as a memory returned of her childhood companion, her best friend. She shook her head, to clear the image. She didn’t want to think about Casper. That was a puzzle for another time. “Let’s speak to the Shamankas. I think I can find the place, and it’s as good a plan as any for now. But first, we need to rebuild the pyre. It would be best to leave no clue to our presence, just in case some hunters decide to check the summit.” A few quick strides brought Shikoba to Obsidian’s side. She climbed into her saddle.

      “It’s not a good idea to fly back up there, Shikoba.” Sarcee shifted back into his bird form, perching on Obsidian’s neck bone in front of her.

      “We cannot hide forever. We must fly to get around. Unless you have a better idea, Sarcee, I think we need to get moving.” Shikoba waited for a space of a few seconds. When Sarcee did not offer any suggestions, Shikoba nodded. “Let’s go, Obsidian.”

      Obsidian, with a running start, launched into the air and a few powerful strokes later, glided back to the cleared landing of rock tower.

      Once back on the ground, Shikoba gathered up the errant knuckle bone, placing it back with the other objects, then folded the parchment, tucking it between the soles of the moccasins. She carefully re-wrapped the items, tying the string to secure the parcel’s contents. She shoved it back in the saddle bag then set about rebuilding the pyre, stick by stick, as she had been taught since childhood. Sweeping away the last of the ash from the previous night’s fire, she erased all evidence that they had been there.

      The sun had climbed to its zenith and began its slide back to the horizon, as they lifted in to the air. Obsidian was careful to keep low to the ground so as to cast as small of a shadow as possible.
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        * * *

      

      As the distant horizon swallowed Obsidian, a second dragon lifted off from the craggy shade of the tower and rose into the sky. A man sat on the back of the dragon, dressed in a form-fitting leather vest which bared thick upper arms, adorned with golden bands. Black leather leggings encased bulging thighs that gripped the saddled dragon, creaking slightly with the powerful thrusts of its wings. Draped across his broad shoulders was a royal purple cape that fluttered in the air.

      The dragon’s wings flashed in the rays of the sun, her black skin stretched between flight bones sparkling with tiny flecks of gold. A brilliant stripe ran down either side of her face, and her eyes were burnished flame. She roared, spitting fire that raced to the ground.

      “Easy, Mica, we will catch up to them.” The dragon swooped forward and raced after the trio, eager to keep them in sight.
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      “Did you see the sky last night? Just before dawn. I thought a falling star had tumbled from the sky. It was so bright I was blinded by it. Good thing I know the way back from the privy with my eyes closed.” The woman laughed, her voice betraying her youth.

      “The privy? I doubt it. I saw your man returning around the same time. If your mother finds out you are meeting…”

      “Shush! Do you want everyone to know? I told you to keep it a secret! Listen, we have plans. We are going to…” The voices faded away as Tesha swept the last of the dirt out the front door, holding it open for the two teenagers to pass her. They cast glares in her direction as though it were her fault that they didn’t know how to keep their voices down. The woman’s scowl promised retribution, warning Tesha with a glance not to repeat what she had heard. Tesha scowled then stuck her tongue out at the young woman’s back. She did not care who Csandi met in the woods. She was a silly twit who had not earned the right to a single braid yet.

      Tesha let the door swing shut behind her and leaned against the railing, watching a russet red chicken with teal wing feathers peck at the ground. A clutch of five chicks followed her, mimicking the hen’s movements, foraging for whatever they could find on the frozen ground. They were only let out of the hen house for an hour or two when it was cold. She would have to shut them away soon.

      For the fifteenth time, she checked the position of the watery sun. Deshi should be here soon, she thought. Then we can go see the dragon again! The dragon had filled her thoughts the entire day. A dragon! It sung to her mind and spirit. She could hear its croon even now. When the dragon had lifted its head and stared at her, she could have sworn it had tried to speak. But she had never heard of dragons talking. None of the stories said anything, other than they were fire breathers capable of burning down an entire village. But I swear she was trying to communicate with me.

      Tesha was startled out of her reverie when Deshi bolted around the corner of the teacher’s long house, running full tilt toward her. Spying her standing on the porch, he didn’t slow.

      “Tesha! Hurry. Come on!” he said and kept running.

      Tesha released her grip on her broom. It clattered down onto the wooden boards as she bolted after Deshi. Her hair streamed behind her as she flew down the path as fast as her feet would carry her, trying in vain to catch up with him.

      “Deshi! Wait!” she called to no avail. The shuddering shrubbery tossed snow onto the ground, marking his path. She followed, leaping over fallen logs and slipping on the snow-covered rock. His trail led out of the village and arced back toward the prayer rock where they had seen the dragon and her riders half a day earlier. “Deshi!” His head disappeared over a slight rise. Groaning, she pushed herself to run faster. She climbed the slippery hill and with a surprised “Oh!” skidded into Deshi, who had come to an abrupt stop, his hand held up to stop her. His eyes were fixed on the sky, where not one but two dragons flew. “Oh,” Tesha breathed, the words escaping her lips in a sigh of amazement.

      “I saw Casper’s dragon fly overhead, and all I could think of was how Shikoba was in danger. I had hoped we could reach her in time, to warn her.”

      “Do you think they saw the emperor’s dragon?”

      Deshi shook his head. “No. If they had, would they be flying now? Casper isn’t trying to get any closer. I think he is stalking them.”

      Tesha stared at the dragons. “We have to help them. They are flying into a trap.”

      “What trap is that?”

      She turned to Deshi, hands on hips. “You know very well what lies that direction. The salt mines.”

      Deshi groaned. “Don’t tell me you believe those rumours, too? Tales of land whales? Armoured monsters? Are you afraid of wingless birds that can fly? Oh and then there is my favorite, the screaming flame beetles?” He snorted a laugh. “How about the walking corpses?”

      Tesha shot him a murderous frown. “Just because you are too scared to actually go into the salt mines, you laugh at all who manage to escape and return? The traders were there, Deshi. What reason would they have to lie?”

      “They got lost underground, and the fumes addled their brains. I’m sure they believe every word they said. It doesn’t change the fact that they are barking mad.” Deshi refocused on the diminishing shapes in the sky. “Besides, who says I am too scared to go. Do you have your pack stashed like I told you?”

      Tesha smirked and walked over to the tree overhanging a portion of the path behind them. She reached up with her arms and grabbed a low limb then swung herself up onto the branch. She stood up and reached into the hollow crook at the trunk and pulled out a leather drawstring pack, then dropped it to the ground. “What, this pack?” She grinned down at him.

      “Excellent. Let’s go.” Deshi said briskly. He slid down a slight embankment then reached around behind a large boulder. He pushed aside a pile of branches and pulled out his own stashed pack. He swung it over one shoulder, then climbed back up to the trail. Both dragons had disappeared by the time he returned to the path. “We can travel until it gets too dark to see. That should give us a good start. Our parents won’t miss us until after midday. They will assume we are camping out again, practicing for our trials.”

      Tesha fell into step beside her brother, settling into the easy, ground-eating lope they had perfected. Their strides were even and strong. They could keep this pace up until dark and still carry a conversation.

      “Do you think they will stop for nightfall to rest? I mean, if it was me, I’d keep going and hide during the day.”

      “I sure hope so. A lot will probably depend on whether or not they know they are being followed. Casper has the advantage right now. I just hope we can reach them in time, to warn them.”

      “What if we are too late?” Tesha bit her lip with worry, casting a sidelong glance at Deshi. “Do you think they will believe me? About the monsters, I mean. You don’t believe me.” Tesha watched his profile, waiting for the familiar smirk she knew would curve his lips. She was not disappointed.

      “Let’s leave the monsters out of it for now. The mines are scary enough. If they need further convincing, we can introduce your monsters.”

      “And Casper? What do we do about him?” She chewed her lip faster. “He’s a wizard. What can we do to help them if they are captured by a wizard?” This worried her more than she would admit to Deshi. She suppressed the shiver that slid down her spine.

      Deshi shrugged. “Who says he is trying to capture Shikoba? Maybe he just wants to talk to her. Besides, weren’t Shikoba and Casper best friends? That is what the elders say. Maybe he just wants to help her. I mean, how do we really know if the emperor is evil? Just because Mom and Dad say so, how can we be sure? The emperor has never even come to Shadra. He leaves us alone. Casper is only enforcing the laws set down by the Citadel. Does following orders make him one of your monsters?”

      “They are not my monsters.” Tesha let out a frustrated sigh. It was an old argument, one they had tossed back and forth many times. “We will see who quivers with fear when we catch up to them. I have no doubt we will find monsters when we get there. The only question is, what kind?” They ran in silence for a few moments then Tesha added, “The dragon, Obsidian, she tried to talk to me.”

      Deshi’s head whipped in her direction. “She did what?”

      “She tried to talk to me, to my mind. I’m sure of it.”

      “Do you have a death wish?” he asked, facing forward once again.

      Tesha smiled, a small private smile. It irked Deshi when she mentioned magic, and she loved getting under his skin. “Are you in training to be a warrior or not? For me, the sooner I can face my monster, the better. I will prove that I am capable of wearing an elder’s robe, just like Shikoba.”

      “Shikoba never wore the robe. She was stolen away before her trials were finished. Only Casper finished that year,” said Deshi.

      “So? She would have won. Casper wouldn’t have survived the first night. I do not believe he slayed the sabretooth. I think he lied.”

      Deshi snorted. “It was a werecat, not a sabretooth,” he corrected. “You think a woman can slay a sabretooth?” He laughed.

      It was Tesha’s turn to scowl. “Any time you want to take me on, just say the word. Brains will win over brawn every time.”

      “The time approaches. We will face the trials together. But first, we need to catch up to those dragons.” Deshi tossed a grin at Tesha, and then he sped up. Tesha lengthened her stride to keep pace.
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      Casper scowled at the land undulating below him. The tundra was still locked in the grip of winter, a winter that had lasted a lot longer than expected. By the angle of the sun, the first signs of spring should have been evident, but no life stirred in the soil. He hated the tundra. He hated his home province of Shadra.

      Casper had returned from his training in the Citadel a changed man. Gone was the flabby, soft child he had been. Hardened by the intensity of the simulations and his mind widened by his experiences in other provinces, he was the emperor’s man, through and through. Now, having returned to Shadra at the command of the emperor, he saw his kin as children. Weak and simple, they did not understand the grand purpose of the Citadel or its commanding presence on the world stage. His tribesmen saw only the immediate concerns of Shadra and were consumed by them. They quarreled with the Citadel and with each other on how to save the land, but what they didn’t understand was that Shadra wasn’t worth saving. Frozen half the year and a mosquito-infested quagmire the other half, Shadra was a good place to be from, a good place to leave behind.

      Shadra had but one redeeming quality, something that was of crucial importance to the Citadel and to the emperor. The salt mines of Pangolin. For the last few years, he’d been building the work force needed to operate the mine. Originally a location of religious significance to the Shadrian, travelling to the mine had been a rite of passage for many warriors. It was considered a quest of the greatest significance, to hunt the sea dragons that were said to patrol the salty waters. But it was only Casper who had realized its true significance. He’d shared his knowledge of the salt swamps and mines with the emperor, and Madrid had immediately seized on its importance. As a Citadel-trained wizard, Casper had access to knowledge that would be lost on his countrymen. Salt was as close to a pure element as any to be found and was the base of many a spell and potion. Of course, Emperor Madrid had known of the mines but not all the kinds of salt that could be found there. Sharing the information had resulted in Casper being elevated above the other heart bearers in status. He’d become the emperor’s right-hand man at the moment. But the emperor’s favour was a fickle thing. Madrid believed that by keeping his wizards vying for his attentions they would be kept eager and striving to secure a permanent place at his side.

      Established as part of the peace accord after the Great Purge, each province was to freely give of their wealth to the Citadel, and the Citadel promised in turn to maintain the peace between warring neighbours. Until now, it was left to the provinces to choose what to send to the Citadel. The tribute of salt had been established as part of Shadra’s annual gift. But the tributes had been in steady decline for years and none more obvious than in Shadra.

      Shadra had never sent their most precious salt. Inky black, the Shadrian called it Pele salt, after the sea monster Pele Pogo. The traditional story said that Pele salt was formed in the breath of Pele Pogo.

      To curb the decline, quotas had been expanded by imperial decree. Emperor Madrid’s heralds descended on every major town in every province to read the directives to the people gathered in the main square. Once read, the missives were posted inside of weatherproof cases for all to see. The quota of salt required from Shadra had quadrupled. Many of the towns had rebelled, citing dwindling ponds and an aging population that could no longer work the long hours required to chip the salt from the mines. Instead, they had sent half of the tribute. Furious, Madrid had recalled Casper from his duties in Tunise and sent him home to bring the Shadrian people under control. Not long after Casper’s arrival in Shadra, he heard the rumours circulating. He heard one whispered rumour of a plan to cut the tribute completely. How they thought this would help Shadra, he couldn’t fathom. It would bring disaster to a province already dying and make his former people homeless in a desolate and desperate land.

      The Shamankas lies in this direction. Do you think they seek your mother? Mica spoke through the bond, interrupting Casper’s muddled thoughts.

      Yes, that could be their destination. Shikoba would remember her. But my mother is dead. She was destroyed long ago, thought Casper.

      Are you sure? If she’s alive, can she be of aid to them? She may still be a threat. I know you still have feelings for this woman. Let us confirm if she is still alive. I will dispose of her if you wish. Emotions washed through the bond from Casper to Mica. Anger, confusion, and buried beneath it all, a tender spot that felt like love.

      Casper squashed his feelings and steeled his mind. A blast of cold skittered across their combined consciousness. I will do what needs to be done, Mica. If she still lives and for some reason I cannot do what needs to be done, you can have the honour of destroying the emperor’s sworn enemy. But not until I have determined that it is time. Understand? You will not harm her except on my command. That goes for those we chase, too.

      I understand. So, what is your plan?

      Casper stared blindly off into the distance, considering their options. Can you get us to the Shamankas residence before them? Assuming they stop to hide in the daylight, could we get ahead of them? We could lay a trap for Shikoba and her dragon.

      I don’t think we could arrive far enough ahead to be of use. And if they spot us, they might abandon their destination. I think we would be best to follow them as we are. I can sense the dragon. I will be able to find her if she changes course, said Mica.

      Can she sense you, too?

      Yes, I would think so. But unless she is used to tracking dragons, she will only sense that one is nearby. She will not be able to pinpoint our location. Most dragons track by sight. Because I have seen her, I can interpret my senses to know where to find her. She has not seen me, yet, which is why I counsel against moving ahead of them.

      Casper weighed the options in his mind. If we cannot set a trap in advance, then we will surprise them once they are on the ground at their destination. Their focus will be on the Shamankas, and they will not be expecting pursuit so soon. We could shock them into panicking. We can end this incursion immediately. The emperor will be pleased. He may even make me one of his favourites. He has been searching for a new adept to train to rule at his side. Madrid is a great wizard. It would be an honour to permanently serve beside him, said Casper.

      Mica did not respond. The silence stretched between them like warm taffy, sticky and sickeningly sweet. Finally, Casper broke the mental silence. You do not like the emperor?

      The emperor is my master. We must obey.

      But you do not believe he is destined to rule Gaia? You do not believe in his mission of peace? To erase war from the world? I sense that you are displeased. Be careful what you think, Mica. It is treason to harbour evil thoughts of the emperor, warned Casper.

      The emperor is my master and I obey, she repeated. My desires are secondary to his command. All other considerations are irrelevant. I will do as he decrees, as will my Dragonmerger, Damas, said Mica, her thoughts an echoing rumble in her throat.

      Do not forget who your master is, growled Casper in return. It echoed along the bond to the tiny spot nestled in his mind that he knew to be the female Djinn named Damas. When she caught up to them, he would go over her obedience training once again. It was her duty to keep Mica under control at all times. If she failed him now, there would be punishment.

      They flew in silence for a while, then Mica opened her thoughts again. Have you ever considered that the emperor might not have shared all of his plans with you?

      Casper did not respond. Instead, he rolled his shoulders to ease the tension building there, the itch that confirmed his need for action, ignoring the question. “Can you still sense the foreign dragon?”

      Yes, she is on the same course but has slowed. I think she may be circling the area where they intend to stay for the night, said the dragon.

      “Fly as close as you dare. If you are certain they are halting their trip for the evening, then I want to go to the village of Schom, located on the Salt Road. I have an agent there who is recruiting for the mines. Take me there.” Mica swooped closer to the ground and sped up, checking the trail of the rebel dragon.
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      Shikoba knelt by the fireside, stirring the fading coals of the small fire over which their dinner had been warmed. They had chosen a copse of trees at the end of a stone-fenced pasture, where several shaggy sheep with heavy winter coats scratched through the crust of snow. They nuzzled the ground in search of non-existent dormant grasses. They would not be far from their barn, and by evening, someone would collect the strays, which meant that they were within an hour’s walk of the Shamankas’s home, provided that the sheep belonged to the Shamankas. Shikoba rummaged through the pack at her side and pulled out a bag that tinkled in her hand. Obsidian’s head rose and she sniffed the air. She was reclined under the tallest tree, curled up like a dog, her snout resting on her tail. She sniffed again, hopefully, and rumbled deep in her throat.

      “Yes, I know you are hungry,” said Shikoba aloud, “but we must make this bag last. I will mix it with the elixir. It will be difficult to obtain more here in Shadra.”

      Maybe these salt mines you speak of will have some edible deposits, thought Obsidian. My favourite is the spicy heat of lava. It is well seasoned.

      Shikoba laughed, as she pulled out a second bag and poured some of the grey powder into a large wooden basin. She added water from her water skein and then reached inside the smaller bag and withdrew a handful of shimmering gems. She put them in the bowl and stirred, all the while speaking the words she had been taught. Three stirs to the right, one to the left, repeat. After seven repetitions, she added a bit more water. Then she took the bowl to Obsidian, placing it down in front of her, and stepped out of the way. The dragon lifted her head and belched a blast of flame over the bowl. The fire licked all around the offering, and it swelled before their eyes to the size of a cow. When Obsidian ceased breathing on the bowl, the wood had disappeared and a giant faceted crystal sat before the dragon. Obsidian settled down beside the gem and scraped her teeth across the surface, breaking off chunks to chew. With a shattering sound and grinding it between her teeth, she ate. Contrary to what most people thought, dragons did not eat meat. Their favourite food consisted of the basic building blocks of magic: the elements of earth, wind, fire, water, and spirit. Gemstones combined many of those elements in their purest form.

      Shikoba returned to the fire and stirred the contents of a black pot, which contained a mix of grains cooking in water with a pinch of salt. Satisfied with the consistency, she ladled out their evening gruel, mixing in some dried fruit from her pack. She handed a bowl to Sarcee and then put a kettle over the remainder of the coals to heat for tea. Shikoba lowered herself onto a log and blew on the hot food. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation. The sweet concoction brought a smile to her lips as she shoveled a spoonful into her mouth, savouring its warming journey into her belly. She polished off the contents then placed the bowl down on the ground beside her before rummaging in her pack once again.  Locating the parcel that contained the clues for their journey, she withdrew it and spread the contents out on the ground in front of her, examining them by the waning light of day. She was drawn to the gleaming, fragile bones. She picked up a knuckle, examining it. They were hollow and lightweight, lighter than they should be for a land animal.

      “I think these belong to a bird. See here? They are hollow inside.” She held up the bones to Sarcee, inviting his evaluation.

      Sarcee took them and examined them closer. “They might be from an aquatic beast, too. I have seen bones like these wash up on the shores of Jintessa.”

      “Really?” Shikoba leaned in closer to look at the bones in Sarcee’s hands. “What beast is that? It must have a name.”

      “We call them sea dragons. They are thought to be a watery cousin of the drake.”

      Shikoba pondered the bones. “Humans do not venture into the waters around Gaia. They are said to be infested by monsters. All who venture out onto the seas perish. This is partly why you do not see humans in Jintessa. They cannot cross the cursed seas. The Shadrian have stories about the monsters, though. Legends, really. No one cares to prove if the monsters exist or not.”

      “Ignorance is never wise,” said Sarcee. He handed the bones back to Shikoba. “We can ask the Shamankas tomorrow what she knows of these things. Perhaps she can read the runes on the parchment or point us to someone who can.”

      Shikoba turned over the small bones in her hand, then set them aside. She picked up a slender one that was a different shape than the others and held it out to Sarcee. “Do you think this bone is from the same creature?”

      Sarcee examined the greying bone, holding it up to one eye. “It is opaque. Very fragile. I do not know, Shikoba. It might be. But I don’t think so.”

      All of the bones are from the king of the seas, confirmed Obsidian. It is a wingless cousin to the dragon. We call it a jinnaga, a sea drake, said Obsidian.

      Shikoba’s head came up, and she pinned the dragon with a look. “There are other types of dragons? You kept that quiet.”

      I was still finishing my dinner. To emphasize the point, she snuffled around in the dirt, searching for any slivers she may have missed of the crystal treat.

      Shikoba ignored the thought. “So do you have anything else to add to the conversation?”

      The dragon moved her shoulders in their equivalent of a shrug then thought, The drakes keep to themselves. They live in the deepest waters, waters that would extinguish the flame of my kin. We do not spend time with them because our habitats are so different. Sea drakes, sea dragons, it is all the same. The dragons of the sea have many different names. But they are intelligent, I can tell you that much. Oh and they have multiple heads.

      Shikoba’s eyes widened in surprise. “Multiple heads? How can that work?”

      They do not seem to have a problem with it, said Obsidian.

      Sarcee chuckled. “You will never lay eyes on one, so you need not fear, Shikoba. They live at the deepest levels of the seas. Humans cannot survive in that depth of water. Sea drakes rarely come to the surface. In fact, I think the only reason they come to the surface is to spawn.”

      “Really?” asked Shikoba, curious. “They are air breathing?”

      “They lay eggs, similar to aerial dragons. Sometimes they will seek out caves above the water to lay their young. But yes, they can survive on the surface, too. They choose to live in the depths of their watery home,” said Sarcee.

      Shikoba sat back and sighed. “Now, that would be amazing. I would love to see a sea drake. Do they breathe fire, too?”

      Sarcee shook his head. “No, they do not breathe fire. They breathe lightning. Great flickering bolts of energy. Their whole body will light up when they are fully charged.”

      “Oh! That must be beautiful!” said Shikoba, her imagination caught by the mental image shared by Obsidian.

      “And deadly. You are warned to never be in the presence of an angry jinnaga. It will be the last thing you ever do.”

      “Well, I am not likely to meet one, am I?” Shikoba wrapped up the parcel and returned it to her pack. “We should get some rest. I want to be at the Shamankas’s home at first light.”

      As they settled down for sleep, Shikoba’s thoughts relaxed into musings about the Jinnaga. She faded off into slumber, her dreams filled with soaring sea drakes and giant jellyfish, all flying through the air to land on the shore, a great hoard of invading sea creatures that suddenly grew land appendages and learned to talk. Her last thought while drifting off to sleep, was how she was going to feed them all.
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            Pangolin Town

          

        

      

    

    
      Pangolin Town was a rough, uncultured pimple swelled to bursting by too many miners and too many taverns. Wooden structures, slapped together into long houses, stood all of three feet apart along the entire length of Salt Road, the main thoroughfare. Muddy for half of the year and frozen for the other half, the passing wagons stirred up clouds of dirt that coated the front of the long houses with a grey crust of soil that changed into a sticky clay with the spring rains. The heavy triple-teamed wagons hauled raw salt ore in great iron-banded barrels to a crushing mill at the edge of town. A steady stream of wagons travelled the road during the daylight hours. Once the sun set, the wagons were abandoned in large lots to await their driver’s return at the break of dawn. Consequently, there were just as many stables as long houses, and it was difficult to tell the two apart, even by the smell.

      The salt mill was located on the only watercourse to pass through the area, named the River Brine. The river’s head was located at the Lake Moa watershed, from which it departed on a long, meandering journey through Shadra to where it drained into the sea. As it approached the Forbidden Sea, its course took it through the middle of a series of salty marshes. The mixing of these two water sources created a prime habitat for the pangolins. Pangolins were pony-sized creatures armoured with thick overlapping scales as hard as stone that protected them from the elements and hunters alike. Beady, black eyes hid within sunken holes in a skull that ended in a long pointed snout. A pink whiskered nose decorated the end above a mouth from which a forked tongue flickered, constantly testing the air. Some believed the pangolins had sprung from the elements themselves and were simply animated rocks that breathed. The age span of a pangolin was unknown, but it was much longer than the average resident of Pangolin Town, and so it was named for them.

      There was no budging a pangolin. Its tough curved claws scraped away stone and sliced through frozen tundra with the ease of a heated butter knife. All who lived in the area gave way to the pangolin.

      That is, except for the tumbril.

      The tumbril was the lead wagon of the slaver’s caravan that came through Pangolin Town once a week. The tumbril did not stop for anyone or anything. The carriage was more iron than wood, a great metal cage on heavy wooden wheels as thick as the trees from which they were fashioned. Fastened to the metal rims of the six wheels were long metal spikes, like the teeth of a werecat, sharp enough to shave with. Spinning with deadly force, the blades cut down anything in their path. People had learned to clear the road long before the caravan arrived, and the rare pangolin that did not move out of the way bore scars to its shell. Even a pangolin was not eager to challenge the wagons. The caravan had but one purpose. To be on time, and it ran like clockwork. No one knew what cargo they carried or even their intended destination.

      The road cleared before the lead tumbril, which always passed through Pangolin Town precisely three hours before dark every day. Today was no exception. The caravan topped the final hill of the Salt Road and roared down its seaward face, gathering speed as it went. The caravan of two wagons rumbled into town, shaking the ground with their weight and setting the lanterns in the long houses swinging as though an earthquake rocked the land. This set off the pangolin, who snorted with annoyance and lumbered into a slow rampage. Their heavy feet added to the pounding, filling the air with a choking dust. The few shops with open windows knocked out the supports and the wooden shutters banged closed against the oncoming storm.

      Everyone stayed out of the streets until the caravan had passed through. There was no sense in watching them, and no sense in trying to speak to them. They never stopped. They never ate in a tavern nor gambled in a gaming den. No one had ever seen the faces of the drivers. They hunched over the reins, always shrouded, always hidden away from prying eyes.

      So when an agonized, piercing scream rose above the clatter of the wheels and the jangle of bridles, heads turned, drawn to the carriages as never before. As the lead wagon passed by the center of town, a hand emerged between the wood slats of the floor. Small and frail, the hand dangled below the carriage, its palm open in a soft plea for help. Just as suddenly as it appeared, it was wrenched back inside the wagon and the wail cut off abruptly. All eyes on the street followed the caravan as it rumbled past and left Pangolin Town behind in a swirling cloud of snow tinted brown with dirt.

      A man’s grim eyes studied the mysterious caravan through a haze of smoke that drifted up from the pipe in his right hand. He puffed a couple more times on the dwindling tobacco in the bowl, then tipped the contents onto the snow in front of him and ground the burning dregs under the toe of his boot. He pocketed the empty pipe, glanced at the height of the sun in the sky, and then pulled his hood forward, hiding his face from the curious as effectively as the passing drivers.

      He crossed the street to a stable and entered the barn, flipping a coin to the waiting stable boy who held the reins of his horse. Saddled and bridled, Fire Dancer lived up to his name. The stallion pranced, eager to leave the barn after several days rest in the last stall.

      The boy, his face full of awed reverence, backed out of the way of horse and rider, convinced that his hero was riding out on another grand adventure.

      “Are you going after the caravan, Chutzpa? Why do you not take other warriors with you? I could come with you. I am a good fighter. Watch this!” The boy picked up the pitchfork leaning against the wall of the stall and whirled it around his head. He ducked then jabbed the handle at Chutzpa as though the fork was a fighting staff and he an enemy to defeat.

      Chutzpa grabbed the handle in mid-air, the wood slapping against his calloused hand. Chutzpa was impressed that the tines of the fork did not impede him. “Very good. You have good dexterity.”

      “Can I come with you?” The boy grounded the pitchfork, excitement entering his voice. “It won’t take me but a minute to gather my things.” He ran over to a worn deerskin bag hanging from a peg. As he reached for it, Chutzpa’s voice halted him.

      “Not this time, Zeal.” The boy’s shoulders slumped in disappointment and his head sagged. “What I do today is too dangerous,” Chutzpa said as he placed his foot in the stirrup and swung a leg over Fire Dancer. “But, I can see a day, very soon, where I will need an apprentice.” Zeal’s head shot up, hope rekindling in the depths of his eyes. Chutzpa urged the stallion toward the open doorway, reining him tight beside the boy. “You will be my first choice when I return.” He dropped his hand onto the boy’s head, patting his sandy brown hair. “Soon.”

      Zeal nodded. Chutzpa touched his heels to the sides of his stallion and trotted out of the barn.

      He clattered down the frozen street, allowing his mount to pick his footing through the rutted streets, following the caravan out of town. Once clear of the buildings, he let the stallion have his head. His tail and mane streaming, the stallion ran after the caravan. The dust from the lumbering wagons soon filled the horizon, pinpointing their location long before he heard the noise of their passage. He reined in Fire Dancer at the edge of the tree line as he crested the hill, keeping to the shade. He did not want to be spotted by the caravan drivers. Each wagon carried an archer, who scanned the back trail and killed any who dared to chase the wagon train.

      Chutzpa had been following them for days now, ever since he had discovered their true route through Shadra. He was not born Shadrian, but of Tunise. And his interest in the caravan was personal.

      Three months ago, his older brother Zax had simply disappeared. Chutzpa had shared a four-room cabin with him that was set on the ridge overlooking the valley known as Bounty Glen. Orchards stretched as far as the eye could see. Chutzpa was a grower of apples, owning a quarter of the trees in the valley, but not Zax. He was no farmer.

      Skinny and nearsighted, Zax’s special skills lay in the creation of candles. Apprenticed to the old beekeeper who lived across the valley, Zax left at the break of dawn every morning and returned as the sun set in the west every evening. One night he did not return. Thinking that he had been delayed by an urgent order, Chutzpa went to bed, but when Zax’s bed was found to be empty in the morning, Chutzpa became alarmed.

      He hitched his wagon and drove their mule to the beekeeper’s hut, located in a flat, cleared area on the southern edge of the valley. As he crested the small hill, he saw a scene that shocked him to the core. The beekeeper’s hut had been destroyed by fire. The carefully tended hives had been tipped and trampled, broken beyond repair. All around the hut, the ground was churned with the hooves of many horses, and heavy wagon tracks led away from the destruction, their broad wheels flattening the grasses and leaving a clear trail.

      Bewildered, he had searched the grounds for a clue to the fate of his brother. He could find no sign of a body in any of the rubble. Shovelling through the charred pile of debris that was once the main cabin, Chutzpa’s spade struck a heavy metal object. Recognizing it as the beekeeper’s purse, he pulled the metal box out of the remains of the hut and opened it. The box was full of gold and silver coins. He flipped over more boards, finding other precious objects in the debris, such as fire starters and the emperor’s own seal mold, and boxes of the special wax and forms used to create seals for important documents. They were worth a year’s wages by themselves.

      Chutzpa had stood back, confused. If this was a robbery, why did they leave behind the box of coins? If it was an attack motivated by revenge, then why leave behind the seals? You could write your own execution order and cast a replica of the emperor’s seal, he mused. His gaze lifted to the tracks that disappeared over the next hill, headed in the general direction of the Citadel. He stood still, thinking, then ran back to his wagon and turned the mule back toward his cabin. He arrived just before the sun reached its zenith in the sky. He hid the beekeeper’s purse under the floorboards of his cabin for safekeeping, but the royal seal and the wax he placed in a pocket of his coat. An hour later, he was on Fire Dancer’s back with bulging saddlebags stuffed with clothing and food, and a blanket roll tied behind his saddle. Something was wrong. Zax had been taken. He was sure of it. He had been following the trail ever since. Never once had he caught sight of the wagon. Until now.

      His first challenge had been to cross from the verdant farmlands of Tunise into the Citadel proper and then sneak across the bridge into Shadra. The Citadel guards were not above bribery, but the price had been exorbitant and it had taken him a week to raise enough coin gambling in the inns to pay off the guard. By that time, his brother had been missing for over a month. Not for the first time, he cursed himself for not bringing some of the coin he had stashed at the cabin. It would have been a loan, not theft, yet at the time he had not even considered taking any of the money.

      He had watched the sun rise and set, day after day, chafing at the slowness of its crawl through the sky, while he waited for the taverns to open, anxious to get back to the card tables and fleece the needed coin from the pockets of willing victims. Finally, with pockets stuffed full of coin, he’d crossed into Shadra, but the delay had cost him the chance to recover his brother from the men who had taken him. The trail had gone cold. Once in Shadra, he’d picked his way carefully through the villages, asking careful questions and sifting the responses as he went. He was a stranger in a strange land, and the Shadrian were naturally suspicious of his motives. At first, his questions had been answered with shrugs or point blank hostility, but as he moved further into the province, he heard whispers of remote villages being emptied of all their people, especially the youth. Only the elderly were left behind. With no other leads to follow up on, he travelled to the remotest villages that were accessible only during the cold winter months due to the permafrost in the ground.

      His arrival was greeted with silence. No living soul remained to note his presence. The collection of buildings had been protected by a rough wooden palisade, but this had formed no barrier to the attackers. The village had been set ablaze and half of the town had burnt to the ground, pushed by a fierce wind before the fire had run out of fuel. The eerie silence reminded him of the beekeeper’s hut. He’d searched the ruins, but once again, he couldn’t find any bodies in the debris. Where the villagers had gone had been a puzzle that he had traced all the way to Pangolin, and the filthy wagons ahead of him.

      A thrill of excitement ran down his spine, as he patted the sweat-slicked black neck of his mount. Finally, he was close to discovering the truth about the frequent train of wagons that passed to the sea. This time, he had a live caravan to follow and so he would. At its terminus was the answer to not just his question of where his brother had been taken, but one that involved all the people of Shadra. One way or another, he would discover the truth and when he did, he would also find his brother.

      Or die trying.
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            The End of the Trail

          

        

      

    

    
      Chutzpa crawled through the dense brush to the sharp ridge that separated the tundra from the sea, tumbling down a steep incline to the valley floor. The main road snaked down the precipice, winding back and forth across its face. He could pick out the wagons that he pursued by the cloud of dust kicked up by their passing. They rumbled along about three-quarters of the way down the hillside to the base where the road leveled out for its final dash to the sea.

      He could not see where they were headed, but whatever their destination the location was meant to be kept secret for the ridge was heavily guarded. Patrols roamed the summit in pairs, watching for intruders such as himself. He had been alerted to their presence when the caravan had been stopped at a checkpoint. He’d nearly stumbled into their grasp. From that point on, he’d secured his nervous stallion in a sheltered wood and proceeded on foot. His journey was much slower than the caravan’s as a result. They had gained several hours lead, but at least he could pick them out from his vantage point.

      The sea glittered in the late-day sun, a sparkling ribbon reflecting the heavy disc as it sank toward the horizon.

      Maybe an hour’s worth of daylight left, he mused. It would be easier to move under the cover of darkness, but he was not sure he could make out the path despite its width. The trail markers would be easily missed, and he could walk right off the cliff face. If he left now, he could make it to the valley floor, but he would be exposed and easily spotted by the arrow-wielding guards watching for unauthorized movement.

      Chutzpa craned his neck to look to the right and then to the left. The curved semicircle of cliff was sheer but rocky. It was scalable if someone really wanted to climb it, but going down would be easier than climbing up. He would have to make a series of descents that would take at least a day. It was an option but dangerous. His eyes raked the path once again, and he spotted the hut. About halfway down the face, a wooden guard station had been built into a rocky depression on one of the few flat sections. It was a circular structure, obviously built by foreigners, as the style was not one common in Shadra. But it was very common in Tunise. Someone from his home province had built it; of that, he was certain.

      He rolled onto his back. So? How does that help you? Chutzpa could not answer his own question. The only three possible ways into that valley that he could see were to be travelling as part of that mysterious weekly caravan or to scale the face of the rock in plain sight of every archer on the cliff or to tackle the path after dark. Tonight was a moonless night, and the road would be black. But tomorrow was the first quarter, and although weak, the moon might just shine enough to illuminate the path.

      The plan of action settled in his mind, Chutzpa pulled out a packet of jerky and tore off a piece of the dried meat with his teeth while he watched the cliff and the movements of the guards. He intended to know their routine, patterns, and numbers before he started down that trail. Getting into the valley might be the easiest part. What he would find there and the status of his brother would bring a whole new set of challenges. The challenge will not be getting in but getting out.

      While he ate, he counted men, scratching marks onto the soft inner surface of a piece of bark with a sharp stone to tally the numbers, then as the sun swelled in anticipation of its final plunge into the ocean, he stood up and eased back into the bush, settling a circular path back to Fire Dancer. He would ride back to Pangolin Town to gather ropes and the other supplies he needed for a rescue and return by nightfall.

      Chutzpa swung into his saddle on Fire Dancer’s back then set his hooves on the road that would take them back to Pangolin Town. It would be halfway through the night by the time he arrived at the stables, but Zeal slept in the hayloft and would wake when he entered the barn. He could count on the lad being there. He’d have a quick nap then rise in time for the opening of the long house supply store that stocked essentials to travelers. Zeal might have some rope hanging around the place too, for that matter, he mused. He clucked to Fire Dancer, urging him to increase his pace. They had a few minutes before the descent of total dark when he would be forced to slow or risk injury to his mount. But between now and then, they could make up some distance.

      He rode swiftly down the path, Fire Dancer’s quick gait carrying them further away from the coast. As they passed out of the woods and into an open field divided by the stone roadway, he felt a strange tug on his right sleeve. He shifted in his saddle craning his neck to see what had pulled on his coat when with a thwack, an arrow slammed into his side, under his shoulder blade. The arrow passed straight through up to the fletching and protruded out through mid-center of his chest from under his arm. Chutzpa gasped with pain and slumped into his saddle. He squeezed his knees against Fire Dancer’s sides and wrapped his fingers in his mane as Fire Dancer bolted into a terrified run. A second arrow nicked Fire Dancer’s ear. His horse screamed, bounding for the safety of the trees. Chutzpa gritted his teeth and let him have his head, no longer able to guide him.

      Fire Dancer raced through the shadows, veering off onto a path that led away from the road, carrying his gravely injured rider away from danger and from their attackers. It was all Chutzpa could do to hold on as Fire Dancer swerved around a boulder. He swayed violently in the saddle, and the weight of his body snapped the shaft. With a gasping, cry of pain, his vision narrowed and darkness descended. He did not feel the impact of his body as it struck the ground. He rolled off the trail and dropped several feet onto the ground below, his limp body tumbling to a stop under a sheltering overhang of tree roots.
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      Marsai led her grey-faced mare, Souris, across the fog-shrouded surface, matching her mare’s swaying gait stride for stride. They made no sound as they passed over the softened moss of the bog, their feet cushioned by the fuzzy emerald surface. Even in the harshest winters, this section of bog retained some life, heated by vents of steam that rose from an active vein of lava deep below the surface. The Birchless Bog was a beautiful sight to Marsai. Life teemed all around her.

      Marsai had lived in the bog all her life. It had been a quiet life, until recently. She preferred the isolation of the swamp and actively guarded its borders by placing spells and enchantments around the exterior, warning her of intruders. The excursion today had been to gather giant fiddle heads and the reddish button mushrooms that grew on the ancient birch stumps of the long-perished forest floor. She’d been fortunate today. Several bulging bags were tied to the horn of her saddle as proof that the gathering had gone well.

      She left the main path to take a shortcut back to her home. This route passed quite close to the main road and was one she didn’t like to use as she shunned contact with other Shadrians, but her moccasin-shod feet struck out on the path despite her well-reasoned wishes. She had learned to listen to the unspoken urges of her feet. They had not led her astray so far. Her feet carried her up a short hill, leaving the harvest grounds behind her, shrouding her in fog from head to toes.

      The path climbed toward the road, the fog sliding away with the added height to expose their feet once again. She heard the rustle of a night creature as it moved out of the way, but that was not what caught her attention. Souris’s ears pricked forward, and she snorted a warning, her nostrils flared as she tested the air. The fog stirred, carrying the tinny, cloying scent of fresh blood to Marsai’s nose.

      “Something is injured ahead? Is that it?” She patted the mare’s nose then slowed her steps, listening for the telltale noise that strangers who were unfamiliar with the swamp made as they crashed and splashed through the underbrush of the bog. But she didn’t hear any noise.

      Whatever is ahead is not moving, so it must unconscious or dead, she thought as she allowed her nose to guide her.

      She crested a second small hill and saw a silent meadow. The road curved through it, an intersecting ribbon of dark grey through the tall grasses. She kept to the bush line, not exposing herself to the empty space that she knew was watched by the sharp eyes of spies and guards who controlled the road. Marsai melted into the shadow of a thick tree trunk as movement caught her eye. Two figures walked out of the woods on the opposite side of the field on a parallel course to Marsai, their voices carrying on the still evening air.

      “He must have fallen nearby. That was a killing shot if I ever saw one. Speared him like a fish, I did.” The tenor tone of the man’s voice bounced over the softly swirling fog, his excitement reflected in the rising pitch. “You saw it. Best shot ever,” he boasted.

      “If it was the best shot ever, there would be a corpse lying at our feet. Where is he, Wills?” The woman’s cutting voice dampened the youth’s enthusiasm.

      “But…!” Wills began, but the woman silenced him, her voice as sharp as a guillotine.

      “Enough! Find the man!” she snapped.

      Their voices dropped below audible range. Marsai did not move until they moved out of sight. So the wounded creature is a man. Marsai’s eyes focused on her moccasins, and she willed them to find the one they hunted. A tingling spread into her toes. When she took her next step, her moccasins turned her back into the woods she had just left, guiding her feet toward the one outcropping of rock to be found at the edge of the marsh.

      She called it Toe Rock. Shaped like a big toe, the boulder stuck out of the hillside. A tall sycamore tree perched on its surface, digging deep into the hillside and trailing exposed roots that spilled over the surface of the rock like strands of tangled hair. As she rounded the nail of the toe, Marsai stumbled over a real foot lying at its base. She dropped the reins of her mare and knelt down beside the body. She could barely see the outline of his form, which was likely why he had not been found by his attackers. The roots of the ancient tree hung like a curtain over the exposed base of the rock.

      The man’s dark clothing merged into the shadows. He was lying on his stomach, still as a corpse. She reached around with her right hand and placed it against the jugular vein at the side of his throat. A steady thrum of blood pulsed under her fingertips. Not dead, but unconscious. She ran her hand down his back, encountering the sticky patch of blood that soaked his clothing. The rough end of the shaft of the arrow protruded from a hole in his tunic, where it had snapped off during his fall.

      Marsai straightened then froze as she heard a shuffling sound. Her mare’s ears flicked forward once again and she whinnied. An answering whinny sounded from the brush, and a horse stepped out into the open. The saddled gelding nosed the man on the ground, sniffing him then snorted. The horse whickered as though telling the man to get up.

      Marsai approached the gelding and placed a hand on his bridle. “Good boy,” she whispered, then turned him so that he was slightly downhill from where his owner lay on the hillside. She tied his reins to a bush then bent to haul the man into a sitting position. He moaned, but that was the extent of his awareness, even as she dragged him over to the waiting horse. She leaned him over the horse’s neck then dragged his one leg over to straddle the saddle. A quick search of his saddle bags provided a length of rope that she tied to his feet and looped around the belly of the animal. She bound his hands around the horse’s neck in a similar fashion. By the time she had him in place, she was breathing heavily.

      She crept back up the hillside to be sure the searchers were not within hearing distance. All was silent as her eyes roved across the clearing. Satisfied that she was not being observed, she tied the reins of the injured man’s horse to her saddle and led all of them deeper into the swamp.

      She would care for the man’s wounds until he healed. And then she would question him about his presence when everyone else stayed away. There was something odd about his clothing, and she figured he was not a native Shadrian. What would bring a stranger to Shadra?

      It would take a couple hours to reach her home. She whistled and a cloud of fireflies rose from the wet moss like a mini tornado and floated just in front of her, lighting the way.
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      Shikoba, Sarcee, and Obsidian reached the location of the Shamankas’s hut as dawn broke the sky, but there was no hut to be found. All that remained of the home and barn that Shikoba remembered visiting as a child was a deep, black pit. Long scorch marks plowed the ground undimmed by the passage of time. As they wandered through the remains of the hovel, other battle markings became apparent. The broken bones of a chicken coop littered the ground, somehow having escaped the inferno that had reduced the house to ash. Shikoba ran to the edge of the pit where the house had sat facing the barn, where the heat had been the most intense. Shikoba fell to her knees to peer down into the open crater.

      “Oh no, this cannot be!” Shikoba wailed. “Marsai cannot be dead!”

      “The Shamankas would not be caught this way,” said Sarcee, his voice firm and assured. “She is too crafty and smart for that. Do you really think an enemy could catch her flat-footed like this?”

      Obsidian raked her claws through a pile of blackened debris to disturb the char and then took a deep sniff. This damage was done by one of my kin. It is a dragon attack. It is also old. Maybe fifteen or more years ago. It is revenge for being outsmarted.

      Shikoba sat back from the edge of the crater, surprise flashing across her face. She drew her focus back to the dragon. “Fifteen years ago? That long? Are you sure? How can you tell?”

      Obsidian licked the ashes by her feet. It has a stale taste. There is no more fire in the ash. Dragon fire lasts for a very long time. It doesn’t burn out even when it looks to have died. It can live on below the surface waiting to rekindle. Your world is too fragile to withstand dragon fire. It burns too easily. It is not sturdy like Jintessa. Dragon fire in Gaia would turn your world into a living hell. All life would perish.

      Shikoba got to her feet, and shivered. “Who would risk dragon fire here? Fifteen years ago would make it just after I left Gaia by Gaia time reckoning.” She paused, mulling over the timing. She felt the weight of accusing eyes, glaring at her out of a distant past. She shook off the feeling. “Who would want the Shamankas dead that badly?” A third thought followed on the heels of the second. “Are you saying there are dragons on Gaia now?”

      Sarcee crumbled a handful of ash between his fingers, watching it fall back to the ground. “I think Obsidian is right. This devastation was caused by dragon fire. We long suspected that the dragon eggs were stolen by a Djinn. What if that Djinn is hiding here on Gaia? I think we have our evidence before us. The dragons have hatched.” Sarcee dragged his toe through a scorch mark. All life had been burnt from the soil.

      Obsidian growled deep in her throat, a rumbling snore that shook the branches of the bare trees nearby. Smoke curled from her glowing snout, lit from inside by the flame she held in check. She had lost an egg to the thief and the mention of her lost offspring made her long for battle.

      Shikoba walked over to Obsidian and patted her shoulder. “We will find your child, Obsidian. I promise,” she said in a soft voice, but then it hardened. “And when we do, we will make the perpetrator pay. But this is bigger than you or me. We fight to free all of Gaia and in doing so, we will find all the stolen hatchlings if they are here.” Shikoba turned on the spot, frowning. “We still need to find the Shamankas, however, and the only way I can think of is to fly. We need to search from the air.”

      “What makes you think she is still in this area?” asked Sarcee.

      “She is a Shamankas. She will never leave this area. It is the source of her power. She draws strength from the sacred swamp.” Shikoba turned in the direction where the swamp was suspected to be located. “In fact, I will bet that is where she is. All of this,” she waved her hand at the scorched clearing, “was likely a decoy, now that I come to think about it, a place for her enemies to attack without touching her. It feels like the kind of thing she would do. She was too smart to get caught this way.” Shikoba walked over to the low-walled stone well and peered over its edge. The well fell away a good thirty feet. The sides were dry and moss free. At the base rocks could be seen, but nothing grew within the hollow chamber. “See? The well is dry. No one has used this for water in a very long time.”

      “Well, she has one furious enemy then. They made sure she could never return. This place has died forever,” said Sarcee.

      “Which makes him or her a powerful enemy of ours with a dragon of their own. We must be on our guard at all times,” said Shikoba, “lest we be taken by surprise.” Shikoba strode over to Obsidian’s back and climbed into the saddle.

      “I will search from the air, too. I can fly lower than Obsidian.” Sarcee shifted into a crow and launched himself into the air, disappearing over the height of the trees.

      Shikoba watched him go then patted Obsidian’s glossy grey scales. “Let’s find the Shamankas.”

      Obsidian roared, then launched into the air. The powerful strokes of her wings swept them into the sky, the cool air rushing by Shikoba’s face. Shikoba felt a thrill of excitement. She loved to fly. Despite her worry over finding their objective, she grinned. Shikoba felt free of the burdens of responsibility when she was in the air. For a short time, she could imagine that there was no looming war, no stolen eggs, no imprisoned provinces. She could imagine that the sparkling white snow below was pure and clean, and free of lies and deceit.

      A dark patch in the midst of the snowy landscape announced the presence of the swamp. A dense cloud of mist hid everything. Shikoba had forgotten about the mist. “Obsidian, we can’t see anything from up here. The fog hides the ground!”

      I will dive into the mist and see if we can fly low over the swamp. If not, Sarcee can scout it out as a crow. Obsidian swooped toward the mist, and they plunged into the cloud. It was dense and wet, dampening her skin the second they made contact with it. Shikoba was shivering before they had flown more than a few feet through the clinging fog.

      “This isn’t going to work,” she shouted.

      I agree. Obsidian leveled out then rose up through the cloud, breaking through the top into blinding sunshine.  But sunshine did not burn like this.

      With a gasp, Shikoba screamed, “Dragon!” Obsidian twisted away from the roaring gout of flame, presenting her belly to the all-consuming fire to protect her rider. She dived back into the mist to hide them, but their attacker knew their location and flames followed, melting across the path of their last trajectory. Obsidian twisted again, diving low to avoid the spiraling gout of flame. Fire raked her right wing, and she roared in anger and twisted again. Too late, she saw the trees. They bounced off one tree and then another and another, crashing through the swamp like a runaway boulder down a mountainside. Obsidian furrowed through the undergrowth, sliding to a muddy halt on the ground, panting with pain. Shikoba groaned and released her legs, falling to the cooling surface. Her skin was a mass of blisters from the right side of her face down her arm and her leg, her clothing burnt away in places. She was burning up, she could feel the dragon fire racing under her skin, seeking more flesh to devour. She retched and staggered toward the edge of a duckweed-filled pond. Shikoba collapsed into the water, submerging herself in the pool and sinking below the surface as the light faded from her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Bright flashes lit the fog as though a million fireflies had coordinated their illumination, but this was no firefly.

      Dragon fire, thought Marsai as she watched the flames spread overhead. She heard a dragon scream, then she staggered as the ground shook from an impact that made the permafrost surrounding the swamp jiggle. Trees snapped and crashed to the ground. The roar was deafening, but it did not disturb her unconscious passenger slung over the saddle of the gelding. Marsai remained still until silence descended over the swamp. She listened for the return of the frog song, that underlying croak that assured all was well. When it did not return, she tied the gelding carrying the man and her own mare to a tree trunk.

      Marsai did not need her moccasins to point the way this time. She could see the glow of the burning trees, dissipating the mist surrounding the green canopy. It pointed like an arrow to the impact point. Marsai frowned.

      Why have the dragons returned now? Why do they interrupt my sanctuary? She edged closer to the point of impact, keeping to the shadows cast by the swamp willows as she worked her way across the ground on paths known only to her. As Marsai drew closer to the spot, the fires dimmed as the encroaching fog dampened their flames. With a last spluttering spurt, the swamp was swallowed by the dark, but not before she spied the object of her search. A woman lay in the water, held above its surface by the claw of a dragon. As Marsai watched, the dragon lifted the unconscious girl and placed her on the ground. A smoking snout protruded from beneath two glowing eyes, eyes that were fixed on her exact location. The great muzzle opened displaying sharp white teeth back lit by a growing flame. The dragon’s rumbling, warning growl vibrated deep within in her chest.
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      Marsai held up her hands to Obsidian, pleading for calm, and said aloud, “Be at peace, great dragon. I mean you no harm, nor any harm to your rider. I am a friend.” The rumbling increased, and the dragon snapped at the air, demonstrating all too clearly what would happen if she took a further step. “Your rider, she is hurt. I wish only to help her. My name is Marsai.”

      The dragon tilted her head, considering the small grey-haired woman in front of her. She rumbled once again, but the fires dimmed in her snout. Her great head turned in the direction of the unconscious Shikoba.

      “This is a night for surprise visitors to my swamp. You are the second lot to enter my realm this evening.” The dragon blinked and lowered her head to rest on her legs, much like a dog would, but her eyes did not leave the Shamankas and her rumbling dimmed but did not cease. “I am going to examine the girl, all right?” When the dragon did not threaten her again, Marsai took a tentative step towards the girl. She left the protection of the woods and stepped out into the open just as a bird dropped to the ground in front of her. But before the crow landed, it transformed into a black-haired youth. Surprised, she stopped walking. “A shapeshifter,” she said. “What a rare ability.”

      The shapeshifter took in the scene, then turned to the dragon. Some form of silent communication ensued, for she saw the dragon shake her head in agreement. The lad turned back to Marsai and said, “I am Sarcee. This is Obsidian, and the girl is Shikoba of Shadra. We have been searching for you, Shamankas.”

      “Shikoba?” said Marsai in a voice sharpened by surprise. Forgetting her fear, she hurried over to the fallen girl and knelt by her side. She placed a hand on her forehead then pressed her fingers against the side of her neck. “She is alive but badly hurt.” She ran her hands down her limbs searching for broken bones. “A fractured right wrist,” she muttered, “and severe burns. I cannot treat her here. You must come with me to my hut. I have a spare horse to carry her on.” She stood up, searching the sky for a sign of danger. The mist had returned, shielding them from view. “Obsidian should be safe here. The swamp will hide her. Your enemy will be searching from above. They will not enter the swamp. It is too dangerous to fly below the mists. There are no safe places to land and no safe way to navigate the fog.” She placed her hands on her hips, examining the long runway that had been created by their tumble from the sky. “Until now. You have created the perfect hiding place for a dragon with your fall. Can you remember its location, mark its place in your mind?”

      Sarcee turned to the dragon and said aloud, “Can you find this place again?”

      The dragon huffed a response to Sarcee, who turned back to Marsai. “She says that she knows where we are and will be able to find her way here again. She thinks this is a good place to hide and recover while Shikoba heals.” He turned to Obsidian. “We have found the Shamankas. That was our objective. I will heal your wing here,” said Sarcee.

      Obsidian rumbled her approval of the plan.

      Sarcee addressed Marsai. “I will come with you as far as your hut to know the way then return to tend to Obsidian.”

      “Then I will fetch the horses.” Marsai hurried into the trees and returned a short time later leading the two equines. Sarcee’s eyes widened at the sight of a man strapped to the saddle.

      Seeing Sarcee’s surprise and apprehension, Marsai said, “He is my first rescue this evening. It seems that I will have a full house of injured people to treat tonight. You can ride behind Shikoba on my mare. I will lead the horses.” She dropped the reins of the gelding, then led her mare over to Shikoba’s side. “Help me get her up into the saddle.” Sarcee crouched beside Shikoba, and they lifted her onto the horse together. Sarcee scrambled up behind Shikoba, wrapping an arm around her waist to steady her.

      “I will be back shortly, Obsidian.” The dragon snorted acceptance and licked at the charred skin on her wing.

      Marsai led them out of the freshly carved clearing and onto a trail that only she could discern. To Sarcee, the swamp looked the same in all directions, a black bubbling cauldron of murky waters, just waiting to suck an unwary foot down into its quagmire of roots and muck. The horses tested the ground carefully, and Sarcee let the Shamankas’s mare pick her way over the uneven ground. The horse was used to the swamp and was keenly aware of her footing. He did not wish to disturb it.

      Into the silence, broken only by frog song and the sucking sound of horses’ hooves on mud, Sarcee spoke. “It is fortunate that you found us. I do not believe we would have been able to navigate the swamp from the ground. Your swamp is…interesting.”

      Marsai quirked an eyebrow as she glanced back over her shoulder. “It is my home. I would have no other.”

      “You have been living in the swamp your entire life? Or only since the dragon attack?”

      “Ah, so you saw what remains of my hut on the edge of the swamp?” She laughed. “It was only ever a meeting place. My true home does not have visitors. Not even Casper knows of it. You will be the first. Tell me, Sarcee, you are not human. I can tell, although the disguise is very convincing. Your aura is all wrong for a human. What are you?”

      “You are correct, Shamankas.” Sarcee chose to use her formal title. It felt wrong to address her by her given name. “I am a Djinn. Shikoba is the third in our triad merger. I am a Dragonmerger, selected from the most elite of the Djinn, to perform this special bond. Djinn and dragon merging is common, but triads are not and especially with a human. It requires a special talent to create a stable bond.”

      “You were selected to aid the heart bearers? Is that it?”

      “Yes, Shamankas.”

      “The ability to shapeshift must be useful to the triad. I have often wished I had such an ability. But my gifts are in healing and prophecy. Tell me, does the shape-shifting ability extend to Shikoba, too?”

      “No, she does not have the ability. I have never heard of a human with it. It is a special form of magic, extending from your dragon. It is difficult to explain, but the closest description I can give is the transformation that occurs with a butterfly. Think of the changes a caterpillar goes through. While in the cocoon what was is no more. What emerges is a butterfly. The shift is hidden behind the skin of the cocoon. When I transform, my bones melt and the skin heats up, and I can change into any living thing that I have viewed. I choose a crow because I like to fly and my eyes are sharper in bird form.”

      “So a human could learn to shape-shift if they had the spark of magic required?”

      “Yes, the dragon could enhance the ability, I am sure. But I have never heard of a human with that spark.”

      Marsai walked along in silence, thinking. “Times are changing. I think the ability exists in humans, but that it has been suppressed. There are a great many changes on the horizon. Gaia will never be the same.”

      Fifteen minutes of walking brought them to a gentle rise in the center of the swamp. At first Sarcee could not see the building standing at its center. Great waves of steam rose from geysers around the edge of the hillock. The Shamankas did not pause but walked directly toward the center geyser. As she approached it, she muttered a string of words under her breath and the geyser shut off, the water splashing back onto the rocks and rolling off into the swamp. A wet stone path was revealed and beyond that a stone structure like a mini castle, complete with turrets capped in hammered copper, green with exposure. A large red door was set in the wall, accessed by a drawbridge of woven reeds, over a swampy moat.

      “Come. We have arrived.” She walked past the dormant geyser and as soon as the horses passed the boundary, the geyser shot back into the sky. Marsai’s horse did not react, but the stranger’s gelding snorted and rolled its eyes, shying away from the steaming waters. “Help me get these two inside. Leave the horses. There is no place for them to go, and they can forage for a bit.”

      Sarcee helped Marsai carry the two injured people across the moat and to the great red door. First they brought in Shikoba, Marsai backing through the front door. The hall was dim, but lights flared at their entrance, the source a series of torches encased in metal cages attached to the walls of the passage. The tiled hallway was long and narrow with deeply carved doors exiting off its length.

      “Third door on the right,” Marsai directed, jerking her head to indicate the correct room.

      The door opened onto a bedroom furnished with a single bed, a washstand and some pegs on the wall for hanging clothing. They laid Shikoba down on the bed then returned for the man, who they put into an identical room across the hall.

      “Take the horses around the back. You will find a small barn there. Tend to their needs and then return. I will see what I can do for these two.” Marsai watched as the Djinn left the room then sat on the edge of the bed to examine the strange man’s injuries. She peeled off his bloody tunic, revealing an arrow wound, the immediate area slick with bright red blood. His chest hair was matted into a congealed mess. Frowning, Marsai probed the wound, muttering a curse when her probing detected the broken section of the shaft still embedded in his chest. She stood up and hurried over to the wash basin where a carafe of water stood beside the empty clay bowl. She emptied the water container then grabbed toweling and brought them back to the man’s side, placing them on the floor. She then hurried from the room, making her way to an intersecting corridor. The hallway to her left was lit by natural light, and she followed the tiles until it spilled out into a great room. Cathedral ceilings were supported by arches of carved fir and spruce bleached white like the bones of a sea drake. Tall windows made up one wall and cast the room in a greenish glow, a reflection of the riot of vegetation that pushed up against it.

      Marsai crossed the expansive floor, her feet falling silent on the braided rugs that warmed the stone. Set to either side of a circular fireplace were stone nooks set with glass doors. She pulled open the right-hand one, fetching bandages and her sewing kit.

      Returning to the man’s side, she probed the wound once again, then rolled him onto his side as Sarcee re-entered the room. She motioned him to her side. “Could you hold him like this? I need to remove the shaft that is still in his shoulder. Best to do this while he is unconscious.” Sarcee took the weight of the stranger in his arms, holding him tight and Marsai set to work. She retrieved a short knife from her kit and sharpened it on a stone then set to work loosening the offending wood. Blood gushed anew and soon soaked the towels she had placed beside him. She put down the knife and picked up a set of bone tweezers, grabbing the slick piece of wood and pulling it out slowly. Twice they slipped off the slick shaft, but after a few minutes of determined work she retrieved a two-inch-long stem. Marsai dropped the wood in a bowl then set about cleaning the wound, slathering it with her own special concoction of honey and ground herbs found only in the swamp. The honey was a natural antibiotic, and the herbs soothed the pain of the raw wound. Marsai finished bandaging the man, placed her hands front and back of the piercing and murmured a few words that were unintelligible to Sarcee. The wound heated then cooled.

      “You may lay him down now. He will sleep for a while longer. Come, let us tend to Shikoba.”

      Marsai got to her feet, groaning a bit with the effort, then gathered up her supplies and led Sarcee across the hall to Shikoba’s bedside.  As they entered the room, a dark cloud obscured the early morning light streaming through the window. Startled, Marsai hurried over to it and peered out. The window exploded in a gout of flame. Shards of glass, pewter mullions, and Marsai were hurled across the room. She struck the stone wall with a sickening thud, crumpling to the cold, grey floor.
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      Shikoba woke, clawing her way back to consciousness. She thought she heard drums and dreamed of the tribal dancers with their clanking bangles and moccasins that jingled with bells, the low thrum the sound of pairs of pounding feet on the ceremonial spring boards. Utilizing the spring-levered boards gave more height to their kicks and tricks. Shikoba had always been a fan of the Spirit Dancers’ feathered costumes and garishly painted faces. Every animal of the tundra came to life in their movements. But as Shikoba lay listening to the sound, she came to understand that the rhythmic pounding was the beating of her own pulse echoing within her tender skull. She pushed aside the dream and swam toward consciousness, struggling to wake, but with the return of reality came a searing pain that scorched the inside of her skull. She blinked at the bright light spilling across her bed, then groaned, rolling onto her side and flinging her arm over her head.

      Get a grip, Shikoba. It is time to wake.

      That voice was not imagined.

      You must wake. Sarcee needs your help. The strange dragon is attacking the Shamankas’s home. I can feel it through the bond. You can feel it, too. Focus!

      Shikoba’s eyes opened, and she sat up. A distant roaring filled her ears, but this time it was from an external source. Flame was everywhere. Her curtains were on fire and dark smoke rolled across the ceiling, hungrily searching for a victim. It billowed toward her as she watched. Debris was scattered in all directions, flung by the force of the explosion. Her window was non-existent. Confused, she coughed into her sleeve and tried to make sense of her surroundings. She pushed herself to her feet and staggered toward the lone door. She stepped on shards of glass that cut her feet. She could not avoid them because she could not see them. Shikoba stumbled over to the darker rectangle that used to be a door. She reached out to steady herself against the frame. Her feet encountered a body, and she stumbled over the prone form. Dropping to her knees, she found Sarcee in human form, not moving.

      Sarcee! Are you okay? He did not reply but groaned with pain. She grabbed his arm and dragged him to a sitting position, giving him a little shake. Sarcee groaned. Sarcee! Help me. Shikoba put her arm under his shoulder and around his back then lifted him to his feet. She sucked in a breath of the foul air and choked, coughing on the dense smoke. She staggered to the door, pulling Sarcee with her out of the burning bedroom.

      The fire had spread into the corridor which was filled with flames. The door of the room opposite Shikoba’s was dark with thick black smoke that rolled across the underside of the ceiling. At the base of the wall to the right of the door, an elderly woman lay, still and unmoving. Shikoba peered into the room and on the lone bed a man lay, unconscious. The contents of a medical kit were scattered across the stone tile.

      “Sarcee.” Shikoba’s voice came out as a croak as she staggered across the hall. She coughed and fell to her knees taking Sarcee with her. “Sarcee, take care of her. I will get the man.” Shikoba crawled across the floor and into the bedroom, staying below the level of the smoke where the air was cleaner. Reaching the unconscious man, Shikoba pulled him onto the floor then began tugging him out of the room. Hoarse coughing spilled from their lips as their lungs struggled to find clean air in the burning room. Once she crossed the threshold of the room, she released the man from her grip and crawled back to the door, pulling it closed behind Sarcee to contain the smoke within the room.

      Marsai groaned and stirred on the floor, pushing herself up to a sitting position. Smoke curled around the edges of the abandoned room that had so recently housed Shikoba. She blinked at the sight of the shattered door then raised her hands and muttered a spell. A shimmering jelly flowed across the door surface, sealing the door and cutting off the smoke.

      Shikoba’s head dropped against the wall as exhaustion overtook her fear. “You must teach me,” she panted, “how to do that. How did you seal the door?”

      Marsai blinked, her pinched eyes causing a furrow to form in her brow. A similar pain was reflected in Shikoba’s eyes. “A simple spell. Perhaps you can be taught. I have sealed the door, Shikoba, but a dragon’s fire is not so easily extinguished. Best to let it burn itself out. The jelly will keep the door cool, and the stone will keep the fire from spreading.” She spared a glance for the man she had so recently treated. He appeared in the best shape of them all. Sarcee’s hair was singed and soot darkened his face. A large bleeding cut ran from above his brow to the base of his chin. Shikoba stared at Sarcee, horrified and fascinated at the same time. His blood was silver, not red.

      “Sarcee, you are hurt!”

      “His face will need stitching,” said Marsai.

      “No, Obsidian can heal me. It is part of the bond.” He closed his eyes and concentrated on the dragon’s essence. Shikoba felt a stirring in the connection and a surge of magic. The edges of Sarcee’s skin wriggled then knitted together. His burnt hair fell away, and new hair replaced the damaged strands. Within a minute, he was completely healed. Not a hint remained to show he had ever been injured. “I am restored. Had this been a fatal wound though, Obsidian could not have saved me. Come, Shamankas, you require our care now.”

      Sarcee joined Shikoba at Marsai’s side and they lifted her between them. A large purple bruise decorated the swelling lump on her temple, and two fingers were broken on her right hand. They supported her as they walked deeper into the castle, following her instructions to a round room located near the center of the lodging. The walls were lined with bookshelves and at the center was another round fireplace, stacked with logs and ready for a flame.

      “Ignis,” said Marsai, pointing at the fire. Smoke curled from the kindling, crackling with heat that quickly caught on the bark of the logs. “Put me down over there, then bring our other guest,” she said, pointing to a well used couch.

      They eased her onto the leather surface but were halted when a male voice said, “No need to fetch me. I am here.” Chutzpa stood in the opening, his eyes flickering between the three of them. “Who do I have to thank for my care? Last I remember, I had been struck from behind by an arrow.”

      Marsai patted the couch beside her. “Come sit, and introduce yourself. I am Marsai, Shamankas of Shadra.” Chutzpa walked over and took the proffered seat, while Shikoba and Sarcee grabbed the chairs on the other side of the round fireplace, drawing them closer to the couch.

      “We need to splint those fingers. Do you have more supplies?” said Shikoba, taking Marsai’s injured fingers in her hand and examining the breaks. The fingers were purple, stiff, and swollen.

      “Yes, on the mantle of the round fireplace is a tin.”

      Shikoba retrieved the square tin from the mantle and carried it over to Marsai. The tin was decorated with winged creatures, one of which was clearly a dragon. The stamping was deep and sharp, the images clearly defined. She ran a finger over the dragon, then slid the clasps apart with her thumbs. The lid sprang open with the twang of springs releasing. Inside the box was a collection of basic medical supplies. Shikoba selected the spool of woven bandaging and a pot of thick cream from the container, and some thin sticks from the kindling box by the fire, then set about wrapping Marsai’s fingers.

      But Marsai had no interest in her ministrations. Her head was turned in the direction of their mysterious guest. “Speak, sir, what is your name? By your accent, we know you are not of this province. From where do  you hail? And why have you come to Shadra?”

      Chutzpa bowed slowly from the waist, guided by the tenderness of his healing puncture. “I am Chutzpa. I am born in the province of Tunise. I am a grower of apples.”

      “Apples? What are apples?” said Shikoba, her brow wrinkling at the unfamiliar word.

      “They are an edible yellow fruit that grows on trees. They have a sweet flesh and a thin skin that protects it from bugs. They are about the size of a closed fist.” Three sets of eyes started at him in disbelief. He cleared his throat. “Anyways, I left my farm when my brother disappeared. I traced his whereabouts to Shadra. I am searching for him.”

      “Why would he cross the barrier to come to Shadra? There are no…”

      “Orchards. The word is orchards,” said Chutzpa

      “There are no oarshards here.” The word felt strange on Shikoba’s tongue. “He would have to travel across the bridge to the Citadel. He could not enter without a seal of approval from the Citadel guard, without a pass.” Shikoba eyes shifted to Marsai, double-checking that her information was still correct. When the Shamankas did not contradict her, she continued, “And no one comes to Shadra.”

      Chutzpa glared at her. He rolled his stiff shoulder, easing the residual pain that throbbed under his skin. “Nevertheless, that is what has occurred, but I do not believe my brother came here of his own accord.” He crossed his arms across his chest, his brows drawing down into a frown. His hawk-like gaze swept the room, taking in everyone present. “He was taken. I have tracked him to the escarpment that overlooks the sea.”

      “The sea? You have travelled all the way to the sea, through Shadra, in the dead of winter? Alone?” It was Marsai’s turn to frown.

      “Yes. I followed the caravans.”

      Marsai shook her head. “You are playing with dangerous toys, stranger.”

      Sarcee moved closer to Shikoba. I sense that there is great danger with these caravans, he said through the bond.

      Yes, I agree. I will try to find out more. Obsidian, how is your wing? said Shikoba.

      Healing, she sent back. What is the news in the stone house?

      I will send Sarcee back to fill you in on the details as soon as we discover the stranger’s intentions. Shikoba broke the contact, turning her attention back to Marsai.

      “Indeed. The caravan is a slave train,” said Chutzpa.

      The words brought Marsai to her feet. She glared at the stranger, offended. “Slaver wagons? In Shadra? Are you sure of what you saw? It is against our people’s beliefs. No one can enslave another. There would be war!”

      “I have seen it with my own eyes. I do not know the why or the how of it, but I have followed the wagons to the sea. I have seen their destination. It is the caves by the sea. Do you know what goes on there? Why would they need so many people? What is the purpose of the caves?”

      His voice pressed hard against Shikoba’s ears, demanding answers. She could feel the intensity of his gaze shift from Marsai to herself. His tone hardened. “I will have answers to this. I am grateful for your help, but I have not come all this way to fail or to abandon my search. Perhaps there is room for an alliance of sorts?”

      Shikoba gently pushed Marsai down into her chair, then turned her fierce gaze on Chutzpa. “Our people do not believe in imprisoning anything, including people. All of nature should be free and we protect this with our lives. What you say could only be evil inflicted by an outsider.” Her voice hardened. “If you have anything to do with this, you will wish that arrow had killed you, Tunisian.”

      “Didn’t I just say that I have been searching for my brother? I have tracked him to these caravans. I do not understand the where or the how of it, but a trail made by a wagon left the location that I last knew my brother to be, and I trace him to here.” His glare encompassed them all. “It appears to me that the Shadrian are in the business of enslaving people from other provinces. Once across the border, who will be the wiser? How it is being accomplished, I have not yet discovered, but I will make them pay when I do!”

      “Calm down, both of you.” Sarcee stepped between Shikoba and Chutzpa. “It is obvious that neither of us have any clue as to the truth. I suggest a truce and an alliance.” Shikoba’s eyes shifted to Sarcee’s. “We can search from the air while this Tunisian can only search from the ground. We can fly over the guards and see what evil stirs on our shores. If he tells the truth, we will be able to determine it.”

      “Sarcee speaks the truth,” Marsai rasped. “I have suspected for some time now that evil stirs on our shores. With your aid,” she waved her hand to encompass them all, “I think we can discover the truth of it all. Sit down, Chutzpa. You are welcome in my home.”

      Chutzpa unfolded his arms, relaxing his stance. He didn’t remember assuming his aggressive posture. He made his scowl vanish and gave Marsai a tentative smile.

      Marsai returned the smile. “We have much to discuss and much to plan. But first we need food and rest. It has been a most trying day for us all.”

      Shikoba did not relax. She shot Chutzpa a suspicious glare, then stalked across the rugs, her feet treading a silent path.

      “I am going to go check on Obsidian.” Sarcee grimaced, then followed her from the room, pulling the door closed behind him.
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      Shikoba kicked at the moss as she stalked away from the house, seething with anger at the stranger’s words. Her pack was slung over her stiff shoulder. How dare he intimate that the Shadrian would engage in slavery? He knows nothing of our ways, of our honour. My people would rather die than imprison someone.

      Yes, but does he know that? Sarcee’s thoughts scraped across her anger, leaving a raw edge.

      It is his duty to know the truth before he speaks.

      Dragons do not worry about the honour of lesser species, Obsidian rumbled. It is assumed that lesser species are not as evolved as we are.

      Annoyance flitted across the bond. Now you defend him, too?

      I did not hear the conversation, little one. But from what I could hear of your thoughts and Sarcee’s I gather that the stranger believes there is slavery being practiced in Shadra.

      Shikoba crossed the bridge and turned in the direction of their recent fall from the sky where Obsidian waited. Yes, he believes that there are slavers in Shadra.

      If he has evidence, it has to be so. We are living in perilous times. Many have sworn allegiance to the emperor. Even your close friend Casper. Why do you find it so hard to believe that others may have done the same?

      Shikoba let out a heavy sigh that whistled through her pursed lips. We don’t know that Casper has turned to the emperor. I guess I don’t want it to be so, Sid. I don’t want to believe that my best friend, the one closest to me in this whole province, could have changed so much in the short time that I have been absent. The path twisted away from the stone fortress and into the deepening dark of the swamp. Shikoba stepped over a newly fallen log, the tree snapped in two by the most recent dragon attack.

      Sarcee jumped onto the log and fell into step beside Shikoba. The evidence is all around you, Shikoba. Ignoring it does not change the facts.

      There is no proof that the dragon is being ridden by Casper! Shikoba retorted.

      I think Sarcee is correct, little one, said Obsidian. I caught the scent of the dragon. It is not familiar to me. It must be one of the hatchlings, one of the stolen young.

      That doesn’t make the rider Casper! It could be any traitorous scum of a wizard. Shikoba strode down the short hill and into the clearing where Obsidian lay curled up like a dog, her head resting on her hind legs. Her tail wrapped around her feet and her head lifted as they entered the clearing. Shikoba hurried over to Obsidian and knelt by her side, stroking the ridges of her head. “How is your wing?”

      It is nothing, she snorted. I have hurt myself worse digging for my dinner.

      Spread your wing. I will heal the wound, said Sarcee. We can’t afford for it to become infected. Obsidian spread her wing, resting it on the ground. Her ebony scales sparkled with tiny flecks of white, a starry sky set in a heaven of obsidian. Several scales were fractured and torn. Sarcee placed his hands over the sharp edges and called forth the magic of the Djinn, working his way along the wing. The plates drew together and snapped back into alignment. Shikoba watched the ministrations while she absently pulled the mix for Obsidian’s jeweled meal from her pack. Her mind had drifted back to the stranger.

      “You know, the stranger could have been mistaken,” she mused, “but it really has nothing to do with our mission. We are here to bring down the barrier. The internal politics of Shadra are important only so far as they interfere with our main objective.” She waved her hand in the direction of the coast. “If some overenthusiastic miner is bringing in workers from afar to harvest the salt fields, what is it to us? It doesn’t make them slavers. I say we stick to our original plan and tomorrow, we speak to the Shamankas about the bones and carry on with our mission. We need to find the source of the power for the barrier. We mustn’t fail in this.”

      “I agree,” said Sarcee. “We cannot solve all the ills of Shadra. Our focus must be on why we were sent here. Emperor Madrid grows stronger by the day. If you and your sisters of the heart fail in this task, the whole world will be enslaved. It will be much worse than anything that may or may not be happening on the coast of this province. We cannot afford to be distracted from our mission. The fate of two worlds, Gaia and Jintessa, rest on the outcome of our quest.”

      Three worlds, rumbled Obsidian. The world of dragons is not of Jintessa. Though we cohabit, our world is the skies and beyond.

      Shikoba nodded her head. Three worlds. Exactly how long do dragons live, Sid?

      Obsidian lifted her head and tilted it to one side as she considered the question. Dragons do not count time as humans do. Our young are hatched, this is true, but every dragon that has ever lived has lived before. We share our consciousness across the generations. There is no such thing as an elderly dragon.

      Really? I didn’t know that. Shikoba stroked Obsidian’s glossy scales. Then we are immortal, the three of us together?

      Sarcee shook his head. No. You are still mortal kind. You will continue to age, Shikoba, because that is your nature. It will be slowed due to the magic of our bond. But nothing can stop death in your species. It is the difference between our worlds and the reason why the time barrier exists. To come to Jintessa without a dragon’s help is to die in the attempt. That much of the stories of your land are true.

      Shikoba gazed at Sarcee, her brows drawn together in a tight frown. What do you reckon is the emperor’s plan? Why does he wish to eliminate magic? Our magic is so much weaker than what can be found in Jintessa. Why try to crush it out of existence here?

      You are correct. It makes no sense, unless his motivation is rooted in the fear of magic itself. Most tyrants fear to lose power, but they fear those who can take their power more. They will crush and try to eliminate any perceived threat. But an emperor that has magic? Well, then he will fear those with the same abilities. They are the only ones that can challenge one such as him, said Sarcee.

      So if Emperor Madrid is a wizard, he will want to control those who are also with the gift, witches and wizards alike. Which is why he wanted all the heart bearers, said Shikoba.

      Yes. That is why we came for you all. To take you out of Emperor Madrid’s reach. But there is more, I fear, said Sarcee. I believe we have been betrayed by one of our own. What would you think if I said that I suspect that Emperor Madrid is actually a Djinn?

      Obsidian’s head came up, her eyes an open flame. That would make a lot of sense. It would explain how the eggs got here. Any thought of their stolen eggs ignited her lust for revenge. Only a Djinn could make the journey across the time barrier. Only a traitor would steal young ones. Only a murderer would bind them to a world where they will surely die. Smoke curled from her nostrils the interior of which glowed orange. The emperor must die, and I am just the dragon to do it.

      Shikoba stared at her hands, thinking over what her companions had said. Was it possible? Could the emperor be Djinn and not human? It sounded bizarre. For four hundred years, emperors had controlled the Citadel. The original emperor had waged war against a fractured world, a world that struggled to control the magic in their midst. The elements of magic could only be controlled by those with the gift to do so. Castle Ionia was the only center of magic left in Gaia. If there had ever been a wizard’s keep, Shikoba did not know of it. “If that is so, if the emperor is a Djinn, how is he surviving? He cannot exist in this land without a human host, any more than we can live on Jintessa. He must be bonded to someone.”

      “We must ask the Shamankas these questions. Obsidian, are you comfortable now?” Shikoba placed her hand against the healing wound. It felt hot to the touch, but then dragons always felt warm.

      “Yes, little one. I will not succumb to my injuries.” Her almond-shaped eyes twinkled with humour. “My hide is not a fragile flower like yours.” Shikoba smiled. “Then we will leave you to heat your dinner.” Shikoba placed the square of raw crystal on the ground in front of Obsidian. “I will return in the morning.”

      “I will spend the night with Obsidian. I prefer to have open skies above me, even if they are obscured by trees,” said Sarcee. “But I will come with you for now. I want to hear the Shamankas’s words.”

      They left the sheltering trees and the hungry dragon to her meal. As they walked away, the swamp at their backs lit up with a flickering glow.
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            The Emperor’s Pain

          

        

      

    

    
      The emperor of the Citadel was an impressive specimen of a man. Older than the physical years displayed on the borrowed face he wore, Madrid’s imposing stature was considered handsome by the servants he passed. They curtsied and stifled giggles when they saw the anger tensing his form. A cold glare met those brave enough to meet his eyes. Immediately they dropped to their knees with heads bowed as he stalked past them and down the halls of the main Citadel keep. His firm stride promised retribution to all who dared to anger him.

      It had been a simple request, really. How difficult was it to obey his command and bring to him what he desired? His instructions had been clear.

      Bring me the Shamankas. In chains, preferably. In pieces if necessary, I said.

      Bring me the Shamankas, a simple woman, living a solitary life.

      Bring me the Shamankas, an elderly witch of incredible power, forced into hiding by the bungling wizards around me and now hidden from me.

      He gritted his teeth in anger. Now he would have to force her out of hiding. He knew very well where she had taken refuge. Being a water witch, she drew her powers from the filthy waters of the swamp. She and the swamp were one and the same. The source magic of the water elementals merged with her body and swam below the surface of her skin, giving her control over one of the purest of elements.

      Madrid knew that one tied to the elements at such a base level, such as the Shamankas, was capable of great magic. He lusted to control the witch, to harness her powers and bring them to serve him.

      Water was simply everywhere. Every living thing was made of water, to one degree or another. To kill with water, one simply needed to deny it to anyone else, including himself. To have control over her abilities not only put that raw power in his hands, but also protected him from harm.

      But one could also build with water. Water was essential to live, to growth, and every living thing desired it. Water elementals, like all magic, were good and pure to one lifeform, such as fish but deadly to something else, like the fire breathers.

      A good knife cuts both ways, and so it is with magic, mused Madrid as he pushed open the double doors to the training arena.

      The cliff-top plateau jutted out from the mountainside and was surrounded by a stacked stone wall, held together with a water-resistant mortar imbued with earth magic. The binding between rock and mortar was unbreakable by design. It was built to withstand the frequent comings and goings of the juvenile dragons and their Djinn companions that used the flat disc to train. As they matured, they were partnered with the Citadel wizards, completing the bond that forged them into deadly weapons of the Citadel. Half of the dragons had graduated to this level of service.

      It was time to put the rest of those weapons into play.

      He crossed the open field to the wall of the mountain where the maw of dark caves dotted the curvature of rock. From a distance, they reminded him of mouse holes, barely big enough to squeeze through but he knew the distance was deceiving. Madrid’s destination was the cave assigned to Wizard Casper, who hailed from Shadra. He could see his dragon’s tail curling out of the cave. Madrid placed his fingers in his mouth and whistled. The air filled with the sound of dragon wings as Opaleye dropped down from his cave to land on the field in front of him. Appropriately named, Opaleye was a large male dragon, easily twice the size of the juveniles around him. The underside of his wings was alive with prisms of colour, embedded in the soft scales. His back was ridged with grey spikes tipped with opal marching up the back of his neck and ending in an opal patch on the broad plate above his nose and sandwiched between fierce, heavily lidded eyes.

      Madrid paused in front of the dragon. “I wish to travel. Wait for me here.”

      The dragon bowed his head in acceptance of the command and settled down to wait. His head turned to follow Madrid’s passage, smoke curling from his nostrils.

      Madrid reached the cave just as Casper moved out of the shadows and into the sunlight. He tugged at his tunic, straightening it, and then bowed deeply at the waist as he approached, hands on his knees.

      Madrid kept all emotion from his face, pausing in front of the man. He did not immediately release him from his bow, enforcing his dominance and will with the humiliating, subservient pose. The position exposed the back of Casper’s neck where his curly bronze hair ended and his tan tunic began. Madrid ran the nail of his index finger across the back of Casper’s neck, gouging the skin and raising a welt that bubbled with blood. Casper flinched under the cut, but he did not change his position. Madrid tilted his head, observing the cut, then dragged the nail in the opposite direction, forming an X of torn skin.

      “If you disappoint me again,” he said softly, “that is where the axe will fall. You may rise.” Casper straightened, and his eyes met Madrid’s cold countenance. “Are you having difficulty fulfilling this assignment? Is there a personal loyalty that is impeding your will? I will know of it, right now.”

      “No, my lord,” said Casper. “We are close to capturing both the heart bearer and the Shamankas. They are trapped in the swamp right now. We chased them into that vile place, but not before we injured them severely. I returned to join with the Djinn assigned to me, so that we may penetrate deeper into the swamp. We need her shape-shifting skills to go deeper into their hideout.”

      “The Shamankas—your mother—is a grave threat to the Citadel, to the peace that I have fought so long to create between the provinces. She would undermine the union for her own selfish gain. Her narrow dogma seeks to protect the Shadrian at the expense of all of Gaia. Alas, as emperor, the duty falls to me to eliminate threats such as these.” Madrid walked past the young wizard and entered the cave where Mica rested, lying on her side. She shifted to her feet as the emperor entered, ducking her head due to the low ceiling. Her narrowed eyes did not leave the emperor as he walked along her side, inspecting her. “Where is your shape shifter?” he demanded. “Call her, now.”

      The dragon huffed and then said, She comes.

      The entrance of the cave darkened as a turkey vulture swooped into the opening, alighting on Mica’s ridge bone. The featherless head, covered in gore, rotated in Madrid’s direction, then the beak opened and a female voice said, “I am here, emperor.”

      Casper joined them in the cave, passing through the entrance to stand beside his triad merger bond mates. Damas shifted out of her vulture form to reveal a pretty, female Djinn of indeterminate age. Golden locks framed a heart-shaped face. Her slender hands stroked Mica’s scales, calming the slight tremor that passed through her.

      The emperor is angry, she whispered through the bond.

      He is always angry, said Mica.

      Hush, both of you. Do you want to get us killed? Casper stroked Mica’s nose, his back to the emperor so as to not give away his feelings as he reprimanded his bond mates. When he was sure that they would remain silent, he turned back to the emperor. “We are ready to depart now. This time we will not return until the Shamankas is captured or dead. We will not fail.”

      “Fail? Fail. That word should not even cross your lips.” Madrid’s face darkened in anger. “You were given two simple tasks. Bring me the Shamankas and see to the increase of production of salt from the shore mines of Shadra. You have done neither. Their tribute has dropped to nothing, and I will not allow the Shadrian to mock me openly. They will be punished for their rebellion, but in the meantime, the fine imposed is a triple tribute. You have been given an open slate in this to gather whatever resources you need. See that every grain is shipped before you return, before the deadline of the spring equinox. You will not be late.”

      The emperor studied the triad, his arms crossed in front of his chest. He extended his hand and lifted the chain that was barely visible under the collar of Casper’s shirt. His eyebrow lifted when Casper flinched at his touch. Madrid pulled the necklace out from under his clothing, exposing a crystal heart that pulsed. The core was dense and as dark as deepest midnight, but tiny shards of light shone from the crystal, sparkling and reflecting off the faceted surfaces. It swung on the chain, drawing every eye.

      “This crystal with its obsidian core was given to you to set you apart from the core of magic that infests this earth. Why were you singled out, Casper? Why did the witches want you?” Casper shrugged his broad shoulders in response to Madrid’s soft words. “I will tell you why. You can sense the presence of magic. Not just your own, but the magic of others. It makes you the perfect hound, the perfect tracker. That is why I have trained you, given you the gift of its obsidian core.” Madrid gave the crystal a shake. “But beware, should the crystal ever break or its core fracture know that you are in mortal danger. This crystal is tied to your life force by the binding of the stone. It will serve as a warning beacon. Heed that warning, for if you fail me again, I will crush that crystal myself.”

      Madrid closed his thin-fingered hand over the crystal. Casper gasped and clutched at his throat. His lungs compressed as his chest was squeezed by invisible fingers. His heart raced, crashing up against the fingers a phantom fist that wound around the organ, restricting its movements. Casper’s mouth fell open as he struggled to breathe, to remain upright, but a heavy haze pressed upon his consciousness. The encroaching darkness swept over him, and he fell to the stone floor.

      Madrid released the crystal as Casper fell, ignoring the thud of his body, then turned to the dragon. His angry countenance encompassed Mica and Damas. “You will obey Casper as you would obey me without question and without hesitation,” he growled “I don’t need to remind you that your continued existence in this godforsaken land is due to his presence. If he dies, you all die. I would be very displeased if I were to lose even one dragon.”  A long-tapered finger stroked down Mica’s nose. “You are beyond precious to me, hatchling.” His eyes shifted to the Djinn woman. “You, however, are beyond expendable. Should you fail me, you will die and I will take your place in the triad.”

      Damas’s eyes widened with surprise. “How is that possible, emperor? You are bound to a dragon already!”

      “That is none of your business. Just know it to be so. Now wake him. I expect you to be gone before I reach my chambers.” Madrid left the room and walked back across the grass to the waiting dragon, Opaleye. He climbed onto his back and settled into the saddle. With a few quick steps to gain speed, the pair soared off the edge of the wall and into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      As the emperor soared away, Damas laid her ear on Casper’s chest. There was no familiar thrum of a beating heart. Alarmed, she straddled the prone wizard and began massaging his heart, working on restarting its natural rhythm. She breathed into his mouth. Nothing happened.

      “Mica, help me please, he is dying.” Mica brushed her nose against Casper’s face and breathed on him with a gentle heat that tingled of healing magic. Damas massaged Casper’s arms and legs, stimulating his circulation. With a gasp, his eyes opened, wild with fear and shock. With a groan, he struggled to sit up. Damas slid off his lap and snaked her arm around his back to assist him.

      Casper clasped his hand to his chest, where his heart was located, taking small, shallow breaths. “I feel like I have been kicked by a horse.” He pulled up his shirt to examine his chest. A lurid bruise spread under the mat of curling hair.

      Mica tilted her head, and her nose wrinkled in the equivalent of a dragon’s frown. That bruise should be gone, she rumbled. I healed you.

      “This is not a normal injury. It is from magic. Elemental magic,” said Damas. “The emperor has control of elemental magic. There is only one way to do that. He has bonded with a witch.”

      He grows more powerful every day, grumbled Mica. Soon none will be able to stop him.

      Casper pushed himself to his feet, groaning softly with the effort. “Then it is a good thing that he will soon be victorious. Take this warning to heart. I certainly have.” Still clutching his chest, Casper moved stiffly to Mica’s side. He laboured to pull himself up into the saddle, then hunched over its horn, his eyes drifting closed. Shooting pain ran down his arms and legs with the effort of mounting Mica. His eyelids scrunched closed for the space of several throbbing heartbeats. When the pain had calmed, he muttered, “It is time we were away. We have a mission to complete.”

      Damas shifted into her vulture form and soared up into the air, following the dragon’s flight toward the one open crossing into Shadra by air. The prayer rock of the peace tower.
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            The Tribal Queen

          

        

      

    

    
      Madrid steered the dragon around the side of the Citadel and urged Opaleye to land on the low stone-walled balcony located beside his chambers. Constructed by the original builders of the Citadel, the wide, flat surface could have but one true use, as a place for a dragon to land safely while carrying a rider.

      He intended to stay only long enough to check on his prisoner. Madrid had moved the rebellious woman into his quarters in order to keep an eye on her. Since their bonding last month, she had attempted to sever her head from her neck five times and sever his twice. Despite the resident danger she represented, he could ill afford to have her die on him now. Control of her elemental magic was critical to the success of his future plans. He had waited a long time to capture a witch. To capture this witch in particular, if truth be known.

      “Emperor!” The broad-shouldered commander of the guard saluted as he spied Madrid. He rounded the corner, his tan robes fluttering around his legs as he approached.

      “Report, Cayos.”

      “The woman sleeps. She has not stirred from her pallet. She refuses food and drink, but she has not attempted to harm herself. I have not released her bonds, as instructed.”

      Madrid nodded, stroking his chin as he considered the problem. Aisha, through a trick of the mind, believed him to be in possession of her daughter, Shikoba. Via the deception of a vision orb, he had convinced the tribal queen that resistance to his wish was futile. In order to save her daughter, she had given into his demand and consented to becoming his bond mate to give him control over her talents.

      While Aisha believed Shikoba to be imprisoned in a cell in the central Citadel, she gave him little trouble other than trying to break the bond through death. It was the one true way to separate the blending of their magic. The triad bond that added a human component was possible only when the participants willingly gave over control of their magic to create a stronger whole. Once the magic was given, it was impossible to retract without the consent of the other parties. To force a separation would kill all three, as surely as pulling lungs out of a chest would kill a person. The triad lived and breathed as one entity. Aisha needed to live and Madrid had given her a reason to do so.

      He opened the door to his chambers and crossed the room to where the woman lay curled up on a mat in front of the double doors leading to his private balcony. She stirred at his approach. Dark of skin, she was a striking woman with a strong, straight nose and white teeth that gleamed in the low lighting. Curly brown hair framed a heart-shaped face. Aisha squinted at him through one baleful eye. It was shot through with red streaks. She closed the eye and turned away.

      “What do you want, Madrid? I will not serve you. I have given all I intend to give.”

      Madrid knelt down beside the Shadrian queen and placed a hand on her shoulder. She flinched with the contact. “You are not cooperating, Aisha. I ride to Shadra, and I wish for you to ride with me to see the plight of your people and why I fight to free them. Do you not care that they suffer?”

      “They suffer by your hands, Madrid. No other. It is you that brings misery to my people. If you cared about the Shadrian, you would free me and allow me to return to my people, unhindered and unchained.”

      “I cannot do that, Aisha. We are stronger together, and great evil stirs on the coast that will test us. I will need to draw on your gifts to prevail. But do not worry. I will not let any harm come to you. You are far too precious to me.”

      Aisha glared at the emperor then spat at his feet. “I will not.”

      Madrid’s expression hardened. He itched to let his hand fly but rejected the urge to strike her. “This is not a request. Get dressed, or you will ride to the cliffs naked. The choice is yours.” He stood up and walked to the door. “You have five revolutions. If you have not joined me by then, I will send in Commander Cayos to bring you bodily to me. Five revolutions.” The door slammed behind him as he left.
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        * * *

      

      Aisha lay on her pallet, considering what to do. A revolution passed and then she got to her feet and slipped her head and arms into a beaded deer hide. The tunic fell to her thighs. Leggings followed, and finally she slipped her feet into her moccasins. She ignored the mirror on the wall as she headed for the door. Commander Cayos waited on the other side and fell into step beside her as she left the room.

      Precisely on the count of five, she appeared in the archway, taking in the great dragon and the emperor who sat astride its broad back. Head held high, she approached the pair, every inch of her body announcing the presence of the tribal queen of Shadra. She treated Commander Cayos as a bodyguard, ignoring his presence. Madrid reached down and held out his hand as she approached.

      Reluctantly, she placed her hand in his. She did not remember her one and only ride on the dragon, as she had been unconscious at the time. Fear lit her eyes for a second as she felt his tug on her hand. Madrid pulled her up onto Opaleye, seating her in front of him.

      He is afraid I will jump off while in the air, she thought. A small victory, but a victory nonetheless. He is bending to my will, if only in this small thing. She smiled, the first real smile she had shown in weeks. She gripped the curved edge of the saddle in front of her in an iron grip.

      Opaleye ran for the edge of the platform then launched himself over the edge, spiraling down the side of the Citadel to gather speed then spread his wings. The onrushing air caught, and they swooped around the Citadel and across the chasm that led into the province of Shadra. Madrid raised his hands and lightning shot from his palms. It struck the barrier with the sound of a gong, and a hole opened up. It held just long enough for Opaleye to swoop through it. The sides smacked together as he cleared the opening. The concussion rolled away faster than Opaleye could fly. The wave of raw power crashed into them, tossing Opaleye like the seed head on a spent flower. Aisha screamed as he tumbled over a complete revolution before leveling out his flight.

      Aisha shuddered. She heard Madrid’s laughter in her ear.

      “Have no fear, Aisha. I will not allow you to escape me that easily. A small spiral from Opaleye is nothing to fear. Did you not feel how your body was pressed back into mine? It is the way of things that fly. The very air is theirs to command. It is part of their magic, and it obeys their command. I could stand on Opaleye’s back, and I would not fall.”

      “Dragons are wondrous creatures.” Aisha wriggled forward, shifting away from Madrid. She wished to put as much distance as possible between them. There was not much to be had, squeezed together in a saddle meant for one.

      I am the largest and fiercest of our kind. I rule the dragons.

      Aisha heard Opaleye’s words in her head. They pressed against her mind, forming the strange thoughts into words she could comprehend. It was like interpreting pictures with speech. The words did not cover the full concept that the dragon had tried to convey. The images were of the tallest mountain with Opaleye filling the space from ground to snow-capped peak while volcanoes erupted all around. Dragons circled the summit then landed at his feet, whimpering like lost puppies. It was the first time she had heard Opaleye voice his thoughts.

      She concentrated on the dragon and thought, You are a very beautiful dragon.

      Opaleye snorted. I am. There are none to match me. You will see how I command my kin.

      “Where are you taking me?” she said aloud, “I know we are heading to the sea, but what is your interest there? There are only two reasons anyone goes to the sea to visit the sacred caves. Our warriors pilgrimage there to test their strength and bravery. The caves are treacherous and filled with poisonous gases and narrow passages that can entrap the unwary. The other reason is to mine the salt of the earth. Traders have long gone to harvest the salt flats. The salt dries from the ocean in shallow pools and evaporates. What interest could you have in salt?”

      Madrid was silent. The silence stretched on so long that she thought he was not going to answer, but finally he did. “It is to the mines that we go, but not the mines that you have mentioned. In the caves, your sacred caves, there is something you must see.”

      “What is it?” Curiosity forced the words past her lips. She had not intended to show interest in their destination, yet she could not deny the heartsick swoop in her belly as her anxiety for her people’s fate, rose with her.

      “You will see.”

      They flew in silence for an hour or more. Keeping track of time was difficult, as Opaleye passed in and out of thick cloud cover as they flew. Once Aisha caught a glimpse of the peace tower, she knew that they were passing her home. Aisha turned her head away, unwilling to revisit the sad memories of her capture, but then her eye caught on something strange. An opaque column rose from the top of the rock from the central altar and up through the clouds. It was a dark and tempestuous swirling, navy and purple with flashes of yellow and orange. The spirits of the ancestors were angry. Normally the prayers were a calming blue or gold or a flush pink. Some of those were visible at the bottom of the vortex, but at the top, they vanished. A thin barrier twisted around them. It was not air, not water, but some other substance she couldn’t immediately identify. She leaned forward, watching the column until it disappeared in the distance. She frowned. She had never seen the prayers of her people act in such a way, nor had she seen such a fierce reaction from the ancestors.

      “Can we fly higher?” she asked. “I’d like to see what is above the clouds.” Opaleye gave a mighty flap of her wings and climbed up through the moist, pillowed tops. He broke free of the cloud, only to roar with pain when a bolt of lightning electrified the air where they had exited the cloud. A large anvil of a thunderstorm swirled nearby, its base centered over the column of prayers. But it was not a thunderhead of air or water. It was made up entirely of spirit. The spirits of the ancestors beat against the sides of the cloud. Aisha could hear them calling to her. A wailing swirl of voices swept over them, their message disjointed and unintelligible.

      “Stop! We must help them! They are trapped!” Aisha grabbed for Opaleye’s reins, but her hands were gripped powerfully by Madrid.

      “Return to the level below the clouds. Now!” shouted Madrid. Opaleye dove back into the clouds leaving the cries of Aisha’s ancestors behind.

      “No! I must help them. They are trapped. Please I must return to my ancestors. It is my calling!” She struggled in his grip, coming to life for the first time since the bonding. A hand slipped free of his grasp and she twisted, swinging at Madrid. Her hand connected with a flat slap on his exposed cheek. Even with the speed of the dragon’s flight, the sound was loud. Madrid snarled and twisted her wrist around behind her back, making her cry out with pain. He gave it a vicious twist and Aisha screamed as she heard the shoulder pop out of its socket. Her scream this time was a drawn out wail of agony.

      Madrid bent his head to her ear and snarled “If you ever strike me again, I will rip that arm off of your body. Now shut up before I change my mind.”

      Aisha sobbed and bent over the curve of the saddle, hanging on with only her knees. Every stroke of Opaleye’s wings was pure agony. She dragged her injured arm and laid it across her lap, trying to cushion it from the swaying movement of flight. Bile rose in her throat. She thought she might be sick with the pain and the motion. Tears streamed down her cheeks. They were not all for her injury. She focused her mind on what she had seen, trying to make sense of the images. The distraction helped her to ignore the jolting pain, or at least control it somewhat.

      The ancestors were angry and scared. There was no way that the cloud was a natural phenomenon. She had spent over half her lifetime as the tribal queen. In all those years, she had never seen such a thing. Aisha could only draw one conclusion. Her people were being attacked, and it wasn’t by another province. It was by magic.
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            The Secret in the Bones

          

        

      

    

    
      Shikoba paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, a deep scowl furrowing her brow. In her hand, she clutched the fire stick she had used to light the logs in the hearth, just for something to do. It snapped in two when her grip tightened on the thin wood. Sarcee sat on her shoulder in crow form, furiously flapping his wings to try and cool her anger.

      A pair of wide French doors had been flung open in the circular room to allow space for Obsidian to join the conversation. Her snout rested on her claws just inside the opening. She snapped at a raven that dived at the back of her head, drawing a frown from the crow perched on Shikoba’s shoulder.

      Across the room, the stranger lounged in an overstuffed chair, one leg draped over the arm. His tooled boot jiggled with impatience as he yawned, feigning boredom. Chutzpa’s presence was at the request of the Shamankas, who sat on the couch before a low table. The contents of Shikoba’s package were spread across the scratched wooden surface. Shikoba had at first refused to share the contents with the foreigner in the room, but the Shamankas pointed out that Chutzpa, despite being from Tunise, had at least scouted out the area they were proposing to visit.

      “Now, if you have finished arguing with me, I would like to discuss your gifts.” Marsai shifted forward and picked up the fat knuckle bones and the thin fluted one and laid them out on the tabletop. When she had finished sorting them, a pattern had developed. Three fingers of bone, about a foot long, were arranged on the scratched surface. Shikoba moved closer to get a better look at the partial reconstruction.

      “What is it? A bird’s foot?” She tried to imagine a bird with toes that big and couldn’t think of any native to Shadra.

      Chutzpa shook his head. “That’s no bird. There are too many joints.”

      “It’s not a bear or a tiger. There aren’t enough toes,” said Shikoba.

      “It is a sea drake,” said Marsai.

      “A drake? But I thought they were just a legend. How would you know this?” Shikoba frowned down at the bones. A frisson of fear slid up her spine at the thought of sea drakes being real. And alive. Sea drakes were thought to be distant cousins to their fiery kin.

      “When I was young,” said Marsai, “my mother took us to the cliffs on the coast to pick rare fungi that grew only on the southern shelves of the deepest caves. Imbued with magic, these mushrooms never saw the light of day and had to be picked by the soft rays of a full moon or they would shrivel to dust. One midnight, we wandered deeper than a human had ever travelled into the caves. At least, I don’t believe anyone has gone so deep.” Her eyes glossed over at the memory. “I was scared to death, crawling through the narrow tunnels, pushing a torch ahead of me, trying to keep my mother’s moccasins in sight. I am sure that we crawled underneath the sea itself, we had gone so far.

      “It was in the very last cave, with our baskets full to overflowing, that we spied it. We were latching the lids of our baskets. A gust of air sent the torch flame dancing, reflecting off the lacquered woven tops. The light flashed across the corpse of a creature that lay tucked back under a narrow shelf.

      “It was long, twenty paces at least, and perfectly preserved. Smooth golden flesh covered the bones. It had a head the size of me and a long, sinuous body. Pairs of fins the size of oval platters were spaced along its snake-like length. The tail was barbed and thick enough to impale the largest sabretooth. Due to the cool temperatures of the cave it had not decayed, as it would have on the surface. It was not long dead.”

      “What was it doing there?” asked Shikoba. “How did it get there?”

      “The main caves are accessible only from the land side, but I have come across sea water in the lower caves. I think there must be openings below the water level.” Marsai picked up a knuckle bone and held it up for them to see. All eyes were drawn to the object. “This is the smallest bone of the smallest fin. They are located next to the tail. By the size of this bone, this must have come from a mature naga.”

      Jinnaga is their proper name, thought Obsidian. I guess the people of your land have forgotten this.

      Sarcee spoke aloud. “Jinnaga, sea drake, naga. They are all the same creature, just called by different names in different worlds.”

      Shikoba scowled over at Obsidian and Sarcee, then snatched the bone from Marsai’s hand to look at it closer. “I don’t get it. How is this supposed to help me bring down the barrier? This was given to me to be an aid in fulfilling my quest. Bah! It is useless, just as I thought.” She tossed it back on the table and stormed over to the window beside Obsidian’s head. “Useless drivel.”

      A deep laugh filled the room. Shikoba spun on her heel and pulled a short knife hidden inside her tunic. In three strides, she was nose to nose with Chutzpa. Sarcee squawked and flew round the room.

      “You dare to mock me, Tunisian? You think this is funny? I have a mission to complete or we all die.” She pressed the knife against his throat. A thin line of blood welled along its length. “It would be no loss to start with you,” she hissed.

      Chutzpa placed his hand on her wrist and gently pushed her knife-wielding hand away. The smile did not leave his face.  He grinned down into her stormy hazel eyes. “Hey now, relax. We are on the same side.”

      Shikoba pushed back, hard. “How do I know you are not an assassin sent to kill me? You have a pretty story, but I do not believe it. You will not mock me, or I will kill you.”

      “No mockery intended. I was merely laughing at our predicament. You are chasing ghosts. Monsters of legend with no clue as to how it is supposed to help you. I am chasing kidnappers who are hiding out with your ghosts. I was laughing at myself, actually, wondering if I was insane to cast my lot with yours.” His eyes swept the room. “You all could get me killed.”

      Shikoba glared at him. “We didn’t shoot you with the arrow. We saved your life.” Her knife hand lowered.

      “And that was a friendly hug?” He gestured toward her knife. He touched a finger to the welling blood from the nick in his skin. The smile never left his lips.

      “Watch your back, Tunisian pig.”

      Chutzpa shrugged then turned his attention to Marsai, offering her a low bow. “Forgive me, Shamankas, for interrupting your explanation.”

      Marsai nodded, then her head turned to Shikoba. Wiped of all emotion, her expression was stone. She raised one eyebrow, demanding submission.

      Shikoba glanced at the elder, scowled, and dropped her eyes. “Sorry,” she muttered through clenched teeth. Marsai gestured to Shikoba to sit with an imperious wave of her wrinkled hand. Shikoba sank down to the floor beside Obsidian.

      “I will not suffer another outburst like that, Shikoba. You need to learn to discern threat from candor. Not all who walk this earth are the enemy. And that heart does not mean you are the only one with magic. You were chosen to serve your people. To death, if that be your fate.  You were chosen to preserve the ways of magic. You will need allies along the way. Do not shun those who may be of aid in your quest, regardless of where they were born. Remember, when the barriers come down, there will be nothing to stop the interaction between the provinces. Working with this man,” she pointed to Chutzpa, “may give you insights and wisdom you could gain no other way.”

      “I must trust a total stranger?” Shikoba burst out, unable to hold her tongue.

      “Trust is earned. You must work together. If he proves to be trustworthy, then—and only then—you may grant your trust. Just remember, you are earning his trust, too. It’s called wisdom, Shikoba.”

      Shikoba sat down beside Obsidian, patting her nose. Her eyes passed over Chutzpa, then her face twisted into a grimace. “Truce, Chutzpa?” she said with reluctance.

      “I was never fighting you, Shikoba. Truce struck.” Chutzpa stuck out his hand. Shikoba ignored it.

      Marsai sighed, then reached over and picked up the crow’s beak. She turned it over in her hands examining it closely. She put it on her crown of grey curls, tugging the front down so that she saw through the bony eye slits. She sent a tendril of water magic into the mask. Nothing happened. She pulled it off, frowning.

      “This is a ceremonial mask, worn by an elder during the solstice celebrations at the peace tower. It is painted with the elements of water, fire, and spirit, and is meant to invoke those elements of the ancestors to protect our borders. Only one with command of all three elements can activate it. I command water only. I cannot make it work.” She reached out her arm, gesturing for Shikoba to take it from her. “Here, child, you try.”

      Shikoba took the mask from the Shamankas. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “Put it on. Try activating it by sending your magic through the mask. See if you can see with your ancestors’ eyes.”

      Shikoba tugged the mask on. She vanished behind the narrow slits. Standing in the dark, she searched for the core of her magic, trying to activate its powers. Fire stirred in her chest. It was closely connected to her anger, and the easiest for her to grasp at will. She sent the spark of fire into the mask and felt it heat around her face. The eye slits glowed like angry cat eyes, then faded away.

      Chutzpa watched her efforts, his jaw dropping open with fascination.

      Shikoba searched for water and spirit elementals within her pool of magic but came up empty. “I don’t think I have water or spirit magic. Only fire.” She pulled the mask off and put it on the table.

      “Maybe you are not the one meant to use the mask. It could be meant for another,” suggested Marsai. “Will one of your sisters be joining you on this quest?”

      Shikoba shook her head. “No. We are tasked with bringing down the barrier in our own provinces.”

      “What happens if you succeed? Or if you fail in your task?” Chutzpa raised his hands to ward off Shikoba when her angry glare swung in his direction. “Hey, calm down. It’s an honest question. I don’t know much about magic, but I do know that having a back-up plan in case the first one fails is not a bad thing. Do you know how to bring down the boundary? I mean, it has stood for over five hundred years. It can’t be a simple thing.”

      Marsai nodded. “The stranger is wise. What is your plan, Shikoba? If you cannot wield the magic of the mask, what is your plan?”

      Shikoba’s fierce eyes flicked from one to the other. None escaped her glare. She folded her arms across her chest. Her legs were planted wide, and her back straightened. “Then I will find one who can wield the mask,” she hissed. “I will not allow a small thing like this to defeat me. That one will serve us or die.”

      “Ever the charmer,” muttered Chutzpa. “Do me a favour and be sure to stay about twenty paces ahead of me while we travel. That way your enemies will miss me with their arrows. I am sure we will gather a crowd of disgruntled Shadrian.”

      “Consider it done. I would rather not be associated with you.” She turned her back to Chutzpa, cutting off the conversation.

      Marsai’s eyes rolled to the ceiling, her lips moving silently while beseeching the ancestors for patience. “You try my endurance, girl, never mind those who have gone before. Now this last item. The moccasins.” She picked up the soft deerskin and traced the beadwork pattern stitched onto the upper surface. “These, are exactly what they seem. I am sure you recognize them, Shikoba. They are the moccasins of the tribal queen—your mother, Aisha.”

      Shikoba moved closer to the Shamankas and took the moccasins, her eyes roving over their surface. “No,” she said softly. “I thought they were prayer moccasins, but I had no idea these were her very own pair. How do you know?”

      Marsai pointed at the handiwork. “Each queen must stitch her own prayer moccasins on reaching the age of ascension. This is to assure that their dance is not influenced by other dreamers and that they reflect her spirit. As you know, prayers are passed on through the soles of the dancer’s feet. She cannot wear another’s moccasins. Your mother would have made these when she was your age and then put them away until she was called to take over the rule of your tribe.”

      “Then how did they come to be in Jintessa? That makes no sense.” Talk of her mother made her long for her company. “Is she well? I haven’t had time yet to go and visit, although I want to. We have been here but a short time.”

      Marsai’s face closed as she hid her feelings from Shikoba. “Your mother is missing, Shikoba. She has been missing for some time now. A couple of years at least.”

      “Missing! What happened? Where is she?” Shikoba’s grip tightened on the suddenly precious moccasins. “Is she alive?”

      “We do not know.”

      “Tell me what you do know,” she demanded, her ire rising to flush her cheeks.

      “Two summers ago, she and her entourage failed to return from a pilgrimage.”

      “Where was this pilgrimage?” Shikoba asked, her voice low with suspicion. “Where did she go?”

      Marsai sighed. “She went to the sacred salt caves beyond Pangolin Town, where this young man has just been to,” She gestured to Chutzpa, “and barely escaped with his life, I might add. Since your mother disappeared, no one has returned from there. What we know are rumours carried by traders, but it is said the caves are being mined by outsiders.”

      “So you do not know if she is alive or dead? Surely a search party was sent out for her?”

      “Of course. Thirty warriors left immediately to search for her and her party when she failed to return.”

      “And?” The scowl had returned to Shikoba’s face.

      “The warriors did not return, either. Worse than that, we found evidence of dragon fire at their last trackable location.”

      Obsidian growled. We are walking into a trap, little one.

      Madrid, said Sarcee.

      “The emperor,” said Shikoba aloud for all to hear.

      “The emperor,” agreed Marsai with a sad nod.

      Shikoba straightened, taking in the room in a glance. “I leave at dawn. With or without you, Tunisian.” She gathered her things, shoving them back in her pack and, without another word, left the room.
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      They made an odd caravan as they left the hoots, chirps, and gurgles of the swamp behind. The sounds faded away to be replaced by a stiff breeze that rustled the dead foliage of last autumn that still clung to the skeletal limbs of trees. Shikoba shivered and pulled the deep hood of her fur mantle closer around her face. The Shamankas had provided warm parkas for herself and Chutzpa, claiming that Shikoba had been gone far too long and was liable to suffer frostbite or worse. Shikoba had argued, of course. She was no beggar.

      But Marsai had insisted, stating, “The cloaks will hide your identity. It would not be good to be recognized along the way.”

      Shikoba was grateful for the protection. Marsai rode at her right side, clothed in a similar warm covering, swaying gently on the back of her mount. Chutzpa, who was old enough to marry, rode at her left with the bearing of a warrior chieftain. Tall in the saddle, the furs he wore left his arms bare, his muscles flexing with the tightening of the reins as his horse’s head bobbed to its gait. His head was bare, but his fur collar was buttoned up to his chin to keep his neck warm. He wore dark hide gloves to match Shikoba’s, and a knife was sheathed in a pocket stitched into his tall boots. His pants were tucked into the top of the boots, leaving his knife accessible. Shikoba knew he carried another knife in his other boot and a long sword rode at his hip, belted over the furs.

      “You have a surprising number of weapons for a farmer, Tunisian.”

      Chutzpa turned his head in her direction, studying her face. Shikoba rode with a similar number of knives strapped to her body, but he couldn’t see where she hid them all. He would probably be slapped for asking where they were. But the weapon that really caught his eye was the ebony staff strapped to her saddle. The wood was elm, rubbed with a black pitch and sealed with a substance that made it glow. Or maybe it was magic that made it glow, he was unsure. But he had caught a flickering blue light at the oddest times while they rode.

      “My weapons have always been with me. Even on a farm, there are creatures that could be dangerous.”

      She snorted, grinning. “You are afraid of a fox or a coyote? Or maybe a deer?”

      Chutzpa smiled in return. “I wish it were so. We keep those for pets. No the real threats are the eagles. The most dangerous kind is the Golden Harpy. They grow to the size of a man with long burnished talons and black striped beaks that curve to a wicked point. Their chests are gold, but their wings and backs are black. They are almost impossible to spot in the sky, due to their colouring, or in the bush for that matter. They can blend into dark and light and disappear from sight. To surprise one is fatal. You will never see it coming.”

      Shikoba nodded. “It sounds like a worthy adversary. I am impressed. Have you ever fought one?”

      “Yes.” The smile faded from Chutzpa’s eyes.

      Shikoba waited for him to reply. When he remained silent, she tilted her head. “What happened?”

      “I inherited the farm when my father and mother were killed by a nesting pair of Golden Harpies.”

      “Oh.” Shikoba rode in silence for a moment. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to pry.”

      “Yes, you did. It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

      Marsai leaned forward in the saddle, breaking the tension. “We are approaching the road. Where is Obsidian? We need her to scout ahead of us.”

      Shikoba’s eyes scanned the blue sky overhead. Obsidian, can you see me? Is the way clear?

      As though from a great distance, Obsidian’s voice whispered. I have flown from a great height and only found one tumbril caravan. It is about two hours behind you, as you now travel, but it is moving swiftly. I could not see anything else from this height in the dark. I will return to you now.

      Sarcee? What do you see?

      I am following three men and a tall woman on horseback. They ride toward you. They will be on you in about an hour. They seem to be searching for a trail. They stop to investigate any kind of disturbance along the roadside. The men are heavily armed. I do not see any weapons around the woman.

      What do they look like? Can you show me? said Shikoba. A mental image flashed into her mind. It wobbled with Sarcee’s flight as he glided from tree to tree to keep them in sight.

      “Four riders approach us. Sarcee says we will cross their path in about an hour. He says they search for something. Obsidian says there is a wagon train about two hours behind us coming fast.” She met the Shamankas’s eyes. “What course of action do you counsel? You are still not fully healed.”

      “There is no other path but this road, which the horses can navigate. The swamp is fluid on both sides for the next two days of travel. I could guide us through the swamp, but it would be on foot the entire way and a very slow journey. One would need to go ahead with the horses and meet us on the other side, and that one would stand out to any who passed by.”

      “The Shamankas is correct. Alone, on horseback, I was able to follow the wagon train and hide when others came by. But we will not be able to hide this time if we travel together,” said Chutzpa.

      “I do not like the idea of splitting up.” Shikoba frowned at nothing in particular. “Who is it that they search for? Is it you, Chutzpa? That would be the most obvious and likely conclusion to draw. You could be endangering us by being with us.”

      “It could equally be you, Shikoba, that they search for,” said Chutzpa. “Have you already forgotten the dragon fire?”

      “Who is to say the dragon fire was meant for me? They could have been trying to flush out the Shamankas,” Shikoba said with a stubborn twist of her lips.

      “So all of us are wanted, hunted, or a target.” Marsai laughed. “I say we stay together. There is safety in numbers, and we have eyes with which to see.” She waved a hand toward the air. “Let us continue on the road, but use caution.”

      Chutzpa nudged his stallion with his heels into a trot, taking the lead and increasing his distance from them.

      The Shamankas nudged her mount closer to Shikoba. “He is not the bad sort, you know, Shikoba. You should be grateful to have his aid on this quest.” When Shikoba opened her mouth to protest, the Shamankas said, “I know he is not of our people, but Gaia is a big world and the barriers coming down will increase the interaction between us all. You need to learn to be accepting of other races and peoples. You are in the position you are, entrusted with the bringing down of the barrier, because our forefathers could not get along. Mistrust and hatred is what gave the emperor his power. That and a healthy hatred of anyone, especially those with magic, who would stand in his way. We were ripe for takeover, and now look where we are, struggling to prevent the elements of magic and those who can wield it from being extinguished like a watered firepit. We opened the gates and handed the emperor the keys. It is our own fault that we are divided and conquered. That is our world, to my great shame.”

      Shikoba sighed. “I know. I will try.” She let out a long breath. “But does he have to be so annoying?”

      “All men are annoying, Shikoba. But what would we do without them? They keep nature in balance. Come, we should not get too far behind.” They urged their mounts into a faster gait. They rode in silence for a space of time. The quiet was calming, but then Shikoba shivered. She sensed danger ahead, although she could not fathom its nature. The road cleaved two huge boulders that were easily taller than the stark treetops. Her horse gave a nervous whinny that was picked up by the stallion ahead.

      Chutzpa reined in his mount, his eyes searching the dark tree trunks for a hint of the sensed danger. “This is good place for an ambush,” he muttered, his hand slipping to the top of his right boot. He loosened the catch over the knife, poised to grab the bone handle.

      A growl sounded from the right, followed by a second and then a third answered from the left bush line. The wind shifted and the smell of raw sulphur spilled into the bowl. Eyes glowed in the bush to both sides.

      Chutzpa drew his knife, his head swiveling from side to side as he tried to keep all the pairs of eyes in sight at once. “What are they?” he whispered, shoulders tensing to throw.

      “They are Mongrels. The offspring of wolves and spirit elementals. Demon dogs. They exist in the shadows and are drawn to battle. Worse than that, they exist to deliver the dying to the underworld. They are not of this world. Your knife will not affect them,” said the Shamankas, her gaze flickered over the woods.

      “There is no battle here. There is no blood. What has drawn them?” The shadows shifted, and Shikoba caught a glimpse of a massive, grey shape that slid impossibly between the narrow trunks. It moved between them, but its shape and size was not diminished. Rather the trees seemed to bend out of its way.

      “They are drawn to the anticipation of war.” Marsai raised her hands into the air. Clutched in her right fist was a dry gourd, decorated with strange symbols and markings. She shook it, moving it in an arc through the air. It made a rattling sound and a shimmering mist floated in the air. “Keep moving toward the pass,” she commanded, in a low voice. “I will hide our trail from them.”

      Chutzpa clicked his tongue to his nervous mount, urging him along the road to where it sliced through the cathedral of stone. He could feel the eyes on him and hazarded a glance at the Mongrels. More eyes had appeared. The brush took on the glow of fireflies that were not the cheery bright flashes he associated with the meadows of his youth. These dots of flame were laser-focused and deadly.

      Shikoba urged her mare close to the tail of Chutzpa’s stallion and dropped the reins, as she eased her staff free of its harness. She butted it’s end in the crook of her knee, gripping it firmly with both hands, swaying gently in the saddle as her mount shoved her nose to the flank of the stallion. Shikoba’s heart raced in response to the adrenaline coursing through her veins. The crystal heart pulsed in sync with the one concealed within her chest. The magic swelled, and the tip of her spear crackled with energy.

      Chutzpa entered the pass, his silhouette absorbed into the twilight shadow. The beady red eyes vanished behind the stone, but they could still feel their presence, like a feathery caress on their arms, causing the tiny hairs to stand on end. Chutzpa squinted at the exit of the rock, struggling to see what was drawing the Mongrels. The clatter of the horses’ hooves echoed loudly in the confined space. It was impossible to hear what might lay on the other side of the pass.

      “Evil approaches.” Marsai searched for movement in ribbon of sky above. The sparkling mist released by the gourd settled to the ground behind their passing, bubbling between the rock faces and swirling to form an opaque wall. The eyes of the hunters vanished behind the dense shield.

      The end of the pass loomed nearer, hastened by the clop, clop, clop of hooves. The eyes returned, inviting them to exit at their own peril. Chutzpa could see no way to sneak past the Mongrels and whatever else was laying in wait for them. He grimaced, hoping against hope that it was not those who had pinned him with an arrow a couple of days past.

      Gritting his teeth, he drew his sword and yelled, “For Zax! For Tunise!” and dug his heels into Fire Dancer’s side. The stallion snorted and leapt to obey the command, racing ahead and through the yawning opening.

      Shikoba dug in her heels and dashed after Chutzpa, screaming, “For Shadra! For freedom!” She brought her staff to bear on the first thing to move on the other side of the opening. The tip flared to life, ensnared in a rippling blue flame that ran down the shaft.

      The red eyes shifted, shimmered and resolved into a single monstrous gout of flame. A massive male dragon reared on tree-trunk-sized hind legs, its arms reaching toward the trio as the horses bolted, scattering. Shocked and appalled, Chutzpa screamed in unison with Fire Dancer as fire raked his side. Fire Dancer was as good as his name, dodging the flames with a surprising agility. Tongues of flame scorched the earth where they had been only seconds before. Fire Dancer raced around the side of the dragon, past the clawed feet that attempted to squash them as Chutzpa rode past. Chutzpa gripped his sword and dragged it along the scales of the dragon, knowing that it would not hurt the creature but hoping to distract it from his companions and leave a clear route of escape. Sparks flew along the scratch of the blade.

      Shikoba’s mare, guided by her knees only, turned to the right. Shikoba urged the mare in closer to the dragon. She raised her sphere and heaved it at the join between body and front arm. Lightning surged from the metal tip, striking the beast with the bolt. There was a bang and thunder rumbled, reverberating in her chest. The dragon howled. Its mighty head swung around with great jaws descending to snap at the annoying, biting gnat. Shikoba flattened herself against the neck of her horse and grabbed the bridle on the right side, pulling the horse’s head and knocking it off its intended course. The dragon’s teeth found empty air but not by much. Shikoba straightened and turned around to assess where to attack next. Then she saw him.

      Madrid sat on the back of the dragon along with a woman, a woman she knew all too well.

      “Mother?” she mouthed. Shock drove all fear from her mind as she gazed into her despairing face. Shikoba’s eyes flickered over to the man holding her. When her eyes connected with Madrid’s, all urge to fight vanished. A piercing pain cleaved her mind in two. She felt an overwhelming urge to submit, but instead she resisted. The pain increased. Shikoba screamed and vomited. Something snapped in her mind, and she was falling, falling. Her spear dropped from senseless fingers to clatter on the stones below. Shikoba tumbled from the saddle, eyes glazing over, and her mouth frozen in horror. Her nervous mount danced sideways and ran off into the woods. Before it could reach the concealing cover of darkness, flame wreathed the horse. The smell of burning hair and roasting meat accompanied the mare’s screams. The horrifying noise abruptly ceased, swallowed by a ring of blinking red eyes. Sulphur wafted up to join the other odours of battle.

      Marsai watched her companions split and go around the great Opaleye, but her concern was for Shikoba. She pulled on the column of water she had conjured and sent it spinning toward the dragon. The water spout grew in size and width, cutting off the dragon from the prone heart bearer.

      Madrid’s focus turned to search out the source of the interference. Spying the Shamankas, his grin widened.

      Marsai split the tornado and with the second vortex, sucked up the inert girl, carrying her away from the battle and down the road in the direction of their travel, but the strain of splitting the stream of magic distracted her from the dragon. The tail swung forward and crashed into the legs of her mount. Bones snapped and Marsai was tossed to the ground. The impact knocked the old woman unconscious and both funnels collapsed in a gush of water that flooded the battlefield.

      Madrid laughed, and turned his attention to the annoying gnat of a man with no magic. How he thought he could stand against him was a puzzle that Madrid intended to solve. The man wheeled his horse around. An uncomprehending look of horror spread across his face as the water slewed away, revealing two unconscious companions.
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      Anger tightened Chutzpa’s face as he glared into Madrid’s cool eyes. “I know who you are, emperor. Your cruelty precedes you. You are nothing but a coward, attacking women and children.” Chutzpa spat in the dirt, his angry eyes focused on the emperor. He didn’t have a clue as to what to do to get them out of this situation. He could hardly slay a dragon. He had no magic. He was not a soldier. He wasn’t even a swordsman. He was a farmer, a grower of fruit.

      Madrid laughed, his mouth twisting with a cruel smile. “You are nothing, little man. You have chosen the wrong side in this war. It is a hopeless cause they serve. You cannot stand against my strength, nor the strength of Opaleye. Your only choices are whether you’d like to die by magic, or if you would prefer I kill you with my own hands. So, how would you like to die?” His black eyes glittered. “Come now, not many get the chance to choose their fate. Just think, this will be your crowning glory to be able to choose the manner of your death. Do you choose incineration?” Opaleye sprayed a curve of flame that made Fire Dancer prance. “Or do you choose a magical death, say impalement by your own sword?” The grip of the sword tugged out of Chutzpa’s hand and floated up into the air, spinning around to face him. The silver tip pressed against his chest, just below his heart.

      Chutzpa’s eyes did not leave the emperor’s. “Whether I live or die is irrelevant. The provinces are rising up against you. I am but one in a long line of people who oppose you.”

      “For every sniveling rebel, such as yourself, there are many more that obey my command. You are a bug to be squashed, less than the dirt under my feet.” Madrid raised his hand above his head, and energy sparked between his fingers.

      Chutzpa’s heart thumped harder as he watched Madrid prepare some kind of magical horror with which to attack him. Chutzpa’s eyes slid from the madman to the woman sitting in front of the emperor. He saw the woman’s eyes widen. She shook her head then indicated the sky with a tiny flick. Her hands were bound in front of her, but she held them up and wriggled her fingers at him. She displayed ten digits to him, then dropped one…nine…

      Suddenly Chutzpa understood. He needed to keep the emperor talking. “So tell me before you kill me, what are your plans for Tunise? And before you think to lie, I already know about the slavery wagons.”

      Madrid smirked. “What better way to sow dissension between the provinces than to kidnap people from both and have them blame each other? All it takes is some well-planted rumours and people jump to their own conclusions. When a society is isolated, the outside world is cast with suspicion. It takes little to inflame their fears. The Tunise believe that Shadra is stealing across the border to take their people.”

      The woman held five fingers on one hand visible to him yet shielded by her body.

      “The Shadrian believe the Tunisians are to blame as the wagons are driven by traders of that ethnicity.” Madrid spread his arms wide as the dragon shifted under him, a beady opal eye peering at the human. The dragon sniffed, causing Chutzpa’s clothing to flap. Fire Dancer danced back a few steps. When Chutzpa met the woman’s eyes again, she was holding up three fingers. It was almost time. He tightened his left hand on the reins. Fire Dancer, sashayed to the side, feeling the tension in his rider’s legs.

      “As for my plans for Tunise, let’s just say that—” He broke off abruptly as a roar sounded in the air above him and a sizzling bolt smacked into the soil beside Opaleye, carving a hissing path toward the emperor. Opaleye twisted his head, searching for the threat, just as Obsidian sank out of a dark cloud, an avenging demon of darkness. Head first, she dove toward the elder dragon, raking a fiery death to everything in her path. With a roar to match, Opaleye launched into the sky to meet the threat in the air. As the dragon left the ground, Madrid turned and threw a spell at where Shikoba lay motionless. An orange glow encased the unconscious woman, brightening to a blinding white. The light flashed, and Shikoba was gone.

      Chutzpa shouted, “No! Bring her back!” But the dragon was airborne, and his words were tossed back into his face by the surge of wind caused by the drag of the dragon’s heaving wings. “Shikoba!” he screamed, riding frantically over to where she had lain and sliding out of the saddle to sink to one knee on the ground. Only the imprint of her body remained in the soft soil to mark the place. Chutzpa’s head swiveled around searching for a sign of her but found nothing.

      Grimacing, he ran over to Marsai. She lay in a pool of water. Her legs were bent in a grotesque curve, and blood slid down her cheek and dropped into the puddle by her right ear. He bent his head to her chest. Chutzpa was rewarded with a rhythmic pounding.

      Straightening, he said, “Marsai, can you hear me?” There was no response.

      Wasting no time, he gathered his shivering horse. Fire Dancer shied away from him but did not move far, even though he tossed his head in fear. The glowing red eyes of the Mongrels were back and the spooked stallion refused to move toward the dark woods, even to avoid a screaming human. Chutzpa picked up the unconscious woman and slung her over the horse and ran down the road, swinging up onto his back. He touched his heels to Fire Dancer’s flank and his gait lengthened to a full gallop.

      Overhead, the dragons roared and flames danced across the sky. The tops of the trees lit up as they raced down the narrow road. The branches snapped, raining fiery debris all around. Fire Dancer’s eyes rolled and he chewed at the bit, froth foaming from the sides of his muzzle. Chutzpa looked neither left nor right. He had one objective, to clear out of the fishbowl before the water evaporated. He wanted nothing to do with dragons or magic. He had no weapon he could bring to bear. His only option was to flee.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Obsidian. Dive low and keep it steady. Sarcee clung to Obsidian’s tail, hiding amongst the spikes while he tried to get a clear view of the fully grown adult dragon bearing down on them. They had trained for these battles, yet he found himself hesitating. The other battles had been practice. This was real. Flames raked Obsidian’s side as she lurched to avoid the full impact of the roiling jet of fire.

      Sarcee’s narrowed eyes tracked Opaleye as he dropped from the clouds above. Now they knew where the Great One had disappeared to. They had suspected that he had joined with Madrid.

      Blood traitor, growled Obsidian, picking up on Sarcee’s musings.

      Focus! In ten…nine…eight…Sarcee tensed, drawing a deep breath. Gathering the core of his magic and drawing on the vast well that was Obsidian, Sarcee poised on the brink of violent change. The Opaleye, spying its prey, dived toward the fleeing Obsidian, his jaws opening wide. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed in the yawning chasm. Closer and closer the attacker drew, closing the distance between the two foes. Sarcee could feel the heat of the belching flame that roared in their direction, just falling short of the pair, vanishing as it expended its energy in the cool rush of air.

      Three…two…now! Obsidian flipped into a spiral diving straight for the ground and snapped her tail, levering the vortex of speed to fling Sarcee into the air toward their pursuers. But Sarcee was no longer a crow. He saw the great maw of Opaleye grow. The jaws opened wider and a ball of yellow bloomed in the back of its throat. With a roar of his own, Sarcee shifted into…

      …a weasel.

      Sarcee screeched. With the claws of all four furry paws extended, he dove head first into Opaleye’s right nostril. Opaleye screamed as Sarcee scratched his way up the nostril, scoring and tearing at the tender membranes of the dragon’s nose. His goal was the olfactory glands from which the dragon’s fires simmered, the core of its scariest of weapons.

      Opaleye roared, abandoning his chase, and clawed at his nose, attempting to dislodge the unwelcome guest. He sneezed.

      Madrid slipped out of the saddle, clinging to the horn while the dragon danced in the sky, trying to dislodge the foreign member in his nose. Opaleye screamed.

      “You stupid dragon! Land, for Gaia’s sake! Land!” Madrid screamed as he pulled himself back into the saddle. Opaleye plummeted out of the sky, barely keeping his legs as he landed in the rough clearing where it all had begun. He dragged his snout across the ground, then hammered his nose on the ground, banging it over and over against the packed earth in an attempt to dislodge Sarcee.

      Inside Opaleye’s nose, Sarcee was tossed like a rag doll, bouncing from side to side. No matter how deep he dug his claws, they were not deep enough to resist the constant hammering of the dragon against the ground. The mucus lining Opaleye’s nose had built up to pillow depth which was the only thing that saved Sarcee from injury. He was tossed onto his back then flung to the other side to smack into a slippery rib of cartilage. Sticky goo covered his body and oozed off his arms in long, stretchy ribbons of slime.

      You need to get out of there, Sarcee. Right now, said Obsidian. I am clear of Madrid and the traitor dragon.

      Sarcee jumped into the air, shaking off the clinging goo and mentally willed a change in shape. I must not touch the sides of his nose, while shifting into the shape of a fly.

      With a pop, Sarcee shrank in size and wings popped out on his back. The interior of Opaleye’s nose now resembled a vast, churning cavern, but Sarcee’s multiple eyes were focused on one spot only, the oval light that shone at the far end. He zoomed toward the opening, taking a drunken path that kept him centered in the bouncing cave. As he approached the opening, his legs brushed against a field of waving cilia. With a gasp, the dragon sneezed, sending Sarcee tumbling head over wings out into the air. He barely recovered his flight before crashing into a giant dandelion where a bee six times his size buzzed an angry warning. Sarcee gulped and sped away as fast as his wings could carry him.

      Where are you? he cried, I must change back but not where they can see me.

      Come down the trail. You can shift around the first bend. I am hiding behind a set of rocks about a league from you.

      Sarcee’s wings blurred as he fled the stamping dragon and the screaming emperor. Opaleye was raking fire in all directions, enraged by the carnage of Sarcee’s attack. Madrid flung spells at anything that moved, his bladed spell slicing into tree trunks. They wobbled and crashed to the ground, sending dust into the air. The particles of dust became missiles, flashing past Sarcee as he ducked and dodged. He was tired, and not all of the wobble in his path was due to his evasive flight. Three shifts in a span of minutes was exhausting without adding a battle to the mix.

      Reaching the end of the clearing, he flew down the road. As soon as he rounded the bend, he landed on a rock and launched the shift back into his human state. Pain tore at his chest as he struggled to keep the image in his mind. As a fly, there was only so much mental process available, which is why shifting into insects was not advisable. The human image wavered in his mind, and he could feel the shift slipping away from him.

      Help! Obsidian help me! His strength was fading. He couldn’t keep the likeness in his mind. If he let go, he would die. Shapeshifting was a magic that took many, many years to perfect. Do it wrong and the shapeshifter was instantly dead. Mess up a shift and your body would be spread across the skies like the heavy mists of late spring.

      Obsidian, sensing his distress, filled the link with her magic, drawing Sarcee to him as would a lover. She wrapped Sarcee in her tender embrace and added her life force to his, strengthening the life bond between them.

      Sarcee pulled on her strength and completed the shift to human, collapsing onto the rock. He was bathed in sweat. Every limb trembled with exhaustion.

      Do you need me to come get you? said Obsidian, concern scraping along the bond.

      No, stay where you are. I will come to you. Gritting his teeth, Sarcee pushed himself to his feet and began walking down the road, keeping to the edge of the woods and moving within the shadows. It was late day, he noticed, surprised. The day had passed in battle, and their fledging union shattered with the first attack. Now that the immediate danger had passed, concern for Shikoba pushed aside his other worries. Sarcee reached out with his mind, searching the bond for her.

      She is alive, but I can barely sense her. She is far away. Obsidian’s thoughts paralleled his own. The emperor has sent her somewhere as his captive. We must find her. If anything were to happen to Shikoba, we will all die. Where do you think we should look for her?

      It feels like she is in the direction we were travelling. I think she is at the mines, thought Sarcee.

      If that is so, then we will have the emperor and Opaleye on our backs the entire journey, said Obsidian. Dare we risk another encounter?

      Do you fear this dragon?

      Fear? Fear! The bond sizzled with indignation.

      An image of a dragon tossing a dwarf into the air and snapping its jaws closed on the figure then swallowing it, flashed into Sarcee’s mind. He grinned.

      I will eat that slimy emperor the next time I see him. This I promise although he will probably taste like a toad. Djinn are not good to eat. Promise made. Now, can we go after Shikoba?

      What about Chutzpa and Marsai? said Sarcee.

      They will need to fend for themselves. We must protect Shikoba at all costs. She is the priority.

      Agreed. You are uninjured?

      My pride is singed. That is all. Hurry up. There is no time to waste.

      Sarcee rounded the bend in the road and following the bond, ran up to Obsidian and climbed onto her back. With a mutually agreed urgency, they launched back into the sky, pointed straight as an arrow, to Shikoba.
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      Marsai moaned. Every inch of her body hurt from the soles of her feet to the tips of her fingers. Her head felt like an overripe melon, swollen and ready to explode at the slightest touch. Her body rocked back and forth, eliciting a groan that escaped her lips. Immediately the rocking slowed, and she sank back into oblivion, unwilling to wake.

      “Shamankas, I need you to wake. Come on, open your eyes.”

      The shaking started again. Marsai cried out, her eyes opening. She could not focus them and blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision. She raised her fingers to the source of the pain in her head. A row of neat stitches bound the laceration on her scalp. She winced at the sudden throb that pulsed under her hand.

      “That’s it. Wake up,” said a disembodied voice.

      An arm snaked around Marsai’s shoulders and eased her up off the ground. The pain was the march of fire ants, stinging a path up her legs and arms. She clutched at the arm holding her as the world spun. “Who are—”

      “Chutzpa. We are safe for the moment. Come on now, drink this.”

      A metal cup pressed against her lips. Marsai opened her mouth to swallow the water, grateful for its soothing path down her throat. As her vision steadied, Chutzpa swam into view. “Chutzpa. Thank you. Where are we?”

      “We are a few leagues from where the attack occurred. It’s only us. We have lost the others.”

      “Shikoba?”

      “Gone. The emperor has her.”

      A horrified expression spread over Marsai’s face. She pressed her eyelids closed, unwilling to acknowledge the fearful truth of his words. Shikoba in the hands of the emperor would be a death knell for Shadra. She was the only one who could bring down the barrier. “And Obsidian? Sarcee?”

      “I do not know.” He took his supporting arm away and crossed over to his horse, rummaging through his saddle bags. Chutzpa found a small packet which he brought back to Marsai, squatting by her side. “Here, chew this. It is a tree that grows in Tunise. Its bark has a substance that will numb pain.” He took out a square piece handing it to her. “It tastes bitter at first, but that will go away. Chew the willow bark, but do not swallow it. You only want to soften it. If it starts to break down to a paste, spit it out.”

      Marsai took a square of the bark and put it in her mouth, chewing slowly. Her face scrunched up at the taste, but she continued chewing. A soft, silken sensation spread out from her jaw, easing the stiffness of her wounds, the after effects of a battle fought, but not won.

      “That is miraculous. Thank you. We need to speak about this tree called willow but not now.” She took in their surroundings. Dead leaves carpeted the frozen ground at the foot of some bare trees. Patches of snow hugged the northern shadows of the trunks. She shivered with the cold. They had left the swamp behind. “We are in quite the pickle. What will you do now?”

      Chutzpa, his arm resting on his thigh, gazed in the direction of the sea. “I intend to do as I started out to do. I intend to rescue my brother. Shikoba could be anywhere, and we have no idea where to find her. I would aid her if I could, but I don’t know where to start.” Chutzpa straightened to a standing position, then offered his hand to help Marsai to her feet. “You are welcome to come with me, if you wish. I am heading for the coast, but I would be appreciative of your company and knowledge of Shadra and its people. Maybe we will find a clue along the way, a whisper or a rumour of Shikoba’s whereabouts. Or maybe Obsidian will find us. If not, I can drop you off at a village we pass. You will have aid with your people.”

      Marsai murmured a thank you for his assistance and stood, swaying on her feet. She spat the bark out, then said, “As I have no horse, I gratefully accept your offer to ride with you. These old bones don’t weigh much.” She hobbled over to Fire Dancer and accepted further help in gaining the saddle. Chutzpa put his foot in the stirrup and pulled himself up into the back of the saddle. He reached down and grabbed Marsai’s arm and hoisted her up behind him. As she swung her leg over the back of the horse, her foot brushed against a long pole strapped under a fold of leather on the left side.

      “You found Shikoba’s spear?”

      “Yes. Sheer good fortune.” Chutzpa gathered up the reins while Marsai settled her arms around his waist to balance herself, as he urged Fire Dancer into a walk. “I was leading us away from the clearing when I saw this shimmering blue haze under some ferns. I guess when she was attacked, it flew into the patch growing along the roadside. If the magic of the spear had been extinguished, I would not have seen it.” He glanced down at the rod. “The glow has faded now.”

      “That would be because Shikoba has passed beyond the distance that the wielder can maintain the bond. It gives us a clue as to where she might be.”

      “The magic has a range?” he asked.

      “Oh yes. While physical contact isn’t required, the magic has its limits. And as it is bound to all three of them through the triad merger, all three must be out of range. I think it is safe to say that Obsidian and Sarcee have gone after Shikoba. Once all three passed out of range, the spear’s magic will be silenced.”

      He rode in silence for a while, thinking over her words. Then another question occurred to him. “So this bond always exists with the spear?”

      “Yes, it is her weapon to bear,” said Marsai.

      “Then it will reactivate when we come within range of any of the triad?”

      “Yes…I believe it will. Well done, Chutzpa. I think we have discovered a way to know if we are close to rejoining our friends.” Satisfaction oozed from Marsai’s voice. “I think I can tweak the spear to glow with higher intensity the closer we get. We will be able to use it as a compass of sorts.”

      Marsai closed her eyes and mouthed a spell, running her hands along the shaft to the tip. She gripped the metal point for a moment. It flared with light, illuminating the bones of her fingers through her flesh. The light faded, and Marsai took her hands away. The very tip glowed with a blue flame.

      “Watch this,” she said, moving the staff slowly in a circle as she revolved on the spot. The small flame stayed at the same glowing intensity until it was pointed in the direction of the coast. When it was pointed down the road it flared higher and danced with excitement.

      “Excellent!” Chutzpa touched his heels to Fire Dancer’s sides, urging him to follow the road. Fire Dancer sprang ahead, seeming to not notice that he carried two riders on his back. The quickened pace made conversation difficult, so they rode in silence. Several times, Fire Dancer alerted them to activity on the road ahead, pricking his ears forward with interest. They moved off the road to avoid encountering any more people, moving into the trees and keeping a solid screen of shrubbery between them and the travelers of the road.

      The third time they hid in the woods, a column of men, riding side by side and bristling with weapons, passed by. Peering around the thick trunk of an Ironwood tree, Chutzpa counted a dozen horsemen in the company.

      When they had disappeared from view, he whispered, “Those men are from the mines. I recognize their uniforms.”

      Marsai’s eyes followed the retreating backs. “Some are Shadrian, and some are Tunisian. I recognize one of them. He is a young man from Shikoba’s village.” She sat on Fire Dancer’s back, sheltered behind a clump of smaller Ironwood trees. Chutzpa frowned and then rejoined them. He motioned to Marsai and urged Fire Dancer back onto the road. The horse sped up as Chutzpa was anxious to put as much distance as they could between the men and themselves before having to stop for the night. He did not trust them to remain on course. His head tilted as his eyes swept the skies, searching for the silhouette of a dragon. One he wanted to see, the other he did not. He frowned as a memory resurfaced.

      “Shamankas, did you see the woman on the back of the dragon with Madrid?”

      “Yes,” Marsai said in a flat tone.

      “Do you know who she is?”

      “Yes,” Marsai whispered.

      “You do? Who is she?”

      Marsai closed her eyes at the memory. “She is the tribal queen of Shikoba’s home village of Saami. She is Shikoba’s mother.”

      “Shikoba’s mother?” Anger surged red hot, bringing a flush to Chutzpa’s cheeks. “That lousy, filthy toad of an emperor. I should have run him through when I had the chance.”

      “Had you tried, you would have died. We all would have died. You had no chance,” said Marsai, the words on her tongue sharp. “What is behind is done. We know her plight. Perhaps we will find a way to free her in time.”

      Chutzpa growled with irritation, “She is the one that warned me that help was coming. She is the reason the two of us are alive right now. We owe her our lives.” Frustration burned in his stomach. “I wonder if she recognized Shikoba? She must have seen her taken by the emperor. We must find Shikoba.”

      Marsai patted his arm. “We will find her. But first I need to rest. I cannot take much more travel this day. Up ahead, you will see a path leading off the road by a lightning-struck Ironwood tree. Take that path. It leads to an abandoned long house that I have used for shelter on occasions.”

      Chutzpa spied the turnout and guided Fire Dancer onto the trail. It was little more than a deer trail and curved away from the road and down into a steep-sided valley. The footing was treacherous, narrowing in places as it slowly meandered to the base. Snow clung to the northern shadows and the temperature dropped as they lost the sun behind the cliff face. An eagle cried as it launched into the air, disturbed by their presence. Chutzpa checked the sky again, in case the cry had been a warning of a predator larger than the eagle. Nothing else moved in the late afternoon sky.

      The long house was tucked up tight against the hillside with a back wall made of stone. It clung to the mossy rocks on which it had been built. Windows broke the long logs in irregular intervals, placed where the log ended rather than cutting them to fit. No smoke rose from where he knew the chimney hole would be located. They were alone.

      Chutzpa slid from the saddle and helped Marsai down before picketing Fire Dancer to graze near the small fall of spring runoff. It would soon solidify with the falling temperatures. Chutzpa gathered his saddle bags and followed Marsai into the shelter. He glanced one last time at the sky before ducking through the doorway. A pangolin hide covered the entrance.

      Tomorrow would be soon enough to continue the trail. Besides, he needed to gather the supplies he needed to make it into the valley and had not thought to ask for them from the Shamankas. A quick search of the shelter produced the supplies he had originally gone in search of before being attacked by the guards from the mines. Tomorrow, they would reach the mines, and this time, he would be ready.
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      Piercing cold water cascaded over Shikoba’s body, plunging her into a shivering bath that brought her eyes open as wide as an owl’s. She gasped, pushing herself upright as a second bucket of water was upended over her head.

      “Stop!” she screamed, struggling to breathe. The cold water took her breath away. She pushed her sodden ebony hair back from her face, swiping the rivulets of water from her forehead. Or she tried to. A large iron shackle attached each wrist to a heavy iron chain, the loops of which dragged down her wrists with their weight. She let her hands drop into her lap and attempted to make sense of the scene in front of her.

      The stone room was long and narrow with small windows high up in the wall set with iron bars. At one end were two bowls and a mat made of woven rushes. One bowl contained water, and the other was empty. But none of these things interested Shikoba. It was the black boots standing in front of her that drew her gaze. Slowly her eyes rose past tan trousers and a tunic of heavy leather, stamped with dragons and runes, past a cinched belt with a heavy brass buckle and up to strong forearms covered in tattoos. The right hand held another bucket of water at the ready.

      Heaving air into her lungs that had fled with first frigid bucketful of water, she gasped, “Stop, please!”

      Reluctantly, she looked up the rest of the way to peer at a dearly familiar face. Casper had grown, aged. Gone was the fleshy, lazy boy of their youth. In his place had grown a middle-aged man in his prime: tall, muscular, and lethal. Bronze hair curled to his shoulders, accentuating a straight nose and heavy brows. A square chin held compressed lips, thinned into a frown.

      “Get up, Shikoba. Your presence is commanded. You stink like a horse’s ass.”

      “Casper! You…have changed.” The words trailed away as he lifted a mocking eyebrow.

      His gaze swept over her, noting the fleeting changes and dismissing them. “Whereas, you are still the same bony wretch you were when we were kids. If there was ever any doubt that your allegiance is to the witches, it is gone now. Only a witch can slow their aging.”

      “What has happened to you?” Shikoba pleaded. “We were best friends. Don’t you remember?” Shikoba shivered and tried to wrap her arms around herself, only to come up short. The chains were fastened to a pair of leg shackles that she hadn’t noticed before.

      “Friends?” he snorted. “Is that what you call it? You abandoned your people, Shikoba. You abandoned your friends, your family, your tribe. You left them behind to suffer at the hands of strangers, invaders from other provinces. You abandoned us all.” His eyes raked over her, anger igniting the light of revenge in their dark depths.  “You abandoned me.”

      “I did not abandon you! I honoured my calling. It’s your calling, too! Or have you forgotten? You are a heart bearer. You were to be trained as I was trained. We were chosen.”

      “I received my training from the emperor, Shikoba. He showed me the error of the witches’ teachings, of how they twist the truth and horde magic to themselves. My training has been so much more thorough than yours. You are still a child. I have had decades to hone my skills with magic. I know things you can’t begin to dream of. And now you will be taught to serve the emperor.”

      “I will not serve him. I have come to stop him!”

      Casper threw back his head and barked a laugh at the ceiling of the cell. “Really, Shikoba, you are amusing.” He set the bucket down and tossed a bundle to the ground beside her. It fell in a puddle soaking up the water. “Emperor Madrid demands your presence. You will not go to him stinking like a pig. The water is warm, or it was. You will bathe and dress, then I will take you to him.”

      “How am I supposed to bathe and dress with shackles on?”

      “Easy.” He pulled a long knife from his belt and grabbed the collar of her tunic. With a long ripping tear, he cut it from top to bottom. The sides flapped open. Shikoba shrieked and fell back away from him, which exposed even more flesh. Casper took his time admiring Shikoba’s form. She flopped over, turning her back to him to cover herself. Casper took it as an invitation to cut the rest of her clothing apart, and they fell as rags to the floor. “Now bathe and get dressed. If you are not finished in one minute, I will bathe you myself.” He leered at the curve of her back, following its course to her bottom.

      “Get out and I will! Get out!” she yelled.

      She heard Casper’s low snicker, then footsteps and the opening and closing of the door. She hazarded a glance over her shoulder. She was alone. Gingerly, she got to her feet and shook off the rest of her tattered robes, then knelt in front of the bucket. It was reasonably warm, certainly a lot warmer than the cold buckets that she had been emptied over her earlier. She dunked her head into the bucket and quickly splashed the cooling water over her body to wash the sweat and filth of her travels and capture away, then shivering, dressed quickly in the raiment provided by her captors. The garment slipped over her head and tied on the inside, wrapping around front and back. She fumbled with the cords, the chains getting in the way as she tried to pull strings.

      The door opened and closed. Shikoba spun around, ready to fling a new tirade at Casper, but it wasn’t him. Instead, a girl stood in front of her. She was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t remember her name.

      “Hey, I know you.”

      The girl stepped further into the room, her features lit by a shaft of sunlight that blocked the floor. “Yes! You remember me! Deshi said you wouldn’t, but I told him that you would remember. I’m Tesha! Tesha of Saami.”

      “Tesha? The girl we met at the prayer tower?” At her earnest nod, Shikoba said, “What are you doing here? You must get away! This is not a safe place.”

      Tesha’s face fell. “We know. We are prisoners here, too.”

      “I’m sorry, Tesha. What are you doing here?”

      “I was sent to help you finish dressing. Casper is waiting outside. He said if we don’t hurry, he will come in and finish the job.” Tesha ran over to Shikoba and began pulling the ties through holes and wrapping them around her waist and arms. “Your boots are against the wall there.” She pointed to the windowless feature. “Hurry, put them on. The emperor punishes those who are late.”

      Shikoba slipped her cold feet into her comfortable moccasins. They immediately brought to mind her gifted set and her staff, both of which were missing. Her mind tried to wander to questions of where her companions were, but she forced her thoughts to focus on the situation at hand.

      Tesha was tugging her along toward the door. When she reached it she knocked and said, “We are ready.”

      The door swung open. A contingent of four guards waited for her. They entered the cell and unlocked the padlock that kept her chained to the wall, then each one clipped a chain onto her wrists, two on either side. They clipped the other end to a loop on a broad belt at their waists. Casper gestured to the long hallway. “Take her to the audience chamber. The emperor waits for her.”

      The guards saluted and then walked away down the hall. Shikoba had no choice but to follow. Her head turned to Tesha, but the girl had her hands on her knees, bowing to the wizard. Casper’s back was to Shikoba, and he gave Tesha instructions in a low voice. She straightened, catching Shikoba’s eyes for a minute, then walked away down the corridor in the opposite direction.

      Shikoba stumbled in the dark hallway.

      “Watch where you are going, wretch!” The lead guard on her right tugged at the chain, bringing her focus to him. He scowled, then picked up the pace.

      Shikoba still had no idea where she was, although she suspected. She doubted she would get an answer from her guard if she were to ask. Fine white lines ran through the stone, illuminated by the flickering torches alternating down the hallway. In spots the white lines widened into crystalized chunks embedded in the stone.

      I bet that is salt, she thought, and these are the coastal mines.

      At the end of the corridor, the floor sloped upward, climbing at a gentle grade. Wide steps appeared which they climbed as a unit. As they reached the top, a pair of matching guards pushed open twin doors.

      A bright light shone in the airy space. Shikoba blinked, forcing her eyes to adjust to the glare of sunlight streaming through an atrium of clear glass. Her jaw dropped.

      Glass in Shadra?

      Her eyes swept the compound. Men and women in rust-coloured tunics and matching, flat-topped caps rushed through the atrium, carrying bowls and jars full of substances she could only guess at. The sleeves of the tunics were different colours. She did not know why, but when a steady stream of people with the same coloured sleeves entered and exited a door to the right, as they marched past, she understood that the colours denoted rank or possibly a special skill set. None of those doors were their destination, however. She attempted to fix a map in her head of the hub, counting the number of doors and the colours of the people who went in and out of them, like ants scurrying along a fixed path to the queen.

      But it was no queen she was going to visit. Her guard marched her over to a staircase that curved up the glass dome to a second level and then down this quieter hallway to a tall, polished door set with a golden handle in the shape of a dragon’s head. Her guard pulled her to a stop, then unfastened their chains from her wrists, leaving her main chain intact. The first guard knocked.

      A male voice called, “Enter.”

      The door swung open of its own accord, and Shikoba was pushed into the room. The door closed behind her as she waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior, much darker for the walk through the brilliant sunshine. Waves of heat rolled over her from a source in the middle of the room.

      “So, Shikoba. We meet at last.” The silk in the voice slid across her fear like liquid steel, strumming her nerves. She took a further step into the room, blinking furiously to try to clear her vision. Sweat broke out on her brow as her vision cleared and she was able to make out the view of the interior.

      In the center of the theatre-shaped room a fire blazed, leaping with abandon from the glowing mass at its base. Suspended from a set of chains that disappeared into the dark shadows of the ceiling was a woman, hanging by her feet above the pit. Her arms were invisibly bound to her sides. Her chestnut hair covered her face and flames licked at the strands sending tiny sparks curling through the air, but it didn’t matter. Shikoba knew exactly who it was.

      “Harm my mother, and I will kill you,” hissed Shikoba, all fear fleeing as rage boiled to the surface of her emotions. “I will make it my personal mission to feed you to the sea drake in tiny, living pieces. Take her down. Now!”
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      “My, my, my. Little Shikoba has fangs.”

      Emperor Madrid stepped from the shadows, the fires dancing across his narrow face. A shock of dark hair swept across his forehead framing his dark eyes, but the sides of his head were shaved. His hairless pate shone, reflecting the flickering firelight off its smooth surface until it reached the back of his head. A long braided ribbon of black dropped from the crown of his head and past his shoulders. His hands were tucked inside grey robes, stitched with silver thread and belted with silver links. His soft-soled boots made no sound on the wooden floor.

      Shikoba tensed, her anger arousing her need to do battle, to attack her foe. The chains on her wrists jangled, as she instinctively reached for her favourite knife. There was no knife, no staff, no weapon she could bring to bear, as she traditionally had done in times of peril.

      The movement was not lost on the emperor. A cruel smile parted his lips. “You wish to do me harm? You think to stand against me? Child, you will be unable to lay a finger on me as long as you think two dimensionally. Have you learned nothing while training with that den of vipers called L’Ordre du Coeur Sacré at their hideout on Jintessa?” Shikoba’s eyes widened with surprise. “Yes, I know all about Jintessa, the land across the time barrier and the witches training center there. Fortunately, I was able to save the male heart bearers from the brainwashing you poor, unfortunate young women had to endure in that libertine cesspool. They have proven to be the true heart bearers. Men of magic and morals. They desire only to serve the cause of freedom with the leashing and control of the radical elements of magic.” He lifted his finger and pointed it at Shikoba. “It starts with you.”

      Shikoba’s furious eyes swept the room, searching for a weapon.

      As though he could read her mind, the emperor said “There are no weapons in this room. There are only the three of us and two of you are in chains. No, my pet, you are quite helpless…and your anger is killing your mother.” Shikoba’s eyes were drawn back to her mother when she heard a rattle of chains and her mother dropped an inch closer to the fire with a shriek.

      “Stop! Don’t harm her. She had nothing to do with my leaving.” Aisha wailed as an ember popped and flew into the air, hitting her face. “Please, show her mercy.” Shikoba stepped toward her mother, moving to the side where she could see a set of steps descending down into the pit, but when she reached the top of the stairs, she smacked into an invisible wall.  She ran her hands over the flat plane, searching for the edge of the wall of magic.

      “Come now, Shikoba! You have magic, yet you do not use it. You are mired in the ways of the past, in physical weapons and strength of arms. You do not use your third sense. If you want to free your mother, you will have to do better than this.”

      The emperor’s taunt roared in Shikoba’s ears as her panic blinded her to everything but her mother’s plight.

      “Shikoba.”

      Shikoba raised her head at the sound of her mother’s voice, blinking away the tears she did not know she had shed.

      “Shikoba, let me go. There is no other choice. Let me die. With me dead, he can no longer control you. Let me die.”

      “No,” she whispered. “No, I will not let you die.”

      “Shikoba. It is my time. Please.”

      Shikoba stared in horror at her mother, as a clicking sound filled the air. A metal drum was strung with chains and hung from the ceiling. A ratcheted wheel held the windings still. With a snap, the winch let off its slack. The chain and her mother descended closer to the flames. She dropped several inches before the gear caught. The hungry fire roared up, igniting her chestnut strands and burning its length, moving toward her scalp. A wail of pain filled the room, along with the overpowering odour of melting hair.

      Fear clouded Shikoba’s reasoning. She screamed, “Stop this! Stop it right now! I will do what you ask. I beg you. Do not harm her.”

      “That is quite the statement, young woman.” Madrid moved further into the light to stand beside the flames and the twisting bundle of her mother. He lifted an arm, waving it in Aisha’s general direction. “Aisha asks to die, but I would be greatly displeased if that were to occur. You see, Shikoba, she is my mate.”

      “Your mate? What manner of lies is this?”

      “It is no lie. Aisha and I were bonded before your return. It was a quiet ceremony.” A naked grin flashed across his face, and a humourless laugh bubbled from his throat. “I assure you, she is my mate in every sense of the word.” A sob escaped Aisha’s throat. Shikoba, horrified, felt her anger ramping up once again.

      “You pig. You filthy son of a goat. How dare you…”

      Emperor Madrid raised a hand, halting her tirade. “I grow tired of your childish words. Do you wish to save your mother or not? We are nearly out of time. The next revolution of the wheel, your mother will surely burn. You are running out of time.”

      Shikoba dragged herself away from her sobbing mother and glared at the emperor, her eyes shining in the firelight with unshed tears. “What do you want, Madrid? State your terms.”

      “What I want is what you want. To free your mother. But first, I need your assistance with a small matter. I need you to use these.” He bent over and picked up Shikoba’s wrapped parcel, given to her by Madame Cherise.

      Shock widened Shikoba’s eyes. “How did you get your hands on that?”

      Emperor Madrid smiled. “You don’t really think that attack was a battle? No, it was an excuse to capture you and your gifts. You know of the sea drakes?” Madrid saw the flicker of understanding pass through Shikoba’s eyes. He nodded. “As you so rightly surmised, there are sea drakes in the mines. Troublesome creatures, lacking the basic intelligence of a dragon. Not surprising, given that they are native to Jintessa. An inferior evolution of a higher lifeform, but deadly nevertheless.”

      “What has this to do with me?” Shikoba asked quickly.

      “I need you to recover something precious that belongs to me. Using these.” He shook the bag in his hand. “Yes, I will be returning your satchel to you. Only one of the items is of any use to you.” He tossed the bag to her, and she caught it in both hands. “The magic of your moccasins is unique. Agree to aid me, and I will let your mother live. Refuse, and she dies here, right now.”

      Shikoba thought furiously. She had no choice. She couldn’t free her mother. She couldn’t even free herself. She had no options. “I agree to your terms. Please release her.”

      “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Madrid idly waved his hand, and the chains released. Shikoba’s screaming mother plunged head first into the fire, but before she hit the ground, the fire snuffed out. She crashed onto the floor and rolled to the side, groaning. The shield vanished, and Shikoba ran down the stairs as fast as her chained feet would allow. Clanking to a stop, she dropped to her knees beside her mother, cradling her head in her lap.

      “Mom, are you okay?” Tears streamed down Shikoba’s face.

      Aisha’s tired eyes lifted to meet her daughter’s. Pain and sorrow filled her face. “You should have let me die, Shikoba.” Her eyes closed. Rough hands clamped around her arms and hauled her to her feet.

      “Take her back to her cell. We will begin in the morning.” Madrid put a finger under Shikoba’s chin. “Do not forget your promise, child,” he said softly, his words silk and steel. “Fail me, and she will die.”

      Shikoba wrenched her chin away and staggered at the tug on her arms by her guards. She let her tears fall unchecked as she was hauled out of the chamber. A soft chuckle was the last sound she heard as the door closed, shutting away her mother and sealing both their fates.
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      The contents of her parcel lay scattered across the floor, once again spread out for inspection. Everything was there. Madrid had kept none of it. Shikoba sniffed, then picked up the moccasins, wondering how she was supposed to wear them when they belonged to her mother. She ran a finger down the delicate beadwork, imagining her mother’s hand guiding bone needle and thread, punching the holes in the supple leather.

      If what the Shamankas had said was true, then her mother had made these moccasins and then sent them away to be hidden in a world apart from Shadra when Shikoba was a mere infant or possibly just after her birth. Shikoba had never seen the moccasins before they were gifted to her, and they had the clean look of a new item that had never been used.

      The emperor wants the magic woven into the stitching. He must know something of their use, but not how to wield the power himself. Or maybe the magic of the moccasins wouldn’t work for him? Maybe their power was incompatible with his? Maybe they could only be worn and activated by a witch’s gift? Or maybe only by my mother as the Shamankas had indicated? If so, then how am I supposed to wear them?

      The questions chased themselves around in her head. If she did wear the moccasins, in whatever misaligned quest the emperor sought to achieve, and they failed to work for her as they would have for her mother, then they would die. The emperor would assume that she was sabotaging the effort and kill them both. Instinctively, she knew that her mother had kept the truth of their use from Madrid, only revealing part of the information. It was the only thing that made any sense. Madrid had to know this or at least suspect that she would not willingly give up such sacred knowledge.

      On a whim, Shikoba slipped her boots off her feet and put on the moccasins. They fit like a second skin, sized just right. She stood up and clanked around the cell, testing out their feel. The soles of her feet tingled. The sensation was not unpleasant. Her feet warmed, spreading to her toes. The sensation crawled up her ankles and then to her knees, warming her body as it traveled. Blue lightning flickered around her body, spreading past her hips and up to her chest. When the blue enveloped her head, she felt twin stabs of lightning. One pierced her heart and one pierced her head. The flash of light was blinding and she fell to her hands and knees, crying out at the sudden shock of the invasion. The magic sifted through her mind, and her heart, taking its measure of her, and then abruptly it left.

      The heat faded, and Shikoba shivered as the cool air of the cell enveloped the sheen of sweat that covered her body.

      “Okay, that was not cool.” Shikoba sat back and reached down to take off the moccasins. They would not come off. She tugged at the sides, tried to peel them off by her heel, but they would not budge. She wriggled her toes and could feel the tender hide moving with them, but try as she might, she could not remove them. The moccasins had fused themselves to her body. The tingling in her feet settled into a low hum, but did not dissipate.

      “Oh great. This is just wonderful,” she groused. “This isn’t going to end poorly. You are going to get me killed,” she said aloud to the offending moccasins. “What happens when the emperor wants me to hand them over? Are you going to grow me new feet, then? Because he will chop them off.” The slippers did not respond, beyond a faint rumbling. Shikoba had the impression that they were purring, like a satisfied cat.

      As she sat there, contemplating the moccasins, her eyes wandered over to the mask. “I am not putting you on. No way.”

      The sound of a giggle made her jump to her feet. She swung around, just as the cell door closed with a click. Tesha was back. Shikoba had not heard her enter the cell. The girl carried a tray. A delicious aroma wafted across the room and Shikoba’s stomach rumbled at the smell. Tesha carried the tray to a table pressed up against the outside wall under the window and set it down.

      “Do you always talk to your feet?”

      Shikoba’s mouth twitched at the corner with the beginning of a grin. “No, not normally. Do you?”

      Tesha laughed. “I talk to my hand. See?” She bent her fingers into the shape of a duck’s beak. The fingers opened and sound came out, although her lips did not move. “The emperor demands that you eat. He says he will come for you shortly,” quacked her hand.

      The smile slid from Shikoba’s face. Her hunger fled.

      Tesha‘s smile dropped. “I’m sorry, Shikoba. I want to help you, but I am not sure how.”

      Shikoba gave her a sad smile and sat down in front of the food. A bowl of watery soup and a chunk of bread sat on the tray. There were no utensils. She broke the bread up and dropped it into the soup, watching it melt below the surface. Some stray carrots bobbed to the surface. “How did you come to be here? Where is your brother?”

      Tesha sat down on the floor beside her, her knees drawn up under her chin. “We were on our way to you, following your path, when we ran into a slaver wagon. We didn’t know what it was at first. We thought it was a merchant train. They captured us and stuck us in the wagons with the other people in there. Deshi was put in a different carriage from me. It was a horrible trip. The wagons stink like a privy. The people were covered in the smell.” Her face darkened at the memory. “Thankfully we didn’t have that long to travel before we arrived here. When they reached the building, one of the guards dragged me out of the wagon and off to the side and said I was to serve the emperor. I was taken to work in the kitchens. I have not seen Deshi since we arrived. I fear they sent him to the mines.”

      “The mines. You mean the salt mines?”

      “Yes. The emperor has tripled the quota that Shadra must pay in tribute as punishment for withholding a special salt from the sacred caves. That is what the cooks say, anyways. They bring in new workers every day.”

      “Where are they all being housed? Did they build long houses for them all?”

      Tesha shook her head. “No, no one ever sees the workers after they go down into the mine. They never return.”

      “Never? Who feeds the workers? Someone must be caring for them.”

      “The workers are fed by an elevator. The food is loaded in, and then it is sent down the shaft. We do not know what happens on the other end. We try to send down lots, but we don’t even know how many people are down there.”

      Shikoba stared at Tesha, her mouth dropping open with surprise. “I don’t understand. How do they take the workers underground?”

      “They are delivered there in the same wagons they arrive in. They never leave the wagons until they reach the underground caves. I am one of the few ever to be taken off of a wagon and that was because the girl who was doing this task died just before I arrived.” She waved at the far wall. “On the east side of the cliffs, there is a tunnel. It is heavily guarded by over one hundred mercenaries.” She glanced at the cooling bowl of soup. “You need to eat.”

      Shikoba picked up the bowl and took a tentative sip. Once the liquid reached her lips, she realized how hungry she was and tipped the bowl back, gulping down the contents. She even licked out the bowl, leaving no morsel behind in the pottery. Assured that it was empty, she put it back down on the tray. Tesha picked the tray up and returned to the door.

      “Shikoba. If you happen to go down into the caves, will you do me a favour? Will you keep an eye out for Deshi?” She stood with her back to Shikoba.

      “Yes, of course, I will.” She almost said that he was fine, but the words wouldn’t come. She could not speak what might be a lie. “I will find him, Tesha. I promise.”

      Tesha’s hand moved up to swipe at her face. “Thank you,” she whispered and then left the cell, pulling the door closed behind her with a click.

      Shikoba laid down on her pallet, suddenly weary. The emperor might be coming to fetch her, but she wasn’t about to sit around waiting for him. The stress of the last day washed over her, overpowering her fear of the future. She closed her eyes and was soon fast asleep.
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      Obsidian slid along the horizon of the sea, skimming past the edge of frenetic energy that constituted the barrier in this part of Shadra. This close to the Perilous Sea, the curvature was so pronounced that the sunlight passing through it cascaded rainbows in a waterfall of prismatic light. Pretty but deadly. She knew to not contact the surface, but it did not stop Sarcee from screaming, “Watch out for the barrier! Don’t you remember the last time we came in contact with it? You want a repeat of that?”

      The peace tower was not the barrier. It was a hole in the barrier caused by a disturbance in the prayers to the spirits, said Obsidian. This is a barrier. I can smell it. I could not detect the danger of the other.

      Fine. Just stay away from it. Sarcee scanned the cliffs, searching for a place to land. Shikoba is nearby. She must be a captive in the mines somewhere. Keep flying along the shore. Follow the bond.

      They swooped low, Obsidian’s claws skimming the surface of the emerald waves. Their reflection rippled and danced on the surface. Rocky walls to their right surged and frothed with the incoming waves, driven by a steady wind that pushed the sea water against the face of the cliff with constant force. Obsidian swept up and over a jagged outcropping. When she crested the peak, she saw a striped sand beach. The crescent curve dug deep into a fold of rock. Like a huge tongue, the sand licked through the narrow opening of the deep chasm. Darkened with moisture and covered in seaweed, it was obvious that this beach was only visible during low tide. Sea birds flocked to it, pecking at crustaceans trapped in the tidal pools. As Obsidian swept down the beach, they rose into the air, squawking at her appearance and wheeling into the sky. Obsidian ignored them, other than to snap at a few that flew too close. She tilted to vertical and aimed for the narrow passage, plunging into the space between the narrow walls.

      The chasm twisted and curved in a path worn over a millennium of erosion. Obsidian growled with pleasure, enjoying the challenge of navigating the narrow passage. Even more exciting was the strengthening of the link with Shikoba. They were drawing closer to her with each beat of her wings. The chasm ended abruptly, and they shot out of the passage into an amphitheatre of stone. The twisting ribbon of water that had flowed at the base of the chasm dropped away, falling over the side into a seemingly bottomless pit. The depth of the chasm was shocking, considering that the water did not seem to fill the pit. Obsidian flapped above the yawning mouth, unsure what they should do.

      There is a small ledge on the far side, said Sarcee. Do you see it? You can set down there.

      Obsidian twisted her long neck, searching for the place Sarcee had indicated. Against the wall where they had just exited, a flat platform was detectable only due to the veins of pink onyx that ran through the stone, winking in the low light. Obsidian settled on the outcropping in the flurry of beating wings. Sarcee hopped off her back and immediately walked toward a dark opening that showed promise. Obsidian followed. In the shadow of a big overhang, they saw a cave and paused at the opening.

      “It is large enough for me go into, but you will not be able to manoeuvre within the confines of the cave, Obsidian. Perhaps you should stay here. You could become trapped or, worse yet, captured,” he said aloud.

      We cannot be separated. If either of us die, we both die. Obsidian huffed and steam rose from her nostrils as she sniffed at the air, searching for a dangerous scent. The tunnel reeks of humans.

      “I do not sense any dragons, though. Do you?”

      No, but there is something else. A scent I do not recognize.

      “All the more reason for me to check the cavern first, scout it out to see where it leads. I will transform into a rat. No one will suspect me.”

      I do not like it. But you are right. I will scout out the belly of rock here to see if there is another entrance. Be careful, Sarcee.

      Sarcee patted her nose, then, drawing on their combined magic, shrank into the form of a rat. Sarcee twitched his nose then raised a paw in farewell. I will be back soon. Maybe I will get lucky and find Shikoba. The link is certainly stronger. She must feel us near, too. If I get close enough, I will reach out to her with my mind. He turned and ran into the darkness vanishing from sight.

      Obsidian shuffled over to the wall of rock, eyeing the pink rock. It looked delicious. She ran her tongue over the vein, tasting it. It popped and fizzed and sizzled under her saliva and tasted utterly divine. Lips pulled back in a satisfied grin, Obsidian breathed on the rock, heating its surface. The slag melted away around the vein, exposing the delicious blush of onyx. She snapped off the exposed vein, crunching into the sweet core. She moved around the face of the rock, filling her belly. With energy surging along her veins and her hunger curbed, she turned away from the rock to study the abyss that yawned away into the darkness. The trickle of water that had accompanied them into the amphitheatre had grown in size. Obsidian’s head rose as she checked the heavens. It was late afternoon. Soon it would be dark. Her eyes swept around the amphitheatre. It did not appear that the water rose to the height of the ledge. There was a clear line about twenty human paces above the passage. If she was going to discover the depth of the hole below her, it had better be now before the ocean dumped its contents into the hole.

      With a roar and a gout of flame, Obsidian dove off the ledge and plunged into the depths below. She set a course that spiralled her down into the darkness, skimming over the walls as she descended. She kept up a steady stream of flame, illuminating the growing darkness as she descended. The walls were coated in vegetation. Seaweed draped from numerous locations on the wall, but it was not alive. Rather, it acted as a host to a large variety of parasitical plants that fed off the rotting vegetation. Vines twisted around the hanging detritus, their long tendrils curling into the air, reaching toward Obsidian as she swam past. She eyed the strange plant, wondering at its purpose. Curious, she snagged a claw into the next ringlet that stretched her way.

      Pain flashed up her arm as a bolt of energy seared along the nerves of her arm. The plant curled around her claw and snaked its way up her arm with alarming speed, stretching as she tried to back away. Other tendrils, recognizing prey, abandoned their search to focus on the dragon, making a beeline toward Obsidian. She roared with anger then shot a white hot jet of fire at the plant, reducing it to a smoking smear. The vine rope released her and dropped into the abyss. Furious, she moved into the center of the darkness and raked the walls with flame. The vines crackled, popping as the water in their veins boiled and burst.

      Rustling noises filled the silence, starting low then growing in volume until the chamber echoed with the sounds. Obsidian blasted another jet of light into the darkness. The bright flash illuminated a writhing, twisting fury of flailing tendrils, whipping about the cylinder. Obsidian dove straight down, weaving in and out of vines that sizzled with energy. One touched her tail. She roared again at the stinging touch. More reached for her, and she laid down a blast of flame that melted the grasping growth. She spiraled down, casting her fire in a vortex, but every time she paused to gasp for air and stoke the fires of her core, more tendrils touched her scales.

      It wasn’t just that she was bleeding physically, but that the plants were draining energy from her core where she created the combustion that fueled her flame. She could feel her fires dimming with each touch. Conversely, the plants grew faster, the touch swelling their stems and birthing new tendrils on the hardening core. Obsidian knew she couldn’t continue to be touched by the ravenous plants. She would be weakened beyond her ability to fight back. She increased the speed of her plummet into the pit, searching for a place to hide from the carnivorous creepers. Another vine touched her, this time on her head and she roared, blinded by the pain. The bottom of the pit rushed up to meet her. By the time her vision cleared, the collision was inevitable. She crashed into a muddy bottom covered by sea water. Water was flung into the air as she sank below the surface. The plants did not follow, and Obsidian swam below the surface, searching for where the water drained to when the tides receded.

      Shivering with nerves and residual pain, Obsidian felt the brush of Sarcee’s mind, filled with concern. She also felt a pulse from Shikoba, as though she was vaguely aware of her presence. The comforting presence strengthened her resolve. Obsidian shot a jet of hissing fire through the murky depths. She saw a hole in the rock directly ahead in the reflected light, and she shot toward it. It was a dangerous decision, as she could only hold her breath for so long before succumbing to oxygen depravation. Every use of her fire depleted her oxygen stores, shortening the time until she was critically low.

      Obsidian dove into the dark depths of the underwater opening and shot another thin stream of flame ahead over her to light the way. The cave was full of jagged teeth, glowing in the dark as she swam past. The cave elongated and twisted to the right then rose. She reached out and found she could grasp the rocks of the sloping floor easier than trying to swim uphill, something that was inherently difficult for a dragon. Scrabbling with her claws, she climbed up the steepening floor. The cave narrowed at one point, and she had to squeeze by the narrow opening. On the other side, she saw a shimmering surface. With the last of her strength, she forced her head above the water. Obsidian gasped in great quantities of air and crawled out of the water onto a sandy curve of shoreline in the underground cave. Her legs quivered as she sank down onto the sand, laying her head on the ground and panting. The sand swirled away from the puffs coming from her flared nostrils. The numbing touch of the plants had left swollen mounds all over her body. They itched and stung in equal measure. Her eyelids sank with exhaustion. Curling her tail around her body, she closed her eyes and slept.
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      Casper dragged the two teens out from under the ledge and flung them bodily against the rock wall. Their heads collided with the solid surface, and they crumpled to the ground. Neither stirred as he turned around. Naked anger filled his eyes, his face a blackened thundercloud. He trembled with fury. Lightning licked his fingertips.

      “How did they get down here?” Casper roared to the guards who had come running after hearing the disturbance. Ten guards dashed around the corner, brandishing swords and double-bladed axes. They filled the hallway wall to wall. The lead man halted short of the angry wizard, attempting to maintain a safe distance while still obeying the implied order to investigate the disturbance. “No one is to know of this level of the mine, so I repeat, what are they doing down here? Answer me!”

      “Sir, we did not see them enter. They did not come through the checkpoints. They are manned day and night. There is no way they could pass.” The one who spoke was the captain of the mine guards. Tall and white-haired, he had the gaunt features of one who had spent too much time in the dark. “Forgive me, but they are children. Perhaps they escaped one of the crews? We will question them for you and find out what they know.” He took a hesitant step forward and was halted by the lethal narrowing of Casper’s eyes.

      “You are also where you should not be. That was a mistake, Captain. My exact orders were that no human eyes but mine were to lay eyes on what is in the lower caves. For that and for the presence of these children, you will be punished.” Casper raised his hands and lightning shot from his fingertips, a bolt for each man. The lighting stabbed into their chests. They fell, dead before they hit the ground.

      Casper bent over the bodies of the two children, checking for pulses in their necks. They still breathed. The girl was dressed in cook’s scrubs and had a bruise on her temple but otherwise seemed unharmed. The boy was dirty, his clothing ragged and torn. Dirt crusted under his finger and toenails. His feet were bare. Blood oozed from his nose, which was bent to the side, obviously broken. Casper muttered a spell, and the bodies rose into the air, Then with a twitch of his fingers, they bobbed toward him. Casper stepped over the bodies littering the corridor and made his way down the passageway, the limp children bobbling along behind him like feathers in the wind. They followed him when he took the right fork twisting slightly in the breeze that flushed the tunnel with fresh air.

      Casper took the curving staircase that wound down to the cavern below, normally hidden from prying eyes by the guards above. Someone was curious about their find in the deep recesses of the mine. Perhaps it was an innocent curiosity and perhaps not.  He was going to figure it out, though. There was no room for errors, not this late in the game.
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      The rope tightened under Marsai’s arms, eliciting a grunt. The scree on the rock face was hazardous underfoot, and she had lost count of the number of times she would have plummeted to her death had it not been for Chutzpa’s rock-climbing skills. The makeshift harness worked like a charm. With a grateful sigh, she placed her cold feet on the solid ground of the chosen ledge. Chutzpa let out a little slack, and Marsai pulled the harness over her head and secured the line by tying it around a rock at the base, snugging the knots tight with the twists and folds he had taught her. She tugged at the rope then gave him a thumbs-up signal that all was secure.

      They had decided to try the descent in the early morning, when shadow lay against the face of the escarpment, but the early light illuminated enough of the immediate area to find foot and hand holds. Chutzpa had convinced her that she should go first, as he needed to set the lines as they went and she could secure the bottom of the rope while he set the return belays in place. Marsai lifted her hand and shaded her eyes, squinting to see past the gloom. She heard a scraping sound, and the rope tightened. She sat down on the rock as instructed, in case the rope loosened. This way she would feel it slide and be able to grab it before it totally got away. Marsai peeked over the edge of the ledge. It was still a long way down, and a fall from her current height would still be deadly. She dragged her eyes away from the edge, taking a deep breath to steady her fear. She didn’t like heights.

      The rope jerked again, and she heard another pinging sound, as Chutzpa set the next pin. He moved swiftly through the holds, much faster than her descent had been. In short order, he dropped the last foot to the ledge. He pulled his rope off and set it aside waiting for the return trip up the rock, should they need it.

      “That was the worst of it. From here on, we will take the trail to the left.” He coiled the rope, stepping carefully over it to stand beside Marsai. “Do not be concerned. If the animals can navigate the trail safely, so can we.” Marsai frowned at him then studied the small passage that led away from the shelf. It was barely a foot-length wide, which meant they had to travel single file. “Grab on to the scrub brush as you pass. It will steady your footing. But don’t pull on it or use if for leverage in any fashion. It may pull away and then you will be off balance and could fall. But if you grasp it lightly, it will be fine. Here, watch me.” Chutzpa walked ten paces out along the path then turned and walked back, lightly running his finger along the scraggy brush growing in crevices of rock and scree. “Ready to go?”

      Marsai shrugged and got to her feet. “I think I should go first and then you can catch me if I slip.”

      “I was going to suggest that. Ladies first.” He smiled encouragingly, offering his hand to help her up. She placed her hand in his and then preceded him out onto the snaking trail. She moved slowly at first, feeling her way with her feet. When the rock remained solid under her boot, she gained confidence and moved at a quicker pace. Neither of them wanted to be caught on the cliff side when the full light of day flashed onto the face. Chutzpa watched their back trail and occasionally glanced at the sky, checking to see if they had been discovered. All remained silent, other than the occasional rumble of a wagon moving down the switchback. The metal rims of the wheels clanged on the rough paving of the road and the wagons creaked. Sporadic squealing filled the air when the driver applied the brakes.

      An hour later, they reached level ground. Chutzpa wasted no time in leading Marsai out onto the rolling plain. The wagons were little more than dusty smudges in the distance. They had planned their crossing of the plain carefully, noting the schedule of the previous caravans. This small window afforded the best chance to reach the first set of concealing hills before the next lumbering caravan reached the summit.

      “Shamankas, would you please?” Chutzpa paused in the shade of one of the few trees to grow in the sandy soil.

      Marsai held out her hands. Gripped in her right fist was the gourd she favoured. It was oval-shaped with a tapered handle and painted with blue and white waves depicting water. She shook the gourd over Chutzpa and herself, chanting in the sing-song voice of her people. Her feet moved to the spirit dance. As her voice rose, water sprinkled out of fine holes, splashing onto them both. After a few moments, the chanting slowed. When she fell silent, she put the gourd away.

      “We are ready. The sun will complete the illusion.” She stepped out of the shade and into the brilliant sunshine. She shimmered as though standing in a bank of fog. When the sun struck the fog, the fog cleared and Marsai vanished.

      Chutzpa grinned. “I can make out your form, but only because I know where to look for you. That is excellent!” He followed her out into the sunlight and promptly vanished as she had. “We can sneak right up to the mine entrance now.”

      “Remember what I told you. If anyone touches us, the illusion will drop and they will see us for the intruders we are. We must gather disguises before we are discovered.” She took a step toward the distant sea, glistening with reflected sunlight. Chutzpa fell in beside her.

      Thirty minutes of walking brought them to the final hilltop. Below, the land flattened and ran to the shoreline. The tallest vegetation consisted of foot-tall grasses gathered in clumps. Feathery seed heads waved gently in the onshore breeze. To the right, a wooden fence made of tree trunks ran the perimeter of a compound composed of squat wooden structures built in a row.  Each contained a door that led into a small building. Chutzpa counted twenty in total. A wooden dock ran across the front and wagons backed up to it. The wagon they had been following was stopped at the gates, handing paperwork over to a burly guard. The guard handed the papers to a companion then stepped toward the wagon to do an inspection.

      “Come on, the gate is open. This is our chance to slip through.” Chutzpa took her hand, and they ran toward the sharpened spikes of the fence together. Double gates were open wide, and two guards inspected the cargo. Keys rattled and unlocked a small window. The guard on the right stuck his head in to peer around the dim interior. His head came out and slammed the window shut with a grunt of disgust, locked it, then walked around to the back. Chutzpa tugged Marsai to the far right, squeezing in around the gate post, keeping as much room as possible between them and the guard. A quick check right and left showed no one was in their immediate vicinity. They ran for the corner of the first building, dashing up the steps and across the boardwalk, then dropped down into the narrow space between buildings. It was barely wide enough for them to stand side by side, but it afforded the best cover to watch what was in the wagons.

      The wagon at the gate was released. The driver brought the team around and backed the wagon into an empty spot three wagons down from them. The two men got down from the driver’s seat and walked around to the back of the tumbril. A large padlock hung from thick iron chains that were threaded through two large handles, locking the doors shut. The shorter of the two, a pudgy man with a thick beard carried a ring of skeleton keys that jangled in his meaty fist. He fished the proper key from the bunch and shoved it into the lock, turning it with a loud click. The chains were pulled away and the doors flung open.

      “Get out, you scurvy rats. Your masters are waiting.”

      He reached in and pulled a young man out of the interior. Two rings of iron bound his wrists with a chain dangling in between. His feet were similarly banded at the ankles. The rough iron cut the tops of their feet and dried blood was joined by fresh as the scabs were torn away by the sudden movement. The lad was chained to his companions and as he moved forward, they followed in a clanking line. A filthy, squalid band of humanity stumbled from the cage, blinking in the bright sunlight.

      Marsai hissed with anger. Most of the prisoners were little more than children. Some were children. Their hair was matted with sweat and grease and their clothing ripped, exposing the striping of whips and bruising. The variety of injuries was shocking. Most of the weeping cuts were infected, their edges raw and puffy. The young men were stripped to the waist and not one back had been spared the lash.

      They hurried to catch up with the longer strides of the older kids. Their muddy faces were tear-streaked and stained. The youngest appeared to be six or seven years of age. Haunted stares took in their surroundings, naked with fear. In total, Marsai counted twenty slaves in the huddling mass. Chutzpa tensed beside her, and Marsai placed a restraining hand on his bicep. It was rock hard. His body was tensed to spring.

      “Stand down, Chutzpa. Remember why we are here. They are just the latest to arrive. Remember your brother. Remember Shikoba.”

      Chutzpa growled, “I will beat those slavers to a bloody pulp when I get the chance. They are mine.” The vehemence of his words was punctuated by the quiver that shook his body. “I want blood.”

      “And you shall have it, if it is necessary. Now watch.”

      The prisoners were shuffled off the boardwalk and through the doors. The building didn’t appear to be large enough to hold them all, but they soon disappeared inside.

      Chutzpa tensed to jump up on the boardwalk, intent on following the children, but Marsai hissed, “Stay still!” She clamped an iron grip on his forearm, halting his advance. “Look,” she whispered as she pointed to a second wagon that was backing in beside the first. This one was not a tumbril. It was a plain wagon with low sides, loaded with wooden boxes all the same size. Lettering was burnt into the blond wood in a language foreign to Chutzpa.

      “That lettering is not Shadrian. It is not Tunisian, either. It belongs to the Citadel. It is a language that only the emperor understands.”

      Chutzpa’s head swiveled to stare at her. “What are you saying?”

      Marsai frowned. “I have had reason for a very long time, to believe that the emperor is not of Gaia.”

      “Not of Gaia? You mean not of Shadra.”

      “No. I mean not of Gaia.”

      “Where do you think he is from?” Chutzpa’s mind was still on the emperor. “And what,” he gestured at the new wagon, “do you think is in those wagons?”

      Marsai shrugged. “I don’t know,” she whispered, “but I think we had better find the answer to both of those questions.”

      She watched as workers came out onto the dock carrying buckets of soapy water. They entered the wagons and sloshed the water across the floor then scrubbed the human filth from them, washing it out the sides and rear of the tumbril. Once the initial flush was completed, they spread a caustic lime on the floor and covered it with straw. The lime would kill any disease elements in the wagon, which were easily swept out on reaching its destination. A stooped woman waved a hand at the crew of the second wagon as they left, indicating that they were finished with their task.

      The crew got to their feet and shuffled over to the waiting boxes, hefting them into their arms and carrying them over to the waiting wagon. It took the better part of half an hour to load it.

      Just as they were finishing the task, the door opened and a guard stuck out his head. “The master instructs that you take your break right now. There are ten more tumbrils about to arrive. He wishes them all to be loaded and on the road back to the Citadel before dark.”

      Grumbling rose from the men, but they hurried toward the door, obediently answering the summons. An odour of boiled cabbage wafted from the open portal. It abruptly cut off when the door closed behind them. Silence fell.

      Chutzpa craned his neck out to check to see what else might be transpiring on the boardwalk. The next closest wagon with activity was located ten wagons away, the workers intent on loading their cargo of woven sacs. Chutzpa was up and onto the boardwalk in a flash and with light steps ran over to the wagon. He stepped into the wagon, pulling a pocket knife as he approached the first crate. It was nailed shut. He pushed the blade under the edge of the lid, working it in as deep as he could force it and pried on the handle, moving the nails up by small increments. He was careful to not force a creak from the wood, but worked his knife with a silent swiftness until all the nails were loosened. He pulled off the top. Inside the crate was a round object wrapped in a soft cotton blanket. Rather than unwrap it within the wagon, he snatched up the object and then replaced the lid and then sat on it, allowing his weight to force the nails back down in their holes. With a quick glance, he checked to be sure the way was clear, then picked up the heavy bundle and hurried back over to the franticly waving Marsai.

      Chutzpa dropped back over the edge just in time. The door to the small room opened again and out trundled the workers. Some were wiping the remains of soup from their lips with the back of their hands, grumbling about not getting enough to live on. The two drivers were right behind the workers. They paused to close and chain the doors on the back of the tumbril, locking it with a twist and click of the iron padlock.

      “Quiet, you curs,” said the guard, who took up his position in front of the door. “Your next wagon will deliver its cargo to station nine. It is due to arrive in ten minutes. I suggest you get a move on.”

      Marsai and Chutzpa melted back into the relative safety of the space between the buildings as the echo of the men’s boots faded away. Chutzpa shifted the heavy object in his arms.

      “Why did you have to take it? You could have examined it and left it behind. How are we supposed to carry that around?” Marsai whispered, shaking her head in disbelief at his brash actions.

      “There wasn’t time. This was faster. If it was anything dangerous, they would have put guards on it.”

      Marsai raised a skeptical eyebrow, her arms crossed over her chest. Chutzpa could almost hear her foot tapping with annoyance. “Unless the object is too dangerous for guards. They did lock the crates in an impenetrable tumbril.” She grabbed his arm, pulling further back into the short alley. “What do you propose to do now? We can’t follow the slaves down into the mines. Especially with you carrying that.” She nodded toward the linen hugged to his chest.

      “The mines start here?” he asked, surprised. They were a long distance from the coast.

      “Of course, they do. Where do you think all those children are? Do you hear them?” Chutzpa shook his head. “This is a doorway. I am sure if we were to open the doors, we would discover a set of stairs leading down into the mines. Hallways that are well guarded.”

      “That makes sense.” Chutzpa edged to the end of the alley, his eyes searching the compound. “Well, there is a more official entrance back there,” he said, jerking his head to the left. A larger structure stood two stories tall with a great glass dome rising from the top. The dome rose another two stories into the air.

      Marsai joined him, peering past his arm at the imposing structure. “That building is promising. Officials would be found in a heavily guarded building like that one. I think we should try to get inside.”

      Chutzpa pulled back from the edge, then knelt on the ground. “Okay, but first I want to see what this is.” He unwound the wrappings. As they slid off, a round object was revealed. Ebony black, the ball sucked in all the light in the vicinity. Chutzpa shivered as a chilly breeze drifted up from the ball. Its touch was the freezing cold of death.
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      Shikoba woke to rough hands hauling her to her feet. Bleary-eyed, she didn’t immediately recognize the broad-shouldered dark outline of the man who dragged her to a stand as though she weighed nothing more than a child. Instinctively, she struck out at the figure, but before she could strike her attacker, her chains tangled and her fisted upper cut intended for his chin bounced harmlessly off his shoulder.

      A deep laugh filled the cell and Shikoba blinked. Casper stood in front of her, eyeing her pathetic efforts with a jaundiced eye.

      “Flail away, Shikoba. You can’t hurt me.” He leaned in closer, pushing his face into hers, a dark scowl flattening his lips. He stopped with a bare inch separating their noses. “But I can hurt you,” he said in a soft, dangerous voice. Shikoba’s eyes widened. When she remained still, he straightened. “I have been sent to bring you to the emperor. Your service is required.” His eyes took in the moccasins on her feet and then strayed to the mask. He picked it up and handed it to her. “You are to bring this, too.”

      Shikoba took the mask from him, then followed Casper out of her cell. He grabbed her elbow and shoved her out ahead of him, allowing her to lead the way along the dark corridor. He grabbed a torch from the bracket by the door. Its flickering light threw his shadow beside hers. It was much larger than her own despite being cast a longer distance. His hollow footsteps behind her caused a shiver to race up her spine. She stiffened, refusing to give in to fear, to show fear.

      When they passed the next torch, Shikoba raised her chained hands to grab it from the wall bracket, bringing it around in front of her. Casper’s head swung in her direction at the sound. He chuckled, and her mouth tightened.

      “You have not changed at all, Shikoba. I can read your every thought, just like I always did. Still afraid of the dark?” he taunted. “Rail against your fate, all you want. You have no life now but to serve our master. The emperor will accept nothing but your complete subjugation. You belong to him.”

      “Pangolin dung,” Shikoba spat, her chin lifting. “I belong to no one. I am my own woman.”

      Casper laughed. “Not even to the witches? Do you always lie to yourself, Shikoba? Does that necklace cloud your reality as well as your loyalties? You are of Shadra, of Gaia. Yet you believe the lies of snake charmers.”

      “Snake charmers?” She spat over her shoulder. “Are you not bonded to a dragon? Are you not part of a triad merger, Casper? Do you think so little of the bond?”

      “Ah, but there is a difference, isn’t there? I am not subservient as you are. I am the one in control. My dragon and my Dragonmerger Djinn are enslaved to my will. They serve me. I am their master, and I answer to my master. He is your master too now. If you have not been made to swear to the emperor yet, you will. You will swear loyalty or die. That is your reality, Shikoba, the only one that matters.”

      Shikoba walked in silence, considering his words. “Where are we going?”

      “To an area of the mines that few ever visit. My master does not allow random visitors. You are special, indeed, if he felt the need to summon you.” Casper’s voice hardened. “Do not think to usurp my position. I will kill you if you try.”

      Shikoba threw back her head and laughed. “Usurp your position? Why would I want to grovel on the ground? Don’t worry. The dirt is all yours.” A blow fisted her in the back. She stumbled to the ground, dropping her torch where it rolled away. A boot came up and caught her in the ribs. She gasped, her breath leaving in a whoosh. Shikoba folded over, wrapping her arms around her middle and clutching her arms against the pain.

      “Get up, witch.” Casper reached down and dragged her to her feet by her hair. Shikoba’s eyes watered in agony. “Leave the torch. I don’t know why I allowed you to have it in the first place. Move!” he bellowed giving her another shove.

      Shikoba stumbled down the dark hallway, clutching her tender midriff. The lack of light and the uneven floor made tripping a real possibility, so she reached out with her hands to trail them along the wall. A high-pitched tapping sound came from the darkness, growing louder with each step. The tunnel sloped up slightly then rounded a curve. The sound grew louder as the dark tunnel opened onto an enormous cavern. Funnel-shaped and several stories tall, the walls were lit with torches stuck into the walls in concentric rings.

      The wide ledges were full of people. Shikoba froze as her mind processed the images before her. She halted in mid-stride, staring at the small, slumped bodies huddled around outcroppings of rock, chained together in sets of three and four. They lifted picks, slamming them against the stone with as much force as their skinny arms could muster, but the picks were heavy and had little effect. Others gripped hammers and chisels. Those who were closest to their position at the top of the room heard the clanking of her chains. Faces turned in her direction, and Shikoba gasped in horror. The slaves below were all children. Misery was etched into their features, haunted with fear and hopelessness. Their hollow-eyed gazes made a solid lump swell in Shikoba’s throat. She tried to swallow past the painful grip, but she could not dislodge the paralysis.

      “You disgusting pig.” Shikoba spun on the spot and launched herself at Casper. Her fist connected with a satisfying thud against Casper’s throat. He choked then grabbed her by the front of her tunic and clouted her with the back of his fisted glove. Shikoba’s head snapped back, and she stumbled back a few paces. The mask tumbled out of her grip, clattering on the stone. Her lip gushed blood from a deep split. She spat on the floor, angrier than she had ever been in her life. She lifted both hands to wipe at the blood, smearing it across her cheek. “You filthy animal.” Shikoba spat at Casper. The bloody spittle fell with a splat onto the toe of his boot, sliding off the side in a wet squish. “How could you sink so low?” She pointed with both hands toward the pit. “I will kill you for what you have done to your people. You are a traitor.”

      Casper smiled a grim smile. “You think I like this? You think I am happy about this? You would be wrong, Shikoba. But our master decrees it. Neither you nor I have any choice any longer. He needs the children to reach the deepest depths of the mines. Places the adults cannot go. This is the way it is.” His face hardened. “You will do as you are asked and serve him, or he will see to it that your fate is much worse than what you see below. It will make their fate seem a pleasant stroll across the tundra.”

      Shikoba spat again. Casper moved his boot. “I will not serve the emperor.”

      “You already serve him. The only question now is, will you serve him faithfully in life or mortally in death? The choice is yours, Shikoba.” Casper clamped a steel grip onto her arm and dragged her over to the mask. “Pick it up.”

      Shikoba bent down and picked up the mask. Casper’s grip tightened, and he shoved her forward, toward a staircase that descended to the lower levels.

      Shikoba stumbled down the staircase in the murky light, trying to feel her way. The light from Casper’s torch cast shadows over the rough staircase, and the going was treacherous. She hugged the wall. There was no railing to grasp if she fell, and a fall over the side would certainly kill her. She hazarded a quick glance over the side. It was a five story drop to the cold stone floor below. She idly wondered if it would be better if she flung herself over the edge and took away the emperor’s prize, but she quickly discarded the thought.

      Not now, anyways, she thought. First I need to discover what this is all about. If there is a chance of freeing these children, I need to find it. Maybe if I had Obsidian nearby to enhance my abilities. With that thought, she reached out to the dragon through the bond but could not get through to her. She was closer, she could feel it. T the bond was less fuzzy. Sarcee, can you hear me? Sarcee? A faint buzzing reached her mind, but she couldn’t make out if it was communication or her pounding headache.

      At the third level, Casper said, “Take the tunnel to the left.”

      Shikoba turned into the dark passageway, glad to leave the pit of children. She took one last look at it, fixing in her mind the horrible doom of their reality.

      “Where are you taking me?” she said, without any real interest or expectation of an answer.

      “To the antechamber of the ancient Naga-loka,” said Casper in a flat voice.

      “To the what?” gasped Shikoba, surprised out of her anger. She had never heard of the Naga-loka, except in legend. “Is this a joke?”

      “It is no joke. Surely you remember the legend, Shikoba? Well, the master has found it, the ancient city of Naga-loka.”

      Shikoba did remember. Naga-loka was a legendary world associated with the creation myth of the naga. One of the plays performed by the tribal dancers every spring re-enacted the birth of the first naga. The play told the story of the first tribal queen, the Phan-Shamankas, and her capture by the Naganese, an extinct coastal tribe. Legend told that she was desired by their people due to her magical abilities and forced by the Naganese to marry their chieftain.

      The outraged Shadrian gathered their fiercest warriors and brought siege and battle to the ancient coastal town. They took the town and slaughtered all who resisted within its walls. But it was too late for the tribal queen. She gave birth to a half-serpent, half-human baby. Afraid that it was a cursed child, she tossed it into the sea, along with the rest of the people of Naga-loka. Not one was left alive in the village. The queen left with the warriors and returned to her home, and a great feast was held. From that moment on, the legend of the naga was born.

      “What is it that the emperor thinks he has found?” Shikoba could not deny that she was curious. “What does he hope to accomplish, digging around to unearth myth?”

      “The emperor does not share his full plans with me.” Shikoba snorted and a muscle in Casper’s cheek jumped as his face flushed red. His fist tightened. “The emperor has unearthed a weapon of great power. He intends to possess it.”

      “A weapon?” Shikoba laughed. Her voice was full of skepticism. “Legend does not speak of any weapon. He is chasing ghosts.”

      “If he is chasing ghosts, then the ghosts have bodies. You will see. Move.” He shoved her forward and they started off again. This time the tunnel sloped down and to the right. As they walked, the torches affixed to the walls were smaller and more frequent. The ceiling lowered until the top of the torch carried by Casper trailed across it, the smoke from the pitch billowing into clouds of black. Shikoba coughed as the smoke thickened. Casper grabbed a smaller torch and stowed the one he had been carrying. The darkness shrank in on them, and Shikoba was forced to stay closer to him. His shadow enveloped hers, and she shivered as her aura was swallowed by his.

      The tunnel twisted in serpentine swings, right to left to right, with no rhyme or reason. The walls rounded, abandoning the oval shape normally associated with tunnels created by humans. The air was heavy and damp with the salty tang of the sea, mixed with the musty odours of stagnant waters. She wrinkled her nose but said nothing. Water seeped through the rock, staining the walls like sweat and running down to create slick ribbons that tested her footing. She had to slow to keep her feet from sliding out from under her body. Shikoba’s right foot hit a patch, and she stumbled into the rock, scraping her cheek against the curve of the ceiling.

      Swearing, she turned back to Casper. “I need a torch or I will split my skull in this passage. I can’t see a cursed thing!”

      “Take the next one we pass,” he grunted as Shikoba slipped again.

      She grabbed the tiny torch from the bracket as she went by and sighed a small sigh of relief when she could see the immediate space in front of her feet. She didn’t need if for much longer, for a couple of turns later, the tunnel merged into an immense cavern, twice the size of the pit they had just left. She walked up to the railing to take in the sight. Stairs led down to the floor below, and similar-sized tunnels opened onto the space, but it wasn’t the dark recesses that caught her eye. It was the sparkling light cascading off the walls. Everything was made of the jewels. The walls, the floor, even the ceiling were covered in gemstones of every kind. Fat rubies and oval sapphires; chunky emeralds and bulging opals; spikes of amethyst and rivers of turquoise; and a thousand stones she could not identify covered every surface, like a swarm of beetles.

      There was but a single flat area paved in gold within the chamber. The road of sorts led to a pair of giant fretworked gates made of a silvery substance with a buffed finish. They rose to touch the cathedral-like ceiling. But none of this splendor attracted Shikoba. It was the thin ribbon of humanity that captured her gaze. In front of the gates huddled a group of ten children. They were guarded by a ring of men. Even from a distance, she could see the terror that gripped their bodies.

      “Casper. What does the emperor really want with the children?” she whispered, steeling herself for the answer.

      Casper moved up beside her to stand at the railing.

      “They are offerings to the naga. The children are taken by the naga in exchange for that which the emperor seeks.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Magic.”
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      The true horror of the fate of the children washed over Shikoba in a sickening swoop. The emperor is sacrificing children to a monster? What kind of a beast is he? She thought about all the emptied villages, of the people stolen away, whole families taken to serve in the mines. Her mind also flickered to Chutzpa, but she ruthlessly pushed it away. He was not of Shadra, and his problems had to take a second seat. Her focus had to be on her people and her mission. She could not forget her mission, despite the obscene abuses surrounding her.

      “Where are their parents?” said Shikoba, gesturing to the children. The chains on her wrists rattled. “What has happened to your people, Casper, while you serve your monster of a master?” She turned around, her expression so fierce that Casper took an involuntary step backward. “Did you betray your family? Did you betray your mother, the Shamankas, to the emperor, Casper?” Her voice fell to a whisper. “Did you betray my mother, the tribal queen, too?” His eyes shuttered, hiding his emotions. His face turned to stone. “If you betrayed them, you are a worse monster than any naga could be. You disgust me.” Shikoba’s stormy eyes stabbed into Casper’s, a hazel tempest flung into the dark abyss of cruelty.

      Casper’s mouth twisted into an ugly grimace. He grabbed her arm, forcing her down the steps to the left. “Do not worry about my family, Shikoba. Worry about your own.” He pushed her ahead of him onto the steep steps and steered her onto the golden road at the bottom. The clanking of her chains drew the eyes of the children. They stared at her in fear, moving into a tighter ring as she approached.

      Shikoba wanted to weep. She loved children. She pasted a watery smile on her lips as she approached them hoping that they were not afraid of her, but of the hulking man behind her bristling with weapons. She caught a glance at her reflection in the shimmering surface of the road and realized that her cheek was streaked with blood. Her lip was swollen and purple, and blood stained her clothing. She looked like what had happened to her and was relieved to see a worried smile cross the face of the oldest of the children. It quickly faded when she glanced at Casper. By their reactions, she understood that this was not the first time they had seen the wizard.

      Casper ignored the huddled children, walking Shikoba past them and up to the front of the gates, jerking her to a halt in front of the tall gleaming panels.

      “Why are we here?” Shikoba muttered, shooting Casper a murderous glare. But he was not looking her way. His attention was focused on the shadows to his left. Shikoba squinted into the darkness and took a step back as the shadows dissolved in to the body of Emperor Madrid. His mocking gaze latched onto Shikoba, and his mouth stretched in a mirthless smile. Casper bowed low, hands on knees. Shikoba did not. She would have crossed her arms with defiance had it been possible. She settled on a glare of hatred and turned her face away as he came closer.

      “Rise, Casper.” The emperor paused in front of Shikoba. He reached out with his thin-fingered hand and grasped her chin tight, then pulled it around so that she was forced to meet his gaze. “So, Shikoba, are you ready? Are you prepared to take these children’s place today? I hear the naga is hungry.” His smile widened, as his eyes took in the mask clutched in her right hand. “And thank you for bringing the mask. You have no idea what it does, do you? No idea of the power you hold in your fist? I see the truth of it in your eyes.” Shikoba reluctantly nodded her head, but she did not speak. “Come, I will teach you how to use it.” Madrid released her chin and turned to the doors. He flung his arms above his head, pressing the palms together with index fingers pointing toward the sky and spoke in an ancient language that Shikoba did not recognize. The murmuring continued as his palms separated. His arms lowered, the doors rumbling in response then they swung out toward them of their own accord. Madrid’s arms drifted in a perfect arc to rest at his sides.

      Shikoba gasped. There was a wall of water on the other side of the threshold. The water filled the entire space. Casper grabbed Shikoba’s arm and dragged her forward toward the doors. Alarmed, she struggled in his grip, but her resistance was futile. She could not swim. She had never been near this much water. Shikoba kicked out at Casper with a strength born of her fear. Her heel connected with Casper’s shin. Casper grunted with pain, but he did not slow. When they were within a foot of the watery recess, Casper gripped both of her upper arms, lifting her off her feet. She squirmed, trying to loosen his hold. With a mighty toss, she was flung into the opening. Shikoba’s scream was a piercing wail. The sound of her terror abruptly ceased as she pierced the invisible shield that separated the two realities and was swallowed by the water.

      Madrid moved his hands together in front of his body. The motion of the doors reversed and closed. Madrid hurried forward stepping between the doors and across the threshold into the watery abyss.

      Casper did not follow. The doors swung closed with a hollow boom. He stood still a moment longer than he had for the other victims. He drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly, then retraced his steps. There was no need to stand watch. Only his master ever returned from the other side.
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      Sarcee morphed from a fly to a fish just as he hit the barrier. He’d been hiding in Shikoba’s hair ever since she left her cell, but he couldn’t risk contacting her with Casper so close. He would know of the abilities of the Djinn. The danger was simply too high. Shikoba flailed in the water, her eyes bulging as she held her breath. Panicked movements caused her to sink further in the water. Sarcee swam around Shikoba’s head and stopped right in front of her eyes.

      Shikoba, it’s me! Calm down! There is air above you. Kick with your feet and push yourself up. Follow me. I will take you to the surface. Come on now. You can do it. Kick!

      Shikoba’s eyes widened, and she gave a slight nod and started kicking her feet with purpose. Sarcee led the way, wriggling his tail in front of her eyes as she pushed herself to follow her bond mate. The terror did not leave her face, but she managed to rein in enough of the fear to put her efforts into motion.

      Slowly they rose through the water. Sarcee swam in circles, urging Shikoba to move faster. Her face purpled as her air supply dwindled. Panic spread across her face as she struggled to get the air she needed.

      We are almost there! Push! Come on, Shikoba, don’t give up.

      She kicked harder. She thought she saw the water lightening above her, as though sunlight touched the surface. She worked her way toward the light, struggling with the last of her strength to reach the area where the water was brightest. Her head bobbed to the surface, and she gasped in a breath before she sank under the water again. Exhausted, she pushed herself above the surface once again, her arms and hands splashing the surface.

      Lay on your back, Shikoba, and rest for a moment. I will not let you sink. Sarcee increased his size and swam under her back as she turned over, so that he could support her while she rested. He hid in the folds of her tunic, wary of being spotted in the water.

      Shikoba gasped, sucking in the sweet air. She blinked away the salty water. It stung the open cuts inflicted by Casper, adding to the pain in her chest. Shikoba shuddered, trying to get control of herself. Before she could gather her thoughts, the water erupted beside her as a monstrous head exploded up out of the surface. It was followed by a long, sinuous body, covered in brightly covered scales. The head twisted toward her. Shikoba panicked and started to sink despite Sarcee’s support. The monster’s head tipped toward her, its mouth opening wide. Shikoba screamed as a blast of hot breath washed over her, pushing her up onto the surface of a giant wave.

      She was carried along with the white crest, tumbling in its grip, not knowing up from down. Choking on more sea water, she didn’t see the sand until her face smacked into the shoal, skidding away from the collapsing wave. She rolled onto her stomach, retching on the salt clogging her airways. Shikoba spat bile and the contents of her last meal onto the glistening sand. Her stomach heaved over and over until there was nothing left to throw up. A groan escaped her lips and she collapsed, exhausted beyond measure. A sharp object poked into her side. Dazed, she stared at it, not able to comprehend what it was. She shifted slightly to find the beak of the mask partly buried in the sand underneath her body.

      “Impressive. You managed to not let go of the mask.” Madrid stepped from the water, allowing the bubble of air he had conjured to collapse. His clothes were completely dry. “Why did you not call on the element of air to allow you to breathe, Shikoba? Are you really such a child of magic that the simplest forms of its use escape your notice? I had expected more from you.” He walked over to where she lay, quivering on the sand. He studied her for a moment, taking in her sodden tunic and dripping moccasins.

      Shikoba forced herself to sit up. Her mouth dropped open as she admired the interior of the palace for the first time. The shores of the hidden sea lapped against a shoreline made of sparkling crystals. Crystals that were an identical match to the one that she wore around her neck and that Casper no doubt wore beneath his wizard tunic. Her hand drifted to the crystals, and she picked up a handful. She let them slide through her fingers, then allowed her gaze to sweep the chamber. The sand ended and a lush jungle surged from the transition. Flowers grew in astounding variety and colour, crowding each other for space. A wide walkway of purest gold pavers cut through the vegetation.

      The road terminated at a massive structure. Eight fluted columns of grey marble embedded with swirling veins of gold held up a massive red-clay-tiled roof. At the roof of each column was a carved statue of a naga, its tail sinuously curling around the column to where it perched on the edge. Eyes of rubies stared back at Shikoba, and each mouth was open, displaying pearly white teeth and a flickering tongue. The gem-encrusted statues seemed to breathe. Under the roof was a simple grey granite slab mounted on a platform of obsidian glass. Beneath, the obsidian flames danced, as though the stone capped a portal to the underworld. Shikoba shivered at the thought. Beyond the temple, an underground city spread away on all sides. Shikoba’s eyes widened in awe. Thousands of people could easily live in the city. It could hold a hundred times the population of Shikoba’s village. She saw no signs of life, however. Nothing moved.

      “Tonight, my dear, you are going to be the guest of honour at a very special ceremony. Why, you could even say that without your presence, we couldn’t hold it.” Madrid grinned, motioning her toward the altar. “You know the legend of the Naganese? How they disappeared from Shadra never to be seen again? Well, here they are.” Madrid’s gesture encompassed the temple and the city beyond. “What, you can’t see them? Well, we are about to fix that. You, your gifts, and your treasures will be made to serve me and my army. Now step into the temple.” The smile faded from Madrid’s face. “It is time to begin.”
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      Chutzpa flung out his arm and pressed Marsai back against the stone wall. They waited, holding their breath as the squad of guards hurried past, the soles of their boots slapping the cold stone. The echo bounced against the walls. Chutzpa waited until they disappeared around the corner at the next junction before easing back into the hallway. It was the third patrol to pass by in very short order. Something had stirred up the guards. Chutzpa grabbed Marsai’s hand and pulled her out into the corridor to continue down the passageway. Caution would keep them alive.

      Marsai loosed her warning grip over girl’s mouth, pushing her out in front of her. “Follow Chutzpa, Tesha.”

      They had been fortunate to come across the girl as they were making their way through the vast facility. The stolen cloaks they wore would only disguise them in a crowd. They had paused behind a large pillar to discuss where to go next and how to get in when they’d spied Tesha. Marsai had recognized the girl when she’d come out through a heavily guarded door that they had been watching and had been carrying an empty tray. Anywhere that required guards was of interest to them.

      They had ambushed Tesha as she passed them by and led her to an empty room and questioned her about what lay beyond the doorway. At first, she had been tearful about all the inquiries. When Marsai mentioned that they were searching for Shikoba, Tesha’s lower lip had trembled with fear. It had all come out in a rush then that Shikoba was a prisoner of the emperor and that she was being taken to the one place no one wanted to be taken, the deep caverns that no one ever returned from. It had taken some convincing, but Tesha had finally agreed to guide them as far as she knew of the passages leading to the last of the prisoner cells.

      They were getting close to their goal, judging by the amount of patrols of the area. Chutzpa slid from doorway to column to shadow, leading them deeper into the underground labyrinth. The wide hall ended in an intersection with multiple doors leading off the landing. He motioned to them to remain still, then edged his way to the end of the wall and peered around it. He counted five pairs of doors, but only one set was guarded. Two bearded men stood by the doorway, standing with hands on the hilts of their swords to defend the door. Each wore a leather chest guard and leather pants, tucked into boots that ended midcalf. Their arms were bare and inked with tattoos.

      Chutzpa pulled back from the landing then fished in his pocket for a small hollow tube. From an inside flap of his cloak, he pulled two small darts. He was careful not to touch the needle’s sharp end, which was tipped with a slow-acting poison derived from the larvae of the Bushman beetle.

      Lord knows I have killed enough of those beetles protecting my trees! Finally, I can put those pests to good use. He had been unsure that he had brought along the substance, but when he searched his pack, he had found the dart tube and a package of darts tucked into the corner.

      Chutzpa slid a dart into the tube, leaned around the corner and took aim. He put his lips over the mouthpiece and breathed hard into the tube. With a soft phut, the dart shot from the tube and nicked the scalp of the first guard with the touch of a mosquito. The guard slapped at his head, scratched for a second and went back to attention. Chutzpa loaded the second dart and shot it at the other guard. It nicked his ear and he slapped at it, grumbling audibly about people leaving doors open to let in bugs.

      Chutzpa straightened, leaning against the wall. He started to count. One, two, three. Before he could reach a count of twenty, he heard two soft thuds. He peered around the corner. Both guards had collapsed, sprawling unconscious on the floor. Chutzpa gestured to the women to come forward.

      “Come, they are disabled. We must hurry before they are discovered.”

      “Shouldn’t we hide them somewhere?” said Tesha.

      “What will it matter? An unconscious guard or a missing guard, both will raise the alarm. Besides, I didn’t want to kill them for doing what they were hired to do.” He fished in his pocket for a small vial of the antidote, propping up against the nearest man. “I hope that they will be given the antidote. The poison is slow-acting. If they are discovered in time, they can be saved.”

      Marsai nodded, pleased. “The ancestors will bless our mission. You have shown the enemy kindness and mercy. We must hurry.”

      They fished the keys from the guards and unlocked the door, passing through to the dark passage beyond the threshold. They kept the keys so Chutzpa could lock the doors from the inside. “Hopefully this will slow them down while they find a way around this door.” He grabbed a torch from the wall to light their way. “Do you know where this goes, Tesha?”

      “I have only been this way once. It leads to the salt mines. There are thousands of prisoners down here.”

      “It sounds like the best place to search for my brother. Let’s go.” Chutzpa struck out down the hallway, leading the way. Tesha followed, and Marsai brought up the rear. She grabbed a second torch as she went, doubling the illumination at their feet. The walkway ended in three stairs that descended to different levels. Other halls crossed at intervals, but Chutzpa led them straight ahead, following an unidentifiable sound. The noise grew until it was possible to discern the sound of hammers and picks.

      The passage ended abruptly at a railing that overlooked a massive pit, full of people of every age and description. There were even children in the mix. Tesha trembled, seeing the chained slaves struggling to clear the rock from walls. The smallest children carried sacks slung over their backs, hauling the chipped salt to huge bins and dumping the rock into the mouth of hoppers that ran through crushing teeth on a rotating drum. The powered substance fell through a sifter and into burlap bags, stamped with the seal of the emperor.

      “The emperor’s forced tribute. So this is what the slaves are doing.” Marsai pinched her lower lip, considering the mine in front of her. “But why does he need so much? This is far more than was ever required in the past. He is stripping this mine clean.”

      “That must be what was in the bags we saw being loaded on the wagons,” said Chutzpa. “At least we know part of the puzzle. Look over there,” he said, pointing off to the right. A second machine ground away, but in this hopper was a black ore. The bags were stamped the same with an added symbol of a dragon. “What is that?”

      Marsai leaned over to peer past Chutzpa. “Black salt. The rarest of finds. Black salt is precious beyond measure. It is said to carry magical properties.”

      Chutzpa studied the hopper of black grains. “We need to get a sample of it, if we can,” he said.

      Tesha gasped. “There he is! There’s Deshi!” She pointed, jumping up and down “There! Do you see him? He’s the one in the lead, with the torn shirt carrying bags of black sand to the mine car. I can see the scar on his neck from the werecat attack when we were kids.” Tesha bounced up and down on her toes, tensing to turn to him.

      Chutzpa placed a hand on her arm, urging her to back away from the railing and into the shadow of rock. It afforded scant cover, but it was all they had. “Wait, Tesha, we need to think of a plan. You can’t go running to him.”

      Chutzpa’s gaze swept the mine, memorizing the details of the pit where Deshi slaved away filling carts. The mine carts were set on rails that disappeared into a hole in the cavern wall. Each car was set with a hand brake. Chutzpa noted that when the car was full, it was released and set on its way. Empty carts appeared at regular intervals at the other end of the track. Guards were stationed at both the entrance and the exit of the rails and at the loading stations. Chutzpa spied a red-haired youth, his hair matted with dirt and his face darkened with dust, carrying a heavy bag of black salt to the mine car. He moved slowly up the ramp and dumped the bag over the metal side into the cart then shuffled back down the ramp to take his place in line for his next sack.

      “Yes, I see him.” Chutzpa studied the area, marking the positions of the guards. The slaves were shackled by their feet alone, allowing them freedom to use their hands for their work. For the most part, they were minimally guarded, the focus being on the checkpoints of the entrances and exits from the chambers. The prisoners outnumbered the guards ten to one. An idea came to Chutzpa. He mulled it over, then reached into his pocket to withdraw the rest of his poisoned darts. The package contained a dozen of the deadly tips.

      “Tesha.” She turned her head, her fearful eyes darting to his. He gently grabbed her upper arms, staring into her wide eyes. “Do you think you can get close enough to Deshi to be able to give him a message? We need to alert the slaves to a rescue attempt, so they will be ready to act when the signal comes. Do you think you can do it without getting caught?” She nodded. “Okay, this is what I want you to do.” He leaned forward and whispered a long set of instructions to her. Tesha nodded her understanding.

      He turned to Marsai. “Did you bring Shikoba’s staff?” Marsai withdrew the shrunken spear from inside her robes and showed him the weapon. “Can you wield it? It is an instrument of magic, correct?”

      “Yes, I can wield it. What is your plan?”

      “Once Tesha has spoken to her brother and he has spoken to the others and confirms they are ready, we are going to take down these guards. I am going to focus on the ones on the level of the mine carts. Those guards must be taken out. I count a dozen guards in total protecting the mine carts and rails. I have a dozen darts. I must get close enough to take them all out. I cannot afford to miss. That means I will be exposed on the floor below. I need you to create a diversion, take their attention away from the pit. It would be great if you could bottle up the guards on the upper levels. Those up top are the older men and woman. Tell all you encounter to arm themselves and fight for freedom. They will only get one chance to break out. Here.” He tossed her the key rings. “Pass these out to those heading down the tunnels. They are bound to find locked doors at the other end. I will need to wait for your diversion before I can begin to take out the guards. I will have to rely on Deshi and his cell mates to take out the rest at that level.”

      “It is a bold plan, but I think it could work.” Marsai placed a hand on Tesha’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Be careful. Stick close to your brother. We will see you on the outside.”

      “Tesha, tell Deshi to stretch up super tall with his thumbs pointing up at the ceiling of the cavern when everyone is ready. I will be watching him like a hawk for the signal.”

      Tesha nodded that she understood, took a deep breath, and slunk away into the shadows.
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      Tesha crept down the steps, hugging the shadows and freezing when anyone focused in her direction. Being small had its advantages. So far she had descended three stories undetected. She was almost there. A guard came up the ramp, pushing a thin man ahead of him. Tesha sank behind a barrel of sand and held her breath as the pair walked past. She counted to five before allowing herself to peek around the side to see his retreating back. She judged the guard was far enough away to risk movement as she stood from her crouch.

      Tesha anxiously scanned the floor of the loading zone below for Deshi’s hair. It had a unique way of standing up on end at the back. His hair resembled the comb of a rooster, the way it stood up on end. That was how she always knew it was him. Her eyes swept the floor. He was nowhere to be seen. She searched the floor again. When she couldn’t locate him, panic welled up inside of her.

      Oh no! Where is he? What if he has been moved? What do I do now? Chutzpa’s words came back to her. He said he won’t lose sight of him. He must know where he is. He must be there.

      Easing out from behind the barrel, she moved to the top of the last staircase and hurried down with her head lowered. She hunched over at the bottom, just another slave going about her duties. Her robes dragged on the ground disguising her unbound feet. The last place she had spotted Deshi was at the far end of the terminus, loading another sack of black salt.

      She moved into a crowd of workers and shuffled along with them, adopting their miserable expressions, something that was not hard to do. She was feeling miserable and scared. Tesha passed by a mound of rough rocks waiting to be processed. A small abandoned hammer with a broken claw rested on the ground beside the mound and she picked it up. The one remaining claw was shiny and sharp as though it had been run through a grinder recently. She swiped it as she passed, carrying it in her right hand to blend in with everyone else. She crossed the yard and scooted out of the crowd as she neared the top of the ramp leading to the carts. Her frantic eyes searched the crowd for her brother.

      Off to her right, she could hear the buzz of gears, like a large sewing machine. She moved toward the sound, not meeting anyone’s eyes, while trying to keep everyone in sight. As she moved closer to the noise, she suddenly walked into someone. He grunted with pain as her hammer poked him in the stomach.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I should have watched where I was—”

      Her babbling voice was cut off suddenly when a voice said, “Tesha, is that you? What are you doing down here?” Tesha peered up into Deshi’s eyes, and suddenly his face was swimming in tears.

      “Deshi! Thank the ancestors! I have found you!” Her voice wobbled as her fear overwhelmed her for a second.

      “Tesha, get a grip. Now is not the time to lose it. Why are you down here?” He shifted the heavy bag of salt.

      “I am here with the Shamankas and a stranger. They are going to stage a break out. I came to tell you of the plan. I need to speak to you. Now.”

      Deshi glanced over his shoulder then forward. They were alone for the moment. “I can’t stay still. They will come to see what I am doing. I will walk slowly past you as I do my chores. Every time I pass, whisper the plan to me. Stay in the shadows. I will glance at you each time I pass so you know it is me and slow up as I go by. Make sure no one else hears, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      “Okay, I will be right back.”

      It took ten passes before she was able to relay the entire plan to Deshi. She waited in the shadows for Deshi to come back for an eleventh pass, but he didn’t return. Instantly Tesha’s fear ramped up as her adrenaline kicked in. Worry over whether or not he had been discovered made her dance on the spot, torn between staying put and searching for him. A shadow loomed up beside her in the dark, and she jumped as though she had been goosed.

      “Hey, it’s me. Quiet now, I am going to get you out of here.” He gave her a quick squeeze. “All is set. The word is being spread among the workers. I have told the children to move toward the carts. They are all arming themselves with their tools and getting into position.” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Now listen. We are going out through the mine tracks, too. It is the closest exit, and I am not going to allow you to try to flee any other way. You shouldn’t even be down here. If they catch you, you will be executed for sure, as a spy. So when the commotion starts, I want you to run past the battles and head for the front cart. I stashed a loose burlap bag there. Crawl under it and stay put. I will join you as soon as I cut the rope. Stay under the bag, no matter what you hear. Keep your hammer with you in case you are discovered. It is your only weapon.”

      He heard footsteps coming down the path. “Stay here until I return with a bag then follow me. When you see me give the signal in the loading zone, run for the lead mine cart. I will make sure none are in your way.” He moved off into the dark and Tesha waited as five more workers passed by going both directions. She made her way to a short wall that hid her more effectively.

      Deshi returned and nodded once as he passed her. Tesha slipped out behind him, following him to the staging area then shuffling off to the right, making for the furthest ramp. A group of guards watched her approach with suspicion. She went to one knee and ran her hands over the ground, as though she had dropped something. She didn’t want to stare at the guards. She tilted her head, watching Deshi from the corner of her eye. He trudged up the ramp and deposited his bag in the second cart, then turned and walked back down the dock. Another man bumped his shoulder and she saw him give a short nod. Deshi did not respond, but as he cleared the ramp, he paused and stretched, as though relieving the tension in his back. It was the signal.

      She straightened back up to see the guards on the mining carts lying on the ground. She had not seen anyone attack them, but she knew it to be Chutzpa’s darts. She leapt to her feet and moved toward the unguarded bridge. She had covered half the distance when she heard a whimpering sound. A boy, no more than six years old, was sitting on the ground behind the guards, bound hand and foot. His terrified eyes watched her approach. There was no way he could run away. On an impulse, Tesha scooped him up in her arms and carried him to the lead cart.

      With a boom and a whooshing sound, blue lightning sizzled from the upper levels of the pit. Barrels of torch oil exploded and flame rained down into the pit. Screams filled the air, some of surprise, some of pain, but many were the gleeful howls of the oppressed, scenting a chance at freedom. The workers rioted, scattering in every direction.

      In the confusion, Tesha climbed into the lead cart with the boy, settled him on her lap and then threw the burlap over them both, huddling down in the cart with the bags. She shushed him as he tried to cry out, murmuring that she was rescuing him and he must stay very, very quiet. He stilled in her arms and pressed his face into her shirt.

      Tesha heard footsteps on the dock and the clang of weapons striking the metal sides. The cars rocked with a heavy impact. Battles raged around her, but she dared not peek out from her sanctuary. The cart lurched, and then suddenly it was moving down the track and gaining speed fast. The sounds of the battle faded away as the cart zoomed along the rails and into the pitch black tunnel. The darkness was complete. Tesha could not see her hand in front of her face, not that she tried. She was busy bracing herself against the dips and surges, the cart tossing them around with the bags of salt. Alarmed, she knew she had no control over the destination or the swiftness of their travel. She chewed her lip. What if there were guards at the terminus of the tracks? What would she do then? Would there be any reason for guards at the other end? She didn’t know.

      She searched out the boy’s ties and freed his hands and feet, then gathered him back into her arms.

      “I’m Tesha,” she whispered. He did not answer. “You must do as I say when the cart stops. Stay still and quiet, okay?”

      The cart slowed as it rumbled over some logs. With a bang and a lurch, the cart bumped into the stationary one ahead of her. They sat still and quiet in the cart, listening for sounds. She heard nothing. She lifted the corner of the canvas and peeked out the side. They were still in the tunnel, but a lighter blackness was ahead, the illumination brightening then dimming. The cart lurched and moved forward. They rolled into a station of sorts. The lead cart was being unloaded by a group of slaves, who piled the bags onto other carts. Only one guard was present in the chamber that she could see. Once the cart was loaded, the guard left with the team of loaders, walking up the broad hallway. The dock emptied. As soon as the last man disappeared, Tesha jumped out of the cart with the little boy, standing him on his feet and pulling him toward the tunnel.

      She ran over to a lever that she guessed was the brake and released the empty carts. Ten of them zoomed out into the dark, hopefully to return with prisoners. She left the brake open, hoping that the constant flow of carts would provide a moving escape route. Smiling to herself, she took out her hammer and smashed it down on the lever, breaking it and jamming it open.

      She returned to the boy as another cart zoomed into the station. Out jumped Deshi, covered in blood. Relief surged through Tesha. Spying her, Deshi grabbed her hand, and they ran up the ramp together to freedom.
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      Chutzpa watched Tesha move through the long shadows cast by the torches. She moved like a ghost, floating from one spot to the next, a blur in a background of twilight. Once she had descended a couple of levels, he followed. It was harder for him to move as she did, due to his stature. He needed a disguise. He searched among the guards for someone close to his size. All of the guards were clean shaven, even on their heads. Chutzpa scratched at his full beard and mane of hair that had grown long over the span of his searching. Becoming a guard was out of the question, which left becoming a slave.

      On the lower levels, one man caught his eye. He had a build similar to his. He moved back and forth between the carts, carrying bags of salt, the same assignment as Deshi’s. As he watched, the man was stopped by a guard and given instructions. The man nodded and moved in Deshi’s direction, leaving the base of the pit to climb to the next level, the level where Chutzpa was standing. The man turned right and Chutzpa followed. He moved toward a door set back in the rock.

      As he reached the door, Chutzpa tapped him on the shoulder. The man turned to scrutinize him. He was missing an eye. A bloody patch was tied over the empty socket. His good eye studied Chutzpa. “You are a stranger. How did you come to be here?”

      “Shhh,” hissed Chutzpa. “I have come to release the slaves. I am here with the Shamankas! Do you want to be free?” The man nodded, his one good eye glowing with anticipation. “I need to borrow your clothes. I need to get close to the guards on the dock. We are about the same size. Switch with me?”

      “Okay, but what should I do?”

      “Go with me into the room. We can switch clothing, and you can hide in there until you hear the commotion start. You won’t be able to miss it. What were you sent to get?”

      “One of the boxes of rations that are fed to the slaves.”

      “Okay, I will take one with me.”

      The man nodded and opened the door to the store room, leaving it open for Chutzpa to slip inside. They exchanged clothes, then Chutzpa slipped back outside, his darts and blow gun hiding up his sleeves. He could do nothing about the lack of chains on his feet, but he hoped that the anomaly would be missed in the dim lighting and activity of the pit. He shouldered the box on his left side leaving his right hand and arm free. He mimicked the jerky gait of the other prisoners, hoping to give the illusion of his feet being bound and slumped his shoulders with dejection.

      Chutzpa moved slowly toward his destination, watching for Deshi’s signal. He threaded his way closer to the platform, to all eyes just another slave doing his jailer’s bidding. As he walked, he realized he had forgotten to ask where the box was to be delivered to.

      As he shuffled along, a guard yelled out, “Hey one eye, are you bringing lunch or not? Break time is almost over.” Chutzpa raised his head a fraction, keeping his face averted, and moved in the direction of the voice. A tent of sorts stood against a stone wall. Four posts and a stretch of canvas was all that defined the space, but underneath, hungry workers huddled waiting for their daily ration. Chutzpa kept his eyes averted as he moved under the canopy and placed the box on the ground. As he moved away from the box, he hazarded a glance at the guard, but he paid him no attention, as he focused on his meal.

      Chutzpa had spied the perfect place from which to position himself for his attack: a cluster of barrels filled with sand. Chutzpa settled into position just as Deshi came out of the tunnel. He walked up the ramp, deposited his bag of salt, then retraced his route. He paused at the base of the ramp and stretched, hands pointed at the ceiling.

      Chutzpa climbed up on top of the tallest barrel, pulling his pipe from his sleeve. Phfff, phfff, phfff. The darts flew in rapid succession, dropping the guards one by one. But his last dart missed. The guard seemed to sense it coming and stepped to the side just before it struck. It clattered onto the tracks, out of range for retrieval. Cursing, Chutzpa leapt off the barrels and ran at the guard, pulling his knife. Lightning split the air above him, and loud booms echoed around the chamber. Flaming debris fell about him as he ran at the last guard. There was something familiar about him. The guard turned.

      It was Zax.

      Shock seared through Chutzpa’s body. His mind could not comprehend that he was seeing. Zax? What are you doing here in that uniform? He stumbled, nearly dropping his knife. Zax showed no surprise but calmly brought up his blade to meet the attack.

      “Zax!” Chutzpa screamed. “What the hell are you doing?” He crashed bodily into his brother. They tumbled into the side of a cart, rocking it on its rails. Zax grabbed Chutzpa’s wrist, twisting it and sending him to his knees. Chutzpa kept going, pulling his brother down. The pair rolled over and over, each trying to gain the upper hand as confusion reigned in the pit. “Zax, stop this madness! I am here to help you escape!”

      “Escape? I am here willingly, brother.” Zax’s hand wrapped around Chutzpa’s wrist, bending it back in an attempt to force him to drop the knife. His knife snaked towards Chutzpa’s throat. In desperation, Chutzpa grabbed Zax’s forearm, forcing the blade away. “Why did you come?” Zax said. “I burned everything to the ground. You were supposed to think I died in the fire. You always were dense.”

      Tears of pain burned in Chutzpa’s eyes. He thought his wrist might snap. He forced his knee between him and his brother and with a mighty shove broke Zax’s hold on him.

      Chutzpa regained his feet, holding his knife in front of him. Slaves moved about him, battling guards and crying in terror. Bodies littered the ground around them. “Why? Why are you doing this?”

      “Do you really think I wanted to be a beekeeper?” He laughed. “When the emperor offered me a much more lucrative employment, I jumped at the opportunity. The Shadrian are little more than savages. Perfect slaves. I am paid handsomely.” His smile faded and his face darkened. “But you are messing that up. For that, brother, you will die. You should have stayed in Tunise.” Zax lunged at his brother, knife raised and lethal intent etched on his face.

      Chutzpa stepped back and twisted, planting his back foot. His brother overshot his target. Instead of striking Chutzpa’s neck, Zax’s knife grazed his recently healed shoulder. Blood gushed from the deep cut that was meant to end his life. Chutzpa gasped in pain, as the blood flowed down his arm to drip from his elbow to the stone floor. His weapon slid in his hand as he raised it higher.

      “Zax, I beg you, stop this madness! The emperor is evil! He is enslaving women and children. He is killing off an entire people. This is not who you are.”

      “Not who I am? You never knew who I was, Chutzpa. You were happy to ship me off to apprentice with that old coot after our parents died.” He flicked his knife in Chutzpa’s direction. “Do you really think our parents’ death was an accident?” Zax shifted his feet, moving around his brother, searching for an opening. “Do you think that the emperor just hands out assignments like this? I had to earn it,” he sneered. “I had to prove I was willing to do anything commanded of me. I had to prove I was strong enough to serve him. So I did. I killed our parents.”

      Chutzpa’s eyes widened at his brother’s words, and then his ears burned. But it was not from the cut on his neck. White hot fury coursed through his veins. “You killed our parents?” Chutzpa’s voice was quiet, but his anger surged hot, igniting his resolve.

      Zax laughed. “Yes. And I brought their bodies to the emperor to prove my dedication. I stuffed them in a couple of barrels and took them to the Citadel. All so that I could win this reward, to become a chief steward of the mine.” Zax flicked his bloody knife indicating the turmoil around him. “Now, dear brother, for your little demonstration here, you can join father and mother.” Zax launched himself at Chutzpa with such ferocity that he stepped back and slipped on the blood-slicked rock. The slip saved his life as he jerked to the right and Zax’s blade missed. Chutzpa’s reflexes took over and he threw up his hands, one of which clutched the knife. Zax’s momentum carried him onto Chutzpa’s blade, with sickening ease. The knife slid between Zax’s ribs, the tang sliding right up to the handle, piercing his heart. Zax jerked, his eyes widening in surprise. Chutzpa fell backward, carried by Zax’s sudden dead weight. He slid off the blade and crumpled onto the ground.

      Shock froze Chutzpa under the corpse of his dead brother. His eyes blurred as he stared at the blood dripping down his arm and spreading across the ground at his side. Tears ran unchecked down his face. Confusion numbed him to everything around him.. With a shudder, he threw the knife  aside.

      The night exploded with light, jerking him back to reality and the perilous place he was trapped within. A staff clattered to the ground a few feet in front him. It had a metal tip that flickered with a couple of strands of lightning and then went dark as the light faded away. It was Shikoba’s staff. He bent and picked it up. Chutzpa raised his eyes to the flames above him, searching for a sign of the Shamankas.

      A rough hand grabbed him by the shoulder. “Hey, get going! What are you doing standing there?” Deshi shoved Chutzpa into an empty mine cart and pulled the brake. The cart rumbled down the track. Deshi rode in the one right behind him. The other carts filled when the slaves discovered the way was clear to flee via the rails. Chutzpa’s hands gripped the sides of the cart as with a sickening lurch he was swallowed by the dark, dank tunnel.
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      Marsai edged out on to the first of the thin ledges that ran between the barrels of oil around the circumference of the walls of the mine pit. An ingenious collection of stone troughs supplied a steady stream of oil from the base of the barrels to the lower levels of the pit. They terminated in flat bowls that burned with an eternal flame. The bowls pushed back the darkness and supplied a steady light to the interior, necessitating the use of torches only for the tunnels and transition points.

      The barrels also afforded her an opportunity to not only create a distraction, but also to take out one of the main necessities of the mine—light to work by. The constant supply of oil meant that the excavating could continue day and night.

      The ledge was narrow, barely as wide as her boot, and slick with accumulated oil. She clung to the ledge, refusing to acknowledge the seven-story drop below her. One slip and she would be dead. She didn’t need to see to know the truth of it, so she kept her focus on the task at hand. The barrels were tucked under stone outcroppings and filled through a stone chimney through the rock above each node. They were also made of stone. The only weakness was that the top of the barrel was open to allow airflow. It was the narrowest of gaps to try to hit, no more than a hand’s breadth in width across the top. From above, the barrels could not be breached. To exploit the weakness, Marsai needed to get a good shot away, and to do that she needed the access afforded by the ledges. That alone would cut down the angle.

      Marsai clung to the rock face, moving her feet a few inches at a time. Her toes dug into the slab through the soft leather of her soles, searching for any purchase they could find. With a relieved sigh, she moved over to stand beside the first barrel. Her legs quivered with the effort.

      I am too old for this, she thought as she pulled out Shikoba’s staff. Raising her right hand, she passed it over the rod, murmuring an enchantment. The staff expanded, the metal tip glowing with promise.

      Marsai took it in two hands and aimed it at the barrel directly across from her. Lightning shot out the point, zipping across the space to strike the rock above the barrel. Chips of rock exploded from the impact point. She dragged the staff lower until the lightning slipped into the crack. With a sonorous boom, the oil ignited and the rocky basin split in two, spilling more oil, which ignited in a fiery flow of burning pitch. It fell onto support beams, coating them in flame.

      Marsai took aim at the second barrel and then the third, both of which exploded with glorious abandon. She smiled with satisfaction. To hit the fourth, she needed move over to the next barrel along a second ledge. She shrank the staff and pocketed it, then began the careful slide along the ledge to the adjoining barrel.

      Marsai had traversed half of the length when the rock exploded beside her face. Shards of stone spiraled away in all directions, slicing into her cheek and arm as they shot past. Marsai gasped, swaying on the ledge. Blood ran down her arm, slicking her fingers. She was exposed and vulnerable. She inspected her back trail, her eyes raking the cliff. Two guards stood on the first platform heaving large rocks in her direction, trying to dislodge her from her slender perch. She forced herself to move faster, her hands frantically searching for solid holds. Another rock sailed past her, so close it brushed against the back of her legs.

      Marsai reached the second barrel’s platform and crouched beside it, shielding herself from the attacking guards. She withdrew Shikoba’s rod, and it lengthened again in her hand. She turned it on the two guards. Lightning enveloped their bodies, and they screamed as they tumbled into the pit below. As they fell, a third figure was revealed. Tall and broad-shouldered, she stared into the eyes of her son, Casper. Her eyes widened and she froze, unsure of his intentions. She could see his grimace from across the way.

      “Stay where you are,” yelled Casper. She could see the lick of blue lighting curling around his massive fists, crackling with energy. “You will serve the emperor as he has foreseen. You will not escape again…Mother. All will serve the emperor, or they will die.”

      Marsai turned the rod on the remaining three barrels across the pit, blasting them with the lighting coursing through the tip of the staff. The flame struck the barrels, and with a whoosh, they exploded. Burning stone, wood and oil spilled into the cavern below.

      Casper conjured a fireball of his own. Marsai whirled around to face her son, pointing Shikoba’s rod in his direction. “Casper, don’t do this. You are better than the emperor. I beg you, son.” Her voice carried over the crackling flames.

      The hesitation was all the opening Casper needed. He grimaced, his face dark with hatred. “You should have stayed dead, Mother. I thought I had killed you once before. This time you will stay dead. Now ends the Shamankas for all time, as my master commands.” He drew back his hand and threw a tumbling, flaming ball of death. The rod in Marsai’s hand swung to the right and sent a bolt of lightning into the barrel she had just left behind. The barrel erupted sending flaming ribbons in all directions, including hers. The flames spilled inside the barrel behind which she was crouched. Casper’s comet arrived at that same time, and the rock exploded in twin eruptions. With a whoosh, the flames enveloped Marsai and she vanished.

      Shikoba’s rod tumbled away into the yawning expanse below and vanished from sight. Casper watched it fall. Without a backward glance or an ounce of remorse, he left the platform.
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      “I said step into the temple.” The menace in Madrid’s voice could not be mistaken. Shikoba reached to grasp her weapon, but it was not there. She was naked without the staff, her best defense against magic. Her hand shook as she lowered it to her side. Slowly, she walked across the sand and onto the golden pathway.

      Sarcee? What should I do?

      Let’s see what the emperor wants. But be cautious, Shikoba. We do not know what game he is playing. I can feel the barrier. It is nearby. He has brought us where we needed to be.

      We must take it down. Can you scout around for it while I entertain the emperor?

      I will search out the source. Be extremely careful, Shikoba.
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        * * *

      

      “So, Shikoba. Are you ready to take your place of honour in my grand design for Gaia?” Madrid stood beside the platform watching her approach, his eagle-sharp eyes pinned on her moccasins.

      The golden walkway ended, and Shikoba stepped up onto the raised granite surface into the circle of stone. This close, she could see details that were not clear when she stood on the beach. Runes were carved into the floor in concentric rings, spiraling down to focus on the central platform. Once inside the temple, the world beyond it disappeared, as though a curtain had been drawn around the building.

      “This day has been foretold, you know. Since the day your mother put that crystal around your neck, you were destined to serve me. You will take your place in the plan by serving the needs of the many. You will heal the Naganese.” Emperor Madrid stepped up beside Shikoba and tapped her chains with the finger of his left hand. They shimmered and crumbled to dust at his touch. Surprise stiffened her spine, a gut reaction to Madrid’s powerful display of magic. She relaxed her stance and smoothed her face before turning to face Madrid.

      “Heal the Naganese?” Shikoba’s narrowed eyes betrayed nothing. “There is no one here to heal. They have been extinct for over five hundred years, maybe a thousand. They are all dust and the city empty.”

      Madrid laughed softly. “You are mistaken, my dear. They are very much alive. I was there, when the legend of old happened, when the siege occurred to rescue your great-great-great-grandmother. Yes, they were dying. They were defeated and desperate for salvation, for a way to vanquish their enemies. The tribes of Shadra, their sworn enemy, had a knife to their throats. So when I offered them a way to survive, a way to one day return and vanquish their enemies, they were only too glad to accept my offering.”

      “You are rambling. You are not five hundred years old. What delusion is this?” Shikoba growled, stepping away from Madrid.

      “Shikoba, Shikoba,” he tsked, “I feared you would require proof. You always were one for whom seeing was believing. You give me no choice. I must give you the proof you need, though it pains me to do so.”

      Madrid waved his hand and a shimmering glow rose from the surface of the grey slab. The shimmer grew in size and then faded away. Aisha’s body lay atop the flat surface, her chest rising and falling as though in a deep asleep. “Your mother is going to demonstrate the power of the naga.” Madrid walked over to the pedestal, pulling a sharp knife from the belt at his waist. He climbed the steps and paused beside Aisha. Then with a swift stroke, he slid the sharpened blade across her throat. The cut was deep and bright red blood spurted as the wound gushed, pulsing with the weakening beats of her heart.

      Shikoba screamed and rushed at the emperor, tossing the mask to the floor so that she could free both hands to attack. As she reached the top step, she collided with an invisible shield. She struck it so hard that she fell back down the steps.

      Madrid turned to her. “Watch,” Madrid commanded. He whistled low, then increased the volume. The lake trembled and shook, its surface rocking as though a heavy wind tossed the seas. The surface exploded and the naga shot out of the water. Long and slender, the naga resembled a dragon without wings. It was covered in scales similar to Obsidian’s. It landed with a thud, its massive head pulling its body out onto the shore. Shikoba watched in horror as coil after coil tumbled in the sand then straightened out, sliding down the golden path to the temple. It ignored Shikoba. The naga was focused on the woman bleeding out on the altar.

      “You see, Shikoba, the people of the naga had no more chance to save themselves, as does your mother. But the naga can save them.” The naga slithered up into the temple and encircled the platform, ringing it several times before its massive head raised up beside Shikoba’s mother.

      The naga opened its mouth. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed in a jaw that was large enough to swallow Aisha, stone and all. The great head rose up. Shikoba screamed as it flashed down on Aisha’s body. She flinched, expecting to see the torn body of her mother as it was devoured by the naga, but instead, the naga breathed on the body then licked the wound on Aisha’s neck. It reared back and breathed again along the length of her body. Aisha’s knees drew up and she bent forward, curling into a ball. The naga breathed once again, and an opaque barrier swirled and hardened over Aisha. The crust clarified into crystal. The naga’s breath raked over the surface one last time. When it raised its head, a glow pulsed at the core of Aisha’s body. The serpent sank back from the platform and slithered back to the dark waters, sliding into their still depths.

      Shikoba took a tentative step forward, her steps quickening as she drew closer to the crystal. She climbed the steps and paused beside the slab. Curled under the shell was the body of her mother. Her wound was gone. But she was no longer as she had been. Her face and neck were still as Shikoba remembered, but that was where the resemblance ended. Her body was unidentifiable. A light glowed from her core, as though she had swallowed a torch. Shikoba’s hands shook.

      “What have you done to her?” she whispered, horrified.

      “Why, I have preserved her life. She lives, does she not?” Madrid cocked his head to the side, studying Shikoba’s reaction.

      “You call that life? First you slit her throat then you…you…” Shikoba didn’t know what she was witnessing. She couldn’t comprehend the changes. Tears welled. Her mother was gone. “What is she? She is no longer human. You have turned her into a monster!” Shikoba spun on the spot, stalking toward the emperor as anger surged through her veins. The lust for revenge sang in her blood.

      Madrid tensed, readying himself to defend against her attack. “No, I have turned her into a purer form of you. You have the ability to complete her transformation.”

      “You have done what?” It was not the response she had expected. Surprise halted her advance. “What lies are these?”

      “It is the truth. She has been transformed, yes. But she is still there. You see it takes one with magic to be mentally bonded to a dragon. You are familiar with this type of bond, of course. But the triad merger is a frail thing, dependent on three separate entities remaining whole and undamaged. The bonding is only as strong as the weakest member, the weakest mind.” He stepped up beside Shikoba and gazed down into its interior of the crystal shell.

      “But it takes a greater bond to truly become one with the dragon. A life bond. The Dragonmergers of old knew this. The Dragonmergers of Gaia, I mean, not of Jintessa. The Djinn,” Madrid snarled, his face darkening with anger, “know nothing of true merging.”

      Shikoba stared at the emperor. A thought flashed through her mind. Is the emperor sane? “There are no dragons on Gaia. There are no dragons in Shadra.”

      “Ah, but there are.” Madrid walked around the platform and over to the edge of the temple, staring out at the dead city. “What if I told you,” he said in a soft voice, “that there is a whole city of them out there just waiting to wake? What if I told you that it is your destiny to do this, to call them forth from their slumber?”

      Shikoba stared at the madman. “What does this have to do with my mother?”

      “She has begun the process. Her DNA is being rearranged. It is being rewritten by the DNA in the saliva of the naga. She is being remade in the likeness of a dragon. The sea drake and their winged cousins from Jintessa are closer than you ever believed. When the Great Purge occurred, the last of the dragons were killed off. But they did not go extinct. The naga carry the gene for flight, and the human element gives them the intelligence needed. But it can’t be just any human. It must be one gifted with magic. Only the gifted offspring of the naga can fly.” He turned back from the city, his gaze pinning her to the spot. “But not all hatchlings survive. In fact, most perish, because they are still missing a basic part of the creation process. That is the magic of spirit. And that is where you come in, my dear.” Shikoba stepped back from the shell at the intensity of the emperor’s gaze. “I told you that you have an important role to play. You agreed to save your mother.”

      “What is it you wish me to do? I don’t understand.”

      “You are to call on the spirits of your ancestors. They will return to this realm and enter the eggs of the gifted offspring. They will merge with the eggs that are viable and save their lives.” He pointed at her moccasined feet. “With those.”

      Shikoba stared at her feet. The emperor wants me to dance for him? A bubble of hysterical laughter clogged her throat. She clapped a hand over her mouth to hold the sound in. A part of her brain told her it was shock setting in. Sarcee, have you heard all of this? Sarcee?

      The emperor smiled in a wicked fashion. The pure evil in his expression made the laughter die away. “Are you searching for your Djinn friend? I am afraid he has run into an ancient foe. Perhaps he wins his battle, perhaps he doesn’t.” Madrid shrugged. “The barrier was never meant to be a permanent solution. Your little Djinn guide will be of no further assistance to you.”

      Sarcee! she screamed, but he did not respond. Alarm shot through her veins once again. She shivered at the weak stirring in the bond, but it was too faint to tell if it was Sarcee or Obsidian. She was on her own. Truly alone. She had never felt more isolated in her life. Shikoba’s eyes returned to her mother, or what was left of her mother. She was slowly being absorbed by the naga essence. If the emperor was telling her the truth, she could save some form of her mother. Her eyes lifted to the dark city. And maybe some of the Naganese. What would be the harm in resurrecting a few dragons?

      She turned back to the emperor. Her heart beat painfully in her chest. It was all she could do not to break down in front of him. She drew in a steadying breath. “I will dance for the ancestors, but I cannot guarantee anything will happen. I am not the owner of these moccasins. They belonged to my mother, and you have slain her.”

      Madrid laughed. “Can you take them off?”

      Shikoba’s eyes widened with surprise. How had the emperor known that?

      “No,” she said softly.

      “I thought not. They never belonged to your mother. She made them for you, as her heir, as the one who would become the tribal queen on her death. They are bonded to you.”

      Shikoba gazed at her feet, lifting one and shaking it. The moccasin did not budge at all. Shikoba raised her head, meeting the emperor’s eyes.

      “Free Sarcee.”

      “No. Please me with your dance, and I will free your bond mate.” Madrid walked over to where the mask lay on the cold stone floor. “Do not think to fake your efforts. I will be able to see everything with this.” He slipped the mask over his face and joined her by her side. “Begin,” he commanded.

      Shikoba walked over to the first rune etched into the floor. “So it begins,” she said. “Ancestors.” She crouched in the first position of the spirit dance. She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind and her magic, searching for the connection to the netherworld, to the prayers of her people, to the elements of spirit that formed the bridge to the souls of the dead.

      “Thank you, Great Spirit, for the gift of the elements from which all magic is formed. Shelter and protect us now, as we aid your people.” A surge of warmth tingled her toes. The sensation spread along the soles of her feet and then climbed her legs. She was enveloped in a tingling soft touch, as ethereal as the light of fireflies. The warmth reached her heart and her pain, her anger and her fear sloughed away. Calm spread to tips of her hair. Light speared from her irises, shining in her face like beacons of firelight. The glow was other worldly. Shikoba no longer saw the emperor. She saw only the love of her ancestors. Her feet moved of their own accord, gliding from rune to rune in the ritual dance, guided by the spirits who had joined her at last.
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      The world around Shikoba vanished. The emperor vanished. The Naganese city vanished. Her world shrunk to the temple and the spirits gathering all around her. At first it was only a couple, then ten, twenty, then a hundred. The space filled without becoming full. She knew everyone by name. They greeted her with hugs and smiles and warm words of praise. Shikoba had never felt so at peace with herself and with the world.

      “Why do you call us, Shikoba? What is the purpose of your prayers? You wear the queen’s moccasins. We know Aisha has passed from life, yet we cannot find her in our midst. Something holds her spirit captive. Tell us so that we may aid you.” The whispered words came from all at once, and at the same time from none of them.

      Shikoba swayed in the grip of magic she did not understand. Through the bliss of the communication, she caught the name Aisha. Her mother. It brought some focus to her rapture. “Aisha. She has been slain and…I don’t know how to describe it. A naga came…and she has changed.”

      An ancestor parted from the crowd of spirits, stepping forward. He was tall, with long white hair that fell to his waist. High cheekbones accented his deep eyes, which crinkled into a smile, just like hers. She smiled back. Shikoba knew him, although she had never met him. He had died over a thousand cycles ago.

      “I remember this magic, Shikoba. It was of the old faith, magic that was used long before the Great Purge. Dragons still existed on Gaia. It was long before we became known as Shadra. Airborne dragons were not a natural creature to Gaia. But there were those who thought to make them so. The wizards of old, the wizards of the Citadel, experimented with creating a dragon species that could fly. The only raw material they could find was the sea drakes, the naga. It was an inferior form of dragon, preferring the waters of the seas. It had the ability to fly, but they suppressed their ability, preferring the isolation of the ocean depths. The physical trait for flight was slowly being bred out of their young. Fewer and fewer hatching naga had wing buds.

      “The wizards sought to change that. They experimented, pushing the boundary of decency, but one wizard was successful in creating a naga with wings. He did this by merging a Shadrian woman with a naga egg.” He placed a ghostly hand on Shikoba’s shoulder. “This is what has been done to your mother, Shikoba. She is being transformed into a dragon.”

      “A dragon?” gasped Shikoba. “How is that possible?”

      “Her spirit is merging with the body of the embryo. Her soul will become the soul of the dragon. I do not know how it is done, only that it requires a soul to bring about the transformation.”

      “That is why he sent me. He wants the ancestors. Madrid wants you, not me.”

      “Shikoba, this cannot happen. Remember the story of the Shadra tribal queen? That was the first attempt to gain the soul of a Shadrian woman. For some strange reason that we do not understand, only women of our birthright can be vessels in this transformation.”

      “I understand. So she is already lost to us?”

      “Yes, she is gone. You are the new tribal queen.”

      “Then I have but one request of you. The barrier must come down. That has been my mission all along. Can you help me? It is nearby. I can feel it.

      “We will do this for you. We will take down the barrier, and you will be free to go. The emperor will not follow.”

      “Thank you, thank you all for hearing my prayers.”

      “You honour us, Shikoba. We will always be here to aid you.”

      One by one, the ancestors left the temple, sweeping down into Naga City. From where Shikoba communed with the spirits, she could see the shimmering field of the barrier, like a blue bubble over the city. Little golden explosions flashed as the ancestors attacked it. Shikoba smiled, rejoicing in the unity she felt with her ancestors. It was pure bliss.

      More and more ancestors joined in the attack, striking the barrier with increasing frequency. The golden lights darkened to a tangerine glow, then darkened further into a burnt orange as the intensity grew. Shikoba’s smile faded with the dimming colour. Her joy faded to be replaced by concern. The attack did not cease but grew even more intense, fading to a deep red, reminiscent of the glow under the altar.

      “Stop!” yelled Shikoba. “Stop! You are hurting yourselves. Come back!” Alarm spiked through her. She sprang onto her toes to run to the point of the attack, but the moment she took the first step, the cocoon with her ancestors collapsed and she fell to the ground of the temple, the connection broken. “Stop!” she croaked. Her voice cracked as though she had been screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “It is too late,” Madrid said with a chuckle. He stood at the edge of the temple, watching the city. “They are lost to you. They are mine, all mine.”

      Shikoba leapt to her feet and ran at the emperor. “What have you done!” she screamed and launched herself at the emperor, but she crashed into a clear barrier and crumpled to the ground.

      Madrid didn’t even turn around. “What have I done? Why I have given your ancestors a new life, one that they were destined to fulfill. I heard everything, through the mask. They defied the wizards once, but they will not do so again.”

      “Let them go! They are at peace. They are the honoured dead. They are no threat to you.”

      “Threat? They were never a threat. They are an asset. They, like all magic, will serve me. Today is their day. Watch, Shikoba. Did you not want to see the barrier fall? Was it not your sworn mission? Then watch. For the fall has begun.

      Shikoba picked herself up from the floor, eyes drawn to the dark city. Only, it was no longer dark. An eerie light spread across the skies, as though a polluted moon shone through thin clouds. The blue of the barrier flashed a sickly green as the ancestor’s attacks weakened it further.

      What she had taken for buildings were actually leveled mountains, and the broad streets the basin of long dead waterways. The palace of the Naganese was a smaller version of the Citadel, complete with multiple spires soaring into the sky. The city was a dream dragon scape.

      With a crack and a red flash, the barrier exploded in streams of flashing pops and whistles. Wind roared up from the valley floor and rushed up to the temple, swirling around it and sparkling with the fading explosions as the barrier collapsed completely.

      Into the sudden silence a keening sound rose from the city. Lights streaked to the surface, and Shikoba heard the howls of the ancestors as they were sucked to the surface. What Shikoba had taken to be boulders on the floor of the city, glowed at their hearts, brightening with life. Thousands of pinpricks of light glowed across the city. With horror, Shikoba turned back to the slab where her mother lay, but she was gone. In its place was another egg. Shikoba screamed as the emperor grabbed her by the arm and dragged her over to the egg.

      “It’s a shame, Shikoba. I really don’t know what this will do to you, to be consumed by the life force of a naga while bonded to another dragon. It is something I have always wanted to experiment with. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Shikoba shrieked, and her instinct to survive roared through her, heating her blood. She swung her fist at Madrid, catching him on the ear and then swung her foot out, catching him on the knee. Madrid cursed and staggered back, his eyes lighting with hatred. Madrid raised a hand and shot a ball of flame at Shikoba’s head. Her hair caught fire, and she screamed, trying to put it out with her hands. But it was wizard’s fire and burnt with an unrelenting flame. Shikoba ran for the water’s edge, thinking to douse it. Before she could reach it, her feet were jerked out from under her and she fell hard, smacking her head. Dazed, she tried to push herself to her feet but a heavy force smacked her into the sand, knocking the wind from her lungs. She gasped for breath, trying to regain her feet when a fist gripped the patch of hair remaining on her head and hauled her back to the platform. Shikoba struggled in the emperor’s grip. A slip of magic ran down her body, immobilizing her legs and arms. She would have fallen, but the force floated her over to the slab and laid her down on top of the cold stone.

      All Shikoba could move were her eyes. They darted from side to side, seeking an escape that was impossible.

      Madrid bent over her and smiled a sinister leer full of triumph. “I must insist you stay, my dear. You will be the houseguest of the emerging naga dragon younglings. You may even say, you will be their guest of honour. As will your friend Sarcee.” Madrid reached inside his cloak and pulled out a crystal container. Sarcee flew around inside, desperate to escape. He kept knocking up against the clear walls. He placed the jar down on the other side of the naga egg. “I am afraid I must be going. I would not expect a rescue. No one can reach this chamber. There are no passages above ground to access the interior here. Only the naga can pass, so the fall of the barrier will not help you to be rescued. Besides, you will not be free to roam the city. I am putting you into a deep sleep and when you awaken, if you awaken, it will be as a young dragon. If you can stand the merging. Sarcee here, well, he will just be a snack on the way. Sweet dreams, Shikoba.”

      Emperor Madrid straightened and then spoke an incantation, placing his hands at either side of Shikoba’s temples. She fought to keep Madrid in sight, but could not resist the lure of sleep. A fat tear fell from the corner of her eye. She faded away before it could run down her cheek. Only Sarcee watched its fall.

      Madrid stepped back from the platform. He raised his hands moving them in an intricate pattern as he spoke a different spell. A dome formed over the altar, sealing them inside its crystal curve. A soft glow filled the space inside the bubble.

      Madrid ran a critical eye over his handiwork. With a satisfied smile, he strode across the floor and out of the temple. It was time to perform an inspection of his new troops. He descended the steps and leisurely strolled down into Naga Palace.
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            A Deep Breath

          

        

      

    

    
      Chutzpa leaned over Fire Dancer’s neck, pushing the stallion to run faster. Branches of the bare trees slapped his face and arms as they pushed through the scrubby trees. Tesha clung to his back, her arms snaked around his middle as they raced down the dark trail with Deshi keeping pace on Marsai’s mare as they rode for their lives. They had barely escaped the erupting mine. It swarmed like a kicked anthill, slaves and guards battling on every level. At every turn, they were confronted by blood, swords, and magic. The hallways were slick with blood and filled with the screams of the dying, captor and captive alike.

      The only thing he had paused to collect was the box he had stashed under the boardwalk. It was now strapped around Deshi’s waist, bouncing on the back of the saddle as they fled the coast. For some reason he couldn’t identify, he knew the box was important. But the theft had not gone unnoticed. There was a whole squad of guards pursuing them, chasing them through the dangerous, dark woods.

      He had wanted to search for Marsai, to confirm for his own peace of mind that she was really gone. His heart didn’t want to believe it, but his head knew the truth. Nothing could have pried Shikoba’s staff from her grip other than death. The shrunken staff bounced at his hip, where he had tied it, mocking him with its innocence. He had seen the damage it could wrought and knew that it was an object of magic. He shivered, feeling its menace even as he fled from the battle raging behind him.

      They had to keep going, keep pushing.

      He headed for the only place he knew where they could hide in safety. The rough path sloped down. With a sudden shiver, they passed through the protective enchantment left in place for their return. The air shimmered around them, swallowing rider and horse as they faded from view. They were headed for the swamp. Marsai’s swamp. They plunged through the mucky muck at the bottom of the hill, then Chutzpa turned Fire Dancer in the direction of the house. Fire Dancer needed no urging. He could smell the lush grass of the lawn of the small castle and was eager to return.

      They rode up to the building. It was no less impressive than the first time he had been there. But this time, it stared back at him, multiple walls with empty windows. The place had lost its soul in more ways than one. Chutzpa pulled reins and brought Fire Dancer to a halt. He eagerly dropped his head to crop the lush grass, as soon as the reins slackened. Chutzpa held out his arm, and Tesha swung off his back, using the crook of his elbow to dismount. Deshi met her on the ground, and Tesha ran to him and flung her arms around Deshi. They hugged for a moment and then both turned back to Chutzpa.

      “What are we going to do?” Deshi watched the older man over the top of Tesha’s head. “You are planning something. I can feel it.” He let go of Tesha and loosened the belt that held the box, handing it over to Chutzpa.

      Chutzpa stared at the box. His mind was reeling with all that had happened.

      “I do not know,” he said softly. His gaze lifted in the direction of the mines. “But I think our friends need us. We might have lost Marsai today, but I can’t believe,” his voice caught, “I will not believe that Shikoba is gone. I am going to go back for her, but not right now. I will need help, help I cannot get here.” His head turned toward the Citadel. “But we know who the enemy is.”

      “We will help you. We are with you, Chutzpa. You are all right, for a Tunisian.” Tesha gave him a hug, which he accepted, gratefully. Chutzpa sighed, then grabbed their arms, steering them toward the castle. “Come. Marsai would be pleased that we have taken shelter here. Tomorrow is a new day. Tomorrow is soon enough to plan.”

      As they crossed the moat, a dark shape crossed in front of the sun high up in the sky. The massive dragon blocked the sun for a moment, casting the swamp beneath its shivering shadow and then was gone.
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      Thank you for your interest in The Heart of the Citadel series. I hope you have found this an enjoyable read! Rejoice, for the journey is not over.

      A dozen books are planned for this series and can be read in any order. Each will feature the heart bearer’s battle to free her province of birth from the grip of the emperor.

      Your journey continues with Heart of Bastion.
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