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Chapter One
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I knew I was in bad shape because I kept flashing in and out of consciousness like life was one big bad dream told in multiple little flashes. I’d hear people talking or open my eyes for a minute and then darkness, as if I’d fallen asleep during a story and was only catching it in little chunks.

Hubric was arguing with Savette in the background in this flash. 

“I don’t know where they are! We all were transported to slightly different spots. Maybe Kyrowat and Raolcan came out closer together than Rasipaer did. Maybe he just got transported a little further away.”

“But if they are still back there, then we have to go back for them!” Savette sounded nervous. Who wouldn’t be after what we went through?

“Absolutely not. Rasipaer will understand. We must get to safety. He and Iskaris will be doing the same thing. Both the Dominar and Amel are gravely injured and it’s lucky that we were at least in mind-range of each other. Now, we must fly for help. Here, help me finish this pallet. If you ride Raolcan and I ride Kyrowat, we can each take one of the wounded with us.”

Savette’s tone was gentler than it had been. “Don’t worry, Hubric. I’ll take good care of her.”

The dragons must be fine if they were carrying us. I let the darkness swallow me again.

The next time I came to, I opened my eyes enough to see a campfire. Across from me, the Dominar lay on a pallet, his arm being tended to by Savette. Why did that feel significant to me?

“I don’t know, it’s like it wasn’t dressed at all,” she was saying to Hubric. “It must have been really hurt in that final battle. Good thing he’s hearty and muscled. He should at least survive the injury. Should I take his mask off?”

“Absolutely not. We’ll get them to healers as soon as we figure out where we are. Soon there will be some sort of town or landmark to tip us off.”

“Still no word about Rasipaer?” she asked.

“I haven’t asked Kyrowat in a while, but I know he’s still searching for Rasipaer with his mind. I don’t want to bother him while he’s trying to tend to Raolcan. Maybe tomorrow we’ll have Kyrowat carry both the wounded to give Raolcan a break.”

“Raolcan won’t like that.”

“Tell me about it.”

This time, when the darkness came, it was filled with fitful dreams of fleeing through underground tunnels. I woke with a gasp to find it was midday, and I was strapped down in a pallet, with nothing but air and sky above me. I pushed against the straps.

Easy, spider. It’s just me. I’m carrying you.

They’d said he was hurt. He should be resting.

It takes a lot more than that to get this dragon down.

Please, Raolcan, take care of yourself. My consciousness began to fade as he sent me one last thought.

After I take care of you.

The next time I woke up, the world was spinning so badly that I had to keep my eyes closed. I heard Savette’s voice and what sounded like another argument with Hubric. 

“Because getting her to a healer is more important!”

“Don’t tell me that,” Hubric said, his voice harsh. “We need you alive, Savette, and there’s only one way to do that now.” Someone coughed – a terrible, hacking cough. “Don’t tell me that you don’t know what’s happening. We don’t have much time if we’re going to save your life. Raolcan says -”

“Raolcan would want Amel healed before she dies of her injuries.”

Hubric cursed. “Savette, Amel and you both need help. You can both get it in the Lands of Haz’drazen. That’s where we need to go, not some sky city close by. And don’t think I won’t pull rank on you, Initiate. I’m a full Dragon Rider. What I say is what will happen.”

“And I’m the wife of the Prince of Baojang and according to you, the Chosen One of legend. I’m pretty sure that tops ‘full Dragon Rider.’” She almost sounded as haughty as her old self, but then she deflated. “We both want the same thing, Hubric.”

“I know we do.”

They sounded grim, like something terrible was happening. There was a moan from nearby and then a voice. Was that Iskaris? It sounded like his voice. Perhaps they had found Rasipaer after all!

“Water.”

“Don’t move, Dominar. I’ll fetch it for you,” Savette said. There was a rustling sound and then the sound of water being poured. “Let me help you up to drink. Here.”

I faded from consciousness and woke again in the night. It was getting harder and harder to hold on to full thoughts. 

“Shhh,” Savette whispered from beside me. “Don’t make a sound. Hubric told me not to try this, but Amel, I’m dying anyway and I think you are, too. This is the only way I could think of to help, so please, hold still.”

She took my head in her cold hands. I should say something to tell her everything would be alright, but I was just so tired. She’d understand... 

“I think that if I focus very, very hard...” 

A moment later she was panting and gasping. “It’s no use. I just don’t know what to do.”

She shouldn’t be working so hard to help me. She should be resting. 

“Come on, please work, please work, please be true. This has to be true, I just know it.” She sounded desperate now. Was she crying? I thought I felt a hot tear hit my face. “This has to work. Come on, Amel!”

Light flared around me, filling me up with the feeling of a beam of sunlight on your face – only this beam was inside, washing, repairing, making everything bright and fresh again. I relaxed into it, not stopping the waves of light from rolling over me. I didn’t know how long it lasted, but when it was done, Savette reeled back in a coughing fit. 

I was lying on a blanket on the hard ground. Something dug into my hip. It was dark around me, with only a sliver of moon to make movements distinguishable, but not people. Above me, the silhouettes of tree branches swayed in the song of the wind. I sat up. What was that feeling in my head? I hadn’t felt this in a long time. It was – free. Free from pain and free to think again.

We were in a clearing, the dragons off to one side – dark mounds in the dark night. Were they sleeping? In the middle of the clearing, a fire had died to embers and I saw two bundles of cloth on either side of it. Hubric and the Dominar. Savette must have crept over to heal me in the night. She was still coughing, but no one came to check on her. 

“Savette? I whispered. “Are you okay?”

She laughed, a breathy whispery laugh.

“I’m dying, Amel.”
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Chapter Two 
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“I thought I was dreaming,” I said slowly. The ground was so cold, and the wind chilled my body through my tough leathers. Savette must be freezing in her light dress and cloak. She pulled in her knees so that she was hugging them to her chest and I scooted closer, wrapping the blanket around us both. “When I saw Eeamdor fall, I thought it was just a bad dream.”

“It was real.” There were tears in her voice.

“Did you just heal me, Savette?”

“Yes.” She sniffled. “Hubric told me not to. He told me to save my strength.”

I agreed with him. She should have saved her strength. 

“Where are we?”

“Just north of a sky city called Umtal. We saw it in the distance when we landed here. Hubric recognized Magika Tower in the cityscape - a tall tower with a disk at the top. I think we should go there. The Dominar’s arm is bleeding badly. I’m worried that his infection is back and I was worried about you. We didn’t think you could live for much longer.”

Wait. Raolcan! I still didn’t hear him in my mind.

“Savette, is Raolcan okay?”

She nodded. I could feel it despite the dark as her shoulder rubbed against mine. 

“Sort of. He was injured in the battle, broken ribs, we think. He can still fly. Kyrowat said he would heal quickly, but he needs rest to heal. He went into that dragon deep sleep state when we stopped for the night to try to regain his strength. He’s very insistent that we go to the lands of Haz’drazen. He’s certain we can get help there from the Queen of Dragons.”

“Savette?” 

“Yes?”

“Thank you for healing me. Thank you for saving my life.”

“You’re welcome, Amel. You’re my best friend, you know. I don’t think you should die with me.”

“You can’t die, Savette.” If she did, all of Hubric’s hopes – all the hopes of the Lightbringers – all my hopes? – would be gone forever. It was hard to imagine a world that didn’t have Savette in it.

She snorted. “Maybe you should get some sleep. Do you feel okay? Are you really healed?”

“I am,” I said. I felt perfectly fine.

“I put your crutch beside you on the ground,” Savette said. I felt around until my hand closed over it. “It’s amazing that it survived everything. Good thing it had those straps. After Eeamdor...” her voice faltered. She coughed and started again. “After Eeamdor flicked us with his tail, the dragons had to get us back in the circle. They dove in while I was finishing tuning the portal. I didn’t get it right. I mean, I don’t really know what I’m doing with them and I... well, we ended up in mid-air and scattered. Kyrowat caught Hubric and the Dominar while they were falling and Raolcan caught you and me. I was just falling, falling, falling, sure I’d die and then his purple claws snatched me out of the air like an eagle with a fish. We don’t know what happened to Rasipaer or Iskaris. They must have come out further than we did – or maybe they were hurt more. We couldn’t find them. Hubric’s really upset about that. I think he thinks of them as his responsibility.”

“Do you want to get some sleep, Savette?”

“I can’t really sleep, Amel. I just cough the whole time.”

“Your eyes are dimmer.” The cloth around her eyes barely glowed. “Is that because you used all our power healing me?”

“They were already fading. I think it’s because...”

Because she was dying. Words of the Ibrenicus Prophecies tumbled through my mind – words of hope and destiny. None of them would be fulfilled without her, would they? It was funny, because before when Hubric wanted me to believe that a healthy, powerful Savette could save the Dominion I just couldn’t bring myself to believe, but now that she was broken and withering – now that all hope seemed lost – I was certain that the prophecies were about her and not Starie. And I was certain that they were true. There had to be a way to save her life again.

Words of the Ibrenicus prophecies came to my mind, unbidden. 

For in the day of darkness the Chosen One will find hope in our hearts, and from hope truth, and from truth, light that opens doors  

The Chosen One needed our hope. I was going to make sure that she had all of mine.
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Chapter Three
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Eventually, she nodded off, her head bobbing against my shoulder as she fell in and out of sleep. I laid her gently on the ground, wrapped her in the blanket and then pulled myself up on my crutch. I felt good – better than I had in weeks. My head was clear, and my hip didn’t even twinge as I settled my crutch on my arm and limped over to Raolcan. 

He slumbered like a small purple mountain beside Kyrowat. Kyrowat’s eyelid cracked open, fixing me with a baleful stare for a moment before shuttering closed again. He was clearly warning me not disturb his friend. I wasn’t going to wake him. I just needed him to know he was loved. I settled my blanket around myself and leaned into his warmth. I may have drifted off for a little while, but it was still dark when my eyes fluttered open.

“Amel? Is that you?” Hubric whispered. He crouched in front of me, his arm held out like he’d been about to shake me awake.

“Hubric?” 

He sighed with relief. “I was worried when you weren’t where I left you. Thought you’d wandered off in your fever.”

“Hubric, I need to apologize. About those messages-”

“No.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to talk about that, and I don’t want it to happen again. I ... I thought you were dying ... I thought that this was the end of everything and here you are, lying against Raolcan like nothing ever happened. I swear, you are almost glowing. This ... this isn’t the time for recriminations or regrets. It’s time to hope again. Shall we agree on a fresh start?”

“Fresh start,” I agreed, my eyes moist. I blinked back the tears. Whenever I thought Hubric was going to scorch me he ended up being more tender than a mother with her newborn. 

“I delivered the messages to the Dominar when he woke up last night. He’s in a lot of pain, but his mind is still there. So, that’s an end to it.”

I nodded. 

“We made it, apprentice. We went down into the belly of the earth, but the earth couldn’t hold us. We’re free.”

I smiled, but I was worried. He gave the messages to the Dominar, did he? If my memory of Eeamdor wasn’t a dream then maybe I hadn’t dreamed the other part of that memory, either. 

“Hubric,” I said, “I need to talk to you about something.”

There was a scuffling sound from close to the fire and then someone lit a candle and walked toward us. My words died on my lips as the light reflected off of the Dominar’s carved mask. I didn’t know what face was behind that mask, but I suspected it wasn’t the face that had been there when we entered the warrens. I clenched my jaw, meeting the eyes set in that unyielding mask. Were they ruthless eyes, or was I imagining things?

“You’re both awake. Good. As soon as it is dawn, we fly to Umtal.” His voice was muffled by the mask, but it didn’t sound like the Dominar. It didn’t sound like Iskaris, either. Was he disguising his voice?

He walked away without awaiting a reply and Hubric made a clicking sound of disapproval with his tongue. 

In a whisper he said to me, “Amel, as soon as the Dominar is finished with our services we must get Savette to the lands of Haz’drazen.”

“We should go there now,” I said. 

“We don’t fly against the Dominar’s orders.”

“But what if he isn’t the Dominar? I saw him do a strange thing, Hubric. I saw him drag an unconscious Iskaris out of that circle just before we were transported away. I dragged the man back in but... I don’t think the man in that mask is the Dominar.”

Hubric scoffed. “I think you weren’t entirely conscious, Amel. A lot of the things you remember from the past few days are mixing with dreams in your mind. Don’t trust them.”

But I did trust them, and I was certain that if I ripped that mask off the Dominar’s face I’d find the face of Iskaris with his mocking scowl beneath the burnished silver of the mask.
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Chapter Four
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“Raolcan?” I stroked his shoulder gently. “Raolcan?”

Kyrowat growled.

“Take a step back, Amel,” Hubric said from where he was trying to repair a saddle strap. We didn’t have much left in the way of gear. The blankets had survived the underground battles, as had a little water and some hard tack, but there was no tea or kettle or change of clothing for any of us. What hadn’t been lost during our scuffles with Ifrits, had been lost in that tight squeeze through the last warren. 

I stepped back quickly – Kyrowat’s expression brooked no nonsense. He reared back and coughed a tiny puff of flame on Raolcan’s side. What the...

I’m up, I’m up!

Raolcan reared up like someone had ... lit him on fire. Yeah, that made sense. But as soon as he saw me, his expression warmed and he leaned down slowly until his great head rested against my shoulder.

Amel! You’re awake and well. It’s like a dream come true.

Tension I didn’t know was building up in me gently unwound in his embrace. My dragon. With him, I was safe. But what about him? Hubric said he was injured. 

Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix. I feel better already.

I frowned, crossing my arms over my chest. Of course, he was going to be stubborn. That was just like him. He was probably badly injured and hiding it from everyone.

Would Kyrowat flame me if I was damaged as badly as you think?

Who knew? That dragon was unpredictable and prickly as an old barn cat.

Of course he is, but that doesn’t mean he’s a bad dragon. He wouldn’t hurt me intentionally.

What kind of dragon was Haz’drazen? If we were going to bring Savette to her, then Raolcan must trust her.

She is wise, though not without her faults. She sees the world in her own way.

That was mysterious.

Why is Hubric in such a hurry?

Oh yes, he’d slept through the ‘Dominar’s’ demand that we fly to Umtal.

That’s a strange emotion you’re projecting about our Dominar, Amel.

He was not the Dominar, that’s why I felt so wary. He was Iskaris. The more I remembered back to that hazy time before we transported out of the warrens, the more I was certain that was who he was. 

Raolcan tilted his head like he was looking at something far away and then his gaze spun to meet Kyrowat’s eyes. They both tilted their heads together. What were they doing?

We ... it’s hard. It’s hard to tell. His thoughts are not clear to us – and his fever does not help. Something about the mask or crown - or whatever it is - shields us from them. I see in your mind what you remember, and yet Hubric is right. You could be imagining it. The blow you took to the head was hard enough to threaten your life, spider. It was definitely strong enough to shake your memories around. We’ll need more proof than your shady memories before we can go against him. 

But if it was Iskaris, then we didn’t need to follow the ridiculous order to go to Umtal when Savette clearly needed help right now. Did Raolcan really think they could help her? 

I have heard rumors that Haz’drazen has the ability to break the bond. If the bond is broken, then Savette won’t die. It’s not something we talk about, because we assume that those of us given to human riders will die far from home. There’s no point hoping to be free of that. But I have heard the rumors. And the Chosen One is as important to dragons as she is to humans. Haz’drazen will have a plan.

I hoped she did. I glanced over at Savette. She was clearing up the campsite and gracefully maneuvering towards us. I’d better saddle Raolcan before we took flight again.

Are your eyes glowing?

What?

I think there’s a faint glow to your eyes – not like Savette’s but... yeah, it’s there.

She had healed me. Had some of her truth-power ended up inside me like it had in Rakturan?

It’s not nearly that bright. Maybe it will fade with time.

Or maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe it would go the other way and slowly brighten until I had to wear a blindfold, too. I shivered, hurrying to saddle Raolcan. As grateful as I was to move without pain, I was worried about what that would mean. What if, like Savette, I was given truth power? What would that mean for my future? For my responsibility to the Dominion and to the world? I wasn’t ready to carry around the burden on Savette’s shoulders.

Well, not to burst your bubble, but you’re inflating this situation. All I said was that your eyes were brighter and from that you’ve decided that you’re nearly as important as the Chosen One. Are you sure you aren’t a dragon with an ego that size?

I felt my cheeks heat as I cinched the saddle in place. Savette joined us, stuffing the blankets and a single waterskin in the saddlebags before doubling over in a fit of coughing. We needed to get her south immediately. I ground my teeth as I tried to think about how to convince Hubric and Kyrowat that the Dominar was really Iskaris. Maybe I should rip his mask off.

And if you’re wrong you’ll be lucky to live the week out and die horribly.

And if I’m right?

Then somewhere out there, Rasipaer flies with the true Dominar, vulnerable, hunted by enemies, and usurped by a treacherous villain who will destroy the land we love.

I shivered. There had to be some way to prove I was right. I would find it and use it. If I was wrong, then soon this false Dominar would meet Starie, the false Chosen One and I couldn’t imagine that being good for anyone.
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Chapter Five
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We stopped for a water break just outside of Umtal. The skycity loomed large on the horizon, under an hour’s flight from the stream we stopped along. It had a flavor all its own – similar and yet different from Vanika or Dominion City. This skycity looked like a tree with wide swaths of hanging moss swaying beneath it in the wind.

The people here hang nets and hammocks and even rooms from the edge of the city. 

What kind of crazy person would do that? Weren’t they afraid of falling?

You do know that you ride a dragon, right? You are more in danger of falling than anyone in the world - or you would be if it weren’t for me. I’ll never let you fall.

And after everything we’d been through I knew that was as true as the sky and the stars.

Finally! A little faith. 

Hubric and the Dominar dismounted at the same time that Savette and I did. Savette and the Dominar striding off in two different directions towards the scrubby trees near the stream while the dragons sunk their massive jaws into the water.

It feels so good when it trickles over my tongue. Skies and stars, I’m beat. I need to sleep for a thousand years. 

I swallowed nervously. This was my one chance to talk to Hubric before we reached Umtal. He never liked it when I questioned his decisions and he wouldn’t like this now, but I couldn’t let it go.

I approached him in the deep grass beside the stream. The smell of fecund earth and algae was strong, but he was reaching out to where the current was deep to fill up his waterskin. I hobbled up beside him, my own skin ready to be refilled. I swallowed down my fears, ready to speak.

“Hubric?”

“Hmmm?” He kept his eyes on the water, deep in thought.

I lowered my voice, feeling like I was sure to be overheard even with the Dominar off in the bushes. “We can’t bring him to Umtal. I’m certain that he isn’t the Dominar. If we bring that man there, then everyone will believe he is our ruler and no one will be able to prevent Iskaris from assuming the throne and joining with Starie against all that the Lightbringers stand for.”

His steely eyes turned on me, narrowing as he spoke. “And if you’re wrong?”

“Isn’t it worth the risk?”

Hubric closed his eyes, his chest rising and falling as he took in a deep breath and let it out again. He set down the waterskin and took my hands in his.

“Amel, I have never had an apprentice that I loved so much. And I have never had one who caused so much trouble. Do this, and you will get yourself executed, and me and our dragons along with you. Do you want that?”

“Hubric, he’s only one man. Out here, alone, with us. He has no power but that mask. Did you read the messages?”

Hubric made a sound like a curse at the back of his throat and took another deep breath. “Are you suggesting that we murder this man? Why would you think I would do such a thing? Even if he is not the Dominar he is still a man who fought alongside us.”

“Of course, I’m not suggesting that!”

“Then what are you suggesting, Apprentice? Think! What are our options? Rip his mask off his face and then what? If it is the Dominar, we are both dead. No question about it. And our honor will be gone forever and with it our chance to help in this conflict. Who will protect Savette and ensure that she is able to do all she is called to do?

“If it’s not the Dominar. What do we do? How could we prove to anyone else that it is Iskaris? We’d have seen his face for a moment – sure – but no one knows what the Domianar looks like. There is no way they would know. All he’d need to do is order us executed – which he will - and we’re back to being dead and unable to help. 

“If we choose to murder this man, then we’ve killed someone, not in battle, or in the heat of self-defence, but in cold blood – a crime I will not commit or let another commit in my place. Maybe you are right. Maybe Iskaris lies behind that mask, but here’s the thing Amel: whoever wears the mask is the Dominar. Do you understand?”

“No, he’s not!” I wanted to shout, but I hissed it in a whisper, terrified that even out of sight Iskaris could hear me.

“You don’t understand. The mask makes the Dominar, not the man behind it. The moment Iskaris put that on – if that’s what happened – he became the Dominar. There’s nothing you or I or anyone else can do about it. He is the Dominar now.”

“What if the true Dominar surfaces? He must be with Rasipaer.”

Hubric looked around us like he was checking for anyone who might be listening. “We’ll do all we can for him. But we won’t be able to prove who he is. No one can prove it since no one has seen his face.”

But that wasn’t true. I’d seen it, and so had Ashana Willowspring. So why did it feel wrong to say that right now? Was it because I’d sworn to her that I’d never speak of it? Didn’t this make that promise null?

“Let’s get our water and fly to Umtal and hope we can leave quickly and get Savette to Haz’drazen,” Hubric said. “Remember, Amel - you’re family to me. I want what is best for you.”

I filled my waterskin with the horrible realization that I wanted something else entirely. I wanted to take that mask off of Iskaris and demand that he confess what he did and if he didn’t confess, I wanted Raolcan to flame him to dust. What did that make me?

Incredibly human. 
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Chapter Six
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Umtal was just as incredible and unique as it had looked from afar. Brightly colored cloths and banners flew from spires all through the city and long embroidered banners hung from the edges of the city along with the suspended rooms and decks. Some even had hanging bridges strung from one room to the next, as if to add yet another level to the tiered structure. In the heat of mid-afternoon, a haze made the tallest tiers indistinct from this distance, but just like with Vanika, we were stopped by swooping black dragons while still in the air.

The Dominar – or Iskaris, as I couldn’t help but remind myself whenever I accidentally thought of him as the ruler of this land – had demanded Savette’s red cloak. He wore it now - the deep hood disguising the crown and mask. 

Hubric spoke a few words to the Black Dragon Riders and then signalled for us to follow. I expected us to fly to the dragon cotes on the edge of the sky city – they were obvious from our vantage point – but he headed up and in toward the top tier of Umtal. I swallowed down nervous flutters as we watched the city unroll beneath us, layer after layer of winding snail-shell streets, tightly packed buildings and bustling city-dwellers. It was really happening. We were headed to the Castelan’s palace with a fake Dominar so he could be welcomed by the great people here. I felt sick at the thought.

Let’s just get through it and be on our way with Savette. The sooner we are gone from here the better.

I agreed with that, though I hoped we could re-supply. With her cloak gone, Savette was wrapped in one of the blankets, coughing and hacking. She hadn’t spat up black goo yet, but I knew what was coming. We would need food and water and a new cloak for her at the very least. A kettle would be nice, if we could manage that.

We were escorted by black dragons all the way to the top tier, but all of them except their leader peeled off and went their own way when we set down outside the smooth walls and vaulted entrance of the High Castelan’s palace. 

The Black Dragon Rider leapt off the back of his dragon and ran up the steps and into the entrance. A moment later, alert and precise, the palace guards came running down the steps in formation, fanning out around us in a solemn ring that pushed back the steady stream of people coming and going into the Castel. Excitement filled their serious faces and they looked more like parade guards than men on the alert. 

So, they knew that the “Dominar” was here. They were the first honor guard sent. A second wave of officials arrived a moment later, lining the way from the ring of guards to the entrance, puffing and straightening clothing as if they had run all the way there. I could recognize some of them. There was a collection of red and white Dragon Riders, a few healers in white robes, a Dominion Envoy and a few men who looked like clerks. 

We waited long moments in silence until our escort re-emerged. At his heels, dressed in the high-collared coat and segmented breastplate of nobility, strode an impressively large man in his thirties. He was clearly the Castelan here.

Adanti Umtal, High Castelan of Umtal.

He marched down the line of waiting dignitaries until he was right before Kyrowat and then lowered himself to his knees in a dramatic bow. As if by order, the guards and dignitaries around us followed suite.

The Dominar, with a flourish, threw back his hood, light glinting off his crown and mask. I chewed at the inside of my cheek. The sound of a hundred throats drawing in breath surrounded us.

This couldn’t be good. He didn’t need to speak a word and they believed it was him. Surely, there had to be a way I could have prevented this.

There really wasn’t. Let the fools follow a fool. We have our own business to worry about.

“Lord Dominar, glory to your reign,” the Castelan said in a loud, carrying voice. “We welcome you to Umtal Castel.”

The Dominar accepted Hubric’s hand down from Kyrowat’s back. When his feet reached the ground, he flung the red cloak off. Gasps surrounded us as his missing arm was revealed, the makeshift bandage Savette had used red with blood. He swayed slightly at the effort of standing with such a grave wound. That alone should have been enough to have tipped her and Hubric off. Ashana and I had sealed that wound with tar. If this was really the Dominar, it should be healing by now. But neither of them had seen that, had they?

“Master Nestor, hurry,” the Castelan said, scrambling to his feet and waving one of the healers forward. “Please, Dominar, allow us to offer you our best of healers.”

“So be it,” the Dominar said. 

“And anything else we can do to ease your arrival.”

The Dominar – Iskaris – looked back at us and I wished I could see his face. “Do not permit those who came with me to leave this palace until I give instructions for their dispersal.”

“Of course, Dominar,” Castelan Umtal said with an additional bow as the healer moved forward, respectfully guiding the Dominar toward wherever the healing halls were.  

The inside of my belly was roiling like a pot at full boil. We needed to leave as soon as possible, but with the Dominar’s order, we were stuck here. What plan did he have for us that needed us to remain? Wouldn’t he want us as far away as possible? After all, we were the only ones who could know what had happened in the warrens.

The only loose ends he needs to tie up, you mean?

My lips pressed together as I considered that. Iskaris had no qualms about stealing a crown that wasn’t his and condemning its true owner to death. What qualms would he have about killing us if it suited his purposes? There was no question in my mind that he was Dusk Covenant and a traitor.

Trust me when I tell you, evil follows a man who embraces it. This man has a long shadow and someday, alone in the dark, that shadow will swallow him up. 

I shivered at the thought.
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The High Castelan followed the Dominar into the Castel with his entourage close on their heels. Rumors and whispering buzzed all around us. Likely, this was the most important thing to happen in this city since the rumors of war reached this place. 

As he walked up the steps he leaned in to speak to someone, but I didn’t realize who it was until everyone else had filed out, leaving only the usual Castel traffic, a small ring of guards and a Dragon Rider with black scarves.

“Hubric Duneshifter. I thought you were dead, old man.” The Dragon Rider was old enough to be my father, bearded and a bit soft looking around the middle.

“Ulif Fidelis.” Hubric didn’t seem enthusiastic.

“It looks like hospitality falls to me. Let’s get your dragons in the Castel cotes and your people in their quarters.”

Hubric sighed but signed a dismount. Reluctantly, I obeyed. We shouldn’t be dismounting. We should be winging our way south toward the dark lands of Haz’drazen.

We wouldn’t make it five minutes if we left right now. Better to wait for a clean opportunity.

“I didn’t see cotes along the sides of the Castel,” Hubric said, falling into stride beside Ulif as I helped Savette down. She seemed distracted suddenly, like she wasn’t processing what was going on very well. I hadn’t seen her like this since ... since the last time we were near a lot of people. Did people cause that distracted air or was it a symptom of her new illness?

“They hang below the Castel – convenient, right? Don’t worry. There’s a servants’ entrance around the side of the Castel with room for dragons to walk.”

Servants’ entrance? And the cotes hang below the city? Is this man even a Dragon Rider? He doesn’t have any idea how to show proper respect to dragons! Where is his dignity? 

“What news is there in the Dominion?” Hubric asked.

“Times are grim, Duneshifter.” Ulif lead us around the side of the Castel, the Castel guards tailing us in case we chose to escape.

They’re for show. The real threat is the dragons circling the city. Those are the ones who would turn us into a rain of charcoal if we tried to flee. 

I was still thinking about running while we still could. After all, what would Iskaris do if we stayed?

“War creeps south,” Ulif said. “Even with the soldiers all the cities have sent north, we are losing ground. General Eaglespring was defeated when he tried to retake Leedris City, and his men were pushed back south of the Dragon Snout mountains. We have not regained the coastal cities or the lands of the north. Now, Ko’Torenth is spear-rattling about an old land dispute with Woelran. They know we can not afford war with them, too, and that we will have to concede. There are pockets of good news. A few hundred dragons, led by a young dragon rider re-took Saldrin and held her long enough for the citizenry to flee, but refugees are a problem. They have flooded the frontlines, making supplies scarce. Crime and brutalities have increased along the front and none of us have men to spare to deal with the situation.”

“You seem unaffected here.” Hubric stayed close to Ulif, but his voice carried well as we entered through the wide servants’ entrance filled with carts and hand-trucks bringing parcels and supplies to and from the Castel. The dragons followed behind Savette and me, though I saw Raolcan eyeing the guards with a baleful glare. It was a wonder that Kyrowat hadn’t flamed anyone yet. 

“My own nephew went with the soldiers north. I feel like I’ve been chained to a stone, ordered to stay here when others go to fight. At least I was here to see the best news yet – better than the news from Dominion City we received today - that our Dominar is not lost as men have said. He lives and wounded though he is, that is a great comfort. There will be celebrating in the streets like no one has seen in a thousand years! Though I doubt you’ll see it?”

“Why is that?” Hubric asked casually. We entered a huge storeroom, cavernous enough to hold dragons and Ulif led us to a wide staircase.

Dragons don’t like stairs. They aren’t our thing. Give me a sheer drop over stairs any day of the week.

“Doubtless, the Dominar has kept you close to relay messages of his return to the surrounding cities – though I’m hoping you’ll tell me the full story first. Did you find him with his guards? They said he fled Vanika when the city fell to treachery. Was he the only survivor, or were there more? Was it a terrible retreat?”

“I’ll tell you all of it over a game of cards. But first, what news did you receive from Dominion City today?”

“By the vote of the Council and the sitting Generals, Castelan Starie Atrelan is the Chosen One of Legend and she shall go on our behalf to Haz’drazen and demand more dragons for the war effort. Together, we will roust these invaders from our Dominion and sweep over them like the tide until all of this world is ours. She prophesied our victory and wealth. It’s a certainty.”

It was easy to make those sorts of promises when you were a self-serving liar. Had she thought about the innocent lives she would ruin with this war – or how ridiculous it sounded when our own country was overrun with enemies?

I’m more worried about the part where she is off to make demands of my Queen. Haz’drazen has little patience. If the Council and the sitting Generals have given Starie permission to speak for them, she could undo a treaty that has linked our two people for hundreds of years. More than ever, we must hurry to the lands of Haz’drazen.

I swallowed as the staircase narrowed around us. Savette reached out and took my hand. Her palm was as clammy as mine was.

She shares our worry. None of this is good.

The stairs ended suddenly at a doorway, and beyond the doorway, the room – large as it was – seemed to sway so that the doorway only lined up with the stairwell half the time. Was the whole room swinging?

It’s suspended. I hope whatever Magikas built it knew what they were doing. I don’t imagine plummeting to my death inside a poorly built room would be a grand way to die.

The worst part was that the possibility of dying in a falling box wasn’t even the most concerning part of our situation. Beside me, Savette began to cough. I stopped as she doubled over beside me and spat on the ground. We were running out of time.
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Four days later, we still hadn’t been allowed to leave the Umtal Castel Dragon Riders’ barracks. Worse, we hadn’t been allowed to see the dragons in that time.

We’re fine. We’re taking turns in deep sleep. I feel almost as good as new. Stop worrying.

And Savette’s cough was getting consistently worse.

That part isn’t fine. We need to get her south sooner than later.

I spent most of my time with her. She wanted me close, hugging me often and holding my hand when she slept. It was like she wanted someone to tell her that she wasn’t really dying, but what could I possibly say? I just held her hand and tried not to cry when I thought about it. 

That’s all you can do.

There was no way to escape. Our rooms were guarded, the barracks were guarded, the dragons were guarded – by black dragons – and we were kept apart from Hubric who seemed to be spending most his time playing cards.

Sometimes he plays the type of cards where you get information.

And the rest of the time?

He really likes cards.

There had to be a way out. There had to be something we could do. I sat on the edge of my bed, tapping my foot as I thought. Beside me, Savette slept on the bed, her fingers twisted in mine for comfort. There were windows, at least, so I could watch the sun rise and set over and over again counting down the days until we lost everything.

“Amel? Are you there?” Was that Hubric whispering through the wall?”

“Yes,’ I whispered back, carefully untangling Savette’s fingers from mine and getting up from the bed to crouch on the floor near where his voice was. I leaned in close to the wall. 

“Things are getting worse. The Lightbringers contacted me through our card game.”

“Can they get us out of here?”

There was a long pause. “They were hoping I could help them.”

“Savette is getting worse, Hubric. Her time is ... short.”

“I know. Trust me, I know.” Stress bled through his voice. “When Starie was embraced by the Council as the Chosen One, she made her beloved mentor her right-hand woman – Grandis Elfar of Dragon School now leads a group of elite Black Dragon Riders and soldiers known as the Dusk Covenant of the Chosen One. They are hunting down and destroying all the Lightbringers they can find. They say the fall of Vanika was our fault. The Dusk Covenant has been made the one true people of the Chosen One and they are absolved of all past guilt. It’s bad, Amel. Each piece of news I hear is worse than the last. They’ve found knots of Lightbringers and slaughtered them, burnt our safehouses and businesses. Lightbringers are hiding their tattoos and refusing to meet. We are in hiding. What’s worse, is that the Dusk Covenant have negotiated peace in some of the villages bordering the war with Baojang. They are being heralded as the people of peace.”

“But, that’s all so twisted! That’s not how things are at all!”

Lies have a way of seducing people. Good becomes evil and evil becomes good in the eyes of those who see what they wish to see and are driven by their own selfish ambition and bitter jealousy.

“Of course, it’s lies! But it puts us in a precarious spot. The Dominar has added his official sanction to their efforts and he has declared you and I and Savette to be Lightbringers. According to the guard, we are now officially under custody until there is time for an investigation.”

But it wouldn’t take much to investigate us. Hubric doubtless bore the mark. We both carried the Ibrenicus prophecies and Savette – Savette was as Lightbringer as they came. All you had to do was look at her eyes to see that.

This is dire news. 

What option did we have except escape and flight?

There is no opening for escape – not yet.

“Hubric?”

“Yes?”

“Is there a way for you to come through the wall to join us? The guards haven’t let me into the common room all day. They bring our food to us. I think they don’t want Savette out there because they think she’s contagious.”

Hubric coughed. “Since the Dominar ordered us under custody we are now locked in our rooms. And no, I don’t see an easy way to get through the walls. My card games are over and with them, the information I need to make decisions. We’re trapped, apprentice.” There was so much resignation in his voice. “And there’s more.”

“More?” This was already too much.

“The Dominar leaves today for the Dominion City. Ulif Fidelis has been ordered to follow him, bringing along both us and the other Lightbringers they’ve captured. Cages are being constructed for us and for our dragons.”

Cages? Are they kidding? I will flame them all!

“And if Raolcan and Kyrowat really do flame them, they will kill us in front of them and let them die of rot in the weeks after,” Hubric whispered, clearly hearing his own dragon’s objections in his mind. “We are well and truly trapped. This time, it won’t be us swooping in to save the day.”

I swallowed, chewing my lip nervously. What did you do in the face of so much opposition? I took out the small book of Ibrenicus prophecies from my pocket and looked at the worn pages and scratched leather binding. Talsan had read it often. Had he found any hope in the pages when he went to them over and over again?

“I understand,” I said.

“Get some rest. We’ll need it for what comes next.”

Did he hope we’d find a way out then?

While there’s life there’s hope. 

I settled into a seated position on the bed next to Savette and opened up the book of prophecies. She leaned against me, coughing intermittently and drifting in and out of fitful sleep. Like Talsan, she was not done yet - not ready to go until she’d accomplished that one last thing - but her last thing was saving the world and I was starting to realize that maybe my role in life was to make sure she survived to do that. 

It was going to be a tough role.
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They came for us the next day.

“Gather your things,” the guard said, his face set in a grim mask as he delivered a breakfast of tea and bread. “Dragon Rider Fidelis has ordered you moved in one hour.”

“The Dominar needed Savette’s cloak when he was wounded. She doesn’t have appropriate clothing to travel in.” I gestured to where she sat on the edge of the bed in her filmy white dress – dirty from travel – coughing in a way that made my own lungs ache.

The guard set his jaw like he was about to refuse.

“Please,” I said. “I’ll give you this scarf.” I unwound Ashana’s scarf from my neck. I had nothing else of value to offer. “It belonged to Ashana Willowspring, Top Rider of the Purples.”

The guard took it in his hand, considering the fine weave and nodded. He left and returned after a moment with a worn grey cloak. It was fur-lined, despite the frayed edges and I nodded gratefully when he threw it to me.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t know why you bother. She’ll be dead by the end of the week.”

There was something about the casual cruelty of his words that made me set my own jaw in defiance. There had to be some way to prevent that, and I – Amel Leafbrought – was going to find it. I placed the cloak gently around Savette’s shoulders and she smiled in gratitude. She didn’t talk anymore if she didn’t have to. Any words made her cough worse and she coughed all the time. 

There weren’t many things to grab. I collected the blankets and the water bottles we had. There was a little medical kit Savette had brought from the storeroom when we fled to the warrens. That was all we had. No food. No spare clothing. Nothing but these things and the tiny handwritten book in my pocket. I’d read it last night until the light had faded. One part stuck out to me in particular. Maybe because every time the prophecies mentioned “the earth” I thought of the Ifrits – the earth demons.

In the last days, distraction will take the minds of the people. Their hearts will turn away from truth and to the comfort of lies. No longer will a man embrace the wisdom of his fathers or a woman the words of her mothers, but they will seek a new way – a way that leads to destruction. The powers of the earth will cloak themselves in peace and with lies, they will swallow up the people. They shall snuff out light from across the land and give the souls of the people to the earth in exchange for the power their hearts crave. When you see their sign in the skies, do not lose hope. Though blood soaks the earth and truth has fled from the land, the light will spread and heal. The light will choose as it wills and shine truth into the hearts of all men.

I was getting as crazy as Hubric believing prophecies like that were meant for us. Maybe they were meant for someone else, generations from now.

Or maybe they are meant for both you and that far off generation, Raolcan said.

I was still considering the implications of that when the guards strode silently into the room and held the door open for us. There was no point trying to resist. There were five of them to our two – and I was crippled and Savette was coughing up her life a little at a time. I slung our tiny bundle of blankets and water over my shoulder, bracing my crutch under my other arm. Savette grabbed my belt, holding tight to what she could when I had no free hand to give.

As her light fades, she is losing her sight.

That made sense, I supposed, in a grim way. Together, we limped out of the room as silent as the guards. In the common room, there were more guards and Hubric, too. They’d tied his hands. I supposed they realized they didn’t need to tie Savette or me. We followed their silent direction out of the common room to the dragon cotes. Would we fly down from here?

Hardly. Prepare yourself.

His warning didn’t come soon enough. As soon as I saw him, I froze in my tracks, fear stabbing through me like ice. Raolcan and Kyrowat were already in metal cages. The cages hung from cables and were being slowly lowered to the ground by a pulley system. 

I’ve never been so humiliated in my life. Not even my first days at Dragon School. They will pay for this. They will all pay! 

But Kyrowat and Raolcan kept their mouths tightly closed, not a flame escaping them as they were lowered to the ground. 

We were ushered to another cage nearby. The door was held open. It was large enough for a dragon, but instead, there were two other people and some wooden benches along the sides. My heart sank as I realized we would be lowered in the same silent, terrible way. 

Below, on the ground, teams of horses were hitched to long trailers. I realized, belatedly, that the trailers were the exact size of the cages. We would be loaded on one of those and spend our journey bumping along Dominion roads in a metal cage. Horror, raw and yawning filled me, so that it was only the pull of Savette’s hand on my belt that gave me the courage to step forward into the open door of the cage. We sat, side by side, on the hard bench. Hubric was shoved onto the bench on the opposite side, but when they began to lock the door, he hobbled across to sit beside Savette instead, helping to support her as she doubled over with coughs again. 

Across from us, two silent figures in grey cloaks stared at the floor. They were both women – one young and one about Hubric’s age. Their fingers tangled and untangled in their cloaks, and they sat close together as if they were friends. Neither one lifted her eyes as the lock clicked with a strange finality and the cage was raised, pivoted, and then was lowered down, down, down through the hole into the air beneath.

The wind howled around us in exact tune with my howling, raging thoughts. If only we – me and the wind – could fly free together and we would rip apart this smug city with the hanging nets and laughing people with their sense of superiority while the rest of their nation battled for their lives. We would blow it over so that it couldn’t be rebuilt and then the people of Umtal would pay for believing the lie that Iskaris was the Dominar and that we were their enemies.

You sound like their enemy, Amel. Don’t let anger cloud your mind. You are only humiliated if you allow yourself to be. Don’t accept their judgment of you, but don’t be driven by revenge, either. Revenge is a double-bladed knife. It will cut you as easily as your enemy and innocents will always be hurt in the process.

His words sounded true, and yet they went exactly against the bent of my heart. 

Then take your heart in hand and bend it the right way, Amel. We are victims, yes, but if you let your heart bend you the way it wants it won’t be your enemies who suffer. It’s up to you to manage your heart and to make it bend to your will, not the other way around.

I fought my heart as we were loaded on the trailers. Fought as the horses pressed against their harnesses and we went from stop to go. Fought as the soldiers traveling with us surrounded the cages on prancing black horses and spread out all around us. Fought as the chill of the morning was burnt off in the haze of the sun’s eye and the burning rays baked our shade-less bench. But it was no use. My heart only wanted one thing, and it wasn’t forgiveness or peace.
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“Why do her eyes shine?” It was the first time anyone had spoken since we began to move, hours ago. It was the older woman, addressing Hubric and at first, I thought she was talking about Savette. Her eyes never left me, though.

“Amel?” Hubric asked. I met his eyes and he drew back slightly. He cleared his throat but was drowned out when Savette burst into another fit of coughs.

“Her eyes shine. I thought maybe it was just a trick of the light up in the city, but it’s noon now, and I can still see the glow,” the woman said. Her brow was furrowed like she was thinking. “You two are Dragon Riders?”

“I am Hubric Duneshifter of the Purple,” Hubric said, “and this is my apprentice, Amel Leafbrought. I don’t know why her eyes might glow.”

“And you’re Lightbringers,” the woman said, pulling her sleeve up to expose the mark of a rising sun over a hill. She nodded at two other cages being dragged up ahead of us. “Like the rest of us.”

“I am,” Hubric said. “Amel has yet to be inducted by us. No opportunity.”

The woman smiled at me. “I’m Analia Berrycrusher and this is my daughter, Haskel Berrycrusher. We were apothecaries in Umtal. No one special. But that doesn’t seem to matter anymore. They rounded up everyone I know in the Lightbringers. Those still alive. The Dusk Covenant has been after us for months. There have been accidents. Suspicious deaths. Mysterious circumstances. At least the worst has finally happened. There’s no more waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Her daughter spoke for the first time. Her voice was throaty and deeper than I expected. “This isn’t the worst. Is it?”

It was Hubric she was looking at, not me. His expression was grim as he nodded.

“We weren’t allowed to bring our herbs,” she said, gesturing to Savette, “but maybe we can help your friend.” 

Savette’s head lolled against my shoulder as she half-slept, half-coughed her day away. She was getting worse, and I didn’t want to think about how bad it was going to get for her. 

“A kind offer,” Hubric said, “but we can’t help her. Only Haz’drazen can now. And skies and stars I hope we can get her to the Dragon Queen in time. She’s ... she’s important.”

“How important?” Haskel asked, her head tilted to the side.

Hubric hesitated. Why hesitate now? He hadn’t been shy before about sharing his suspicions. 

I spoke in his place. “Savette Leedris is the Chosen One of legend – the real Chosen One – and if she dies in this cage we are all doomed.”

“Are you sure?” Haskel asked Hubric, as if he was the one who had spoken.

“I’m betting my life on it.”

“I don’t know how to treat the Chosen One.”

“In a cage surrounded by enemies? The best way is probably to pretend you don’t know. After all, we don’t want to draw attention to her.” He ran a hand through his hair and then pulled out a deck of cards.  “If we’re going to be here for a while – and I’m guessing we are, would you like to help me teach my apprentice to play cards properly. She’s terrible at the game.”

“Only because I’ve never been taught,” I said, but I was grateful for a distraction.

Distractions are good. A plan to get out of here would be better. I’ve tested our cages. They can be cut by flame, but we’d need a good opportunity. A distraction or some other way to ensure they don’t kill you before we melt the metal fully away.

We needed a way out. A cure for Savette. A plan to overthrow the Dominar, find the real Dominar, reinstate him, destroy Starie’s evil plans and the Dusk Covenant and...

Calm down. One step at a time. I’ll work on our escape. You take care of Savette and Hubric.

How was he going to work on our escape?

I have my ways. They don’t call me Prince of Dragons for no reason.

Did anyone call him that?

That’s a harsh way to speak to your best friend. Now, I need to focus. 

And I needed to think about how to help Savette while we were in a cage with nothing but a deck of cards, a few friends, a bottle of water, and a little book of prophecies. I must really have been going crazy because I was actually considering reading that little book again and trying to see if there was some way it could help me out of this. Had Hubric just rubbed off on me, or had I become a true believer without realizing it was happening to me?

I played the hand Hubric dealt me and watched the cards as he explained how to play cards properly – not to pass messages, just to play - but all the while, I was thinking about Savette and her cough and what it meant that my eyes were glowing, too. Had she somehow passed some of her light to me? Did that mean that somehow, I would be able to make things true just like she did? Should I try?
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The next day, we were still playing cards and Savette was still drifting in and out of fitful sleep. Her coughs made my own lungs ache whenever I heard them, and black fluid was beginning to leak from the corners of her eyes. In the night, no solutions had come to me. We’d stopped by a creek and our guards camped around the cages, distributing water and biscuits to us, but nothing else. We huddled together in the cold - the blankets I’d brought were all we had to share between five people. The soldiers had fires and off to the side was Raolcan’s cage – if I was there I would be warm and safe - but we hadn’t been let out to stretch our legs or get warm. 

The same was true for the other cages of people and dragons. I felt hope draining from me as the cold hours of the night stretched into an endless sea of hopelessness. I’d had so many bright hopes when we left the Feet of the River so many days ago. I’d been certain back then that we could find Hubric and deliver the messages and keep Savette safe while Rakturan went to try to garner peace in his homeland. Now, those bright hopes were gone, replaced with a sinking heart.

That’s going to be a problem. Hopelessness is a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

I played my card. I was getting better at cards under my friend’s instructions, but I still lost more than I won. 

“I think we’ll start to teach you the language of the cards,” Hubric said with a yawn. He hadn’t slept either.

“We usually wait until someone is properly inducted into the Lightbringers,” Analia said severely.

“She’s made the oaths. What more do you want?” Hubric said, laying down his own card and then clearing them away to deal again.

Analia looked at me. “Usually, we’d test your loyalty.”

“She’s in this cage with us. Is that not loyalty?” Hubric sounded grumpy. He was probably missing his morning caf on top of everything else.

“And then we’d mark you with our sign.”

“Her eyes are glowing. Tell me that’s not a mark.”

Analia shrugged. “I don’t like giving up traditions. They bring structure to life, but Hubric has a point. I suppose sometimes the Light marks you before you can even get there on your own or through the Lightbringers.”

“So?” Hubric asked, one eyebrow raised.

Analia chuckled in defeat. “So, we’ll teach her the signs, you old crow.”

There was a commotion from behind us. With so many guards and cages, it was impossible to tell what was happening, but riders rode past us, looking like men with messages to deliver, while the chatter around us increased. Perhaps Raolcan knew what was happening.

Not yet...

“Ignore them. Anything that bothers them is good for us, but it’s too soon to tell what that might be,” Hubric said, laying the cards out for me to see. “As often as possible, we try to be literal. So, if you were to lay three dragons down, that means that whatever you have to say has to do with three dragons. Our two dragons are in cages here, so if I were to tell another Lightbringer about what’s happening to us, I’d lay down two dragons.” He laid down two. “If it was important to relay that we are traveling, I’d lay down the road next. If I wanted to say who was behind our capture, I might lay down a king – to symbolize a Castelan. Just as often, it’s the comments that the other players make in gameplay that communicate the message. So, if I lay the dragons and you say, ‘A dangerous play,’ or ‘I wouldn’t bid so high’ that’s a warning to me of trouble. If you said, ‘With a hand like that I’d think you’d bid higher!’ that tells me that things are looking good for us. Understand?” 

We were thrown to the side suddenly, our benches toppling over. I caught Savette, while Hubric scrambled to collect the cards so that none fell through the cage sides or floor. Beside us, a cage was pulled quickly by - a single occupant within. His guards were in such a hurry to bring him to the front of the line that they’d pushed our own horses aside. 

The eyes of the man inside the cage met mine and my heart leapt in my chest. He was young and dark, and the stump of his arm was bandaged at the shoulder. I gasped, and I saw in his eyes a look of recognition. He knew me just as I knew him. I was one of only two people in the whole Dominion who knew that face without the silver mask that used to cover it.

“Hubric?” I asked as the cage pulled past ours. A tingling spread out across my skin as if ants were crawling over me. The young man gripped the bars, desperation and hope searing across his face as his eyes held mine. Were they glowing slightly? I had no way to save him, no hope to give him and yet I knew that there had to be a way to get to him and to help him, too. “What does it mean if I play the Dominar card?”

“It means that you’re talking about either the Dominar himself or his rule,” Hubric said. 

Already the Berrycrushers were laying out one of the benches as a table and Hubric was dealing the cards. I picked mine up, balancing Savette on my shoulder and slowly, deliberately, laid down the single Dominar I’d been dealt. 

He was here with us and only I knew about it. It was time to change that.
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Chapter Twelve
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Hubric gave me a curious look but I made my face firm. I’d played that card on purpose and I wasn’t taking it back.

A moment later our cage was jolted to the side again and this time a second cage went by. Inside, was a wild-eyed Rasipaer. From the expression on his face, he was barely able to contain his fury. They must have threatened him, too. Who would they threaten to kill that would make Rasipaer so angry? Ashana was far from here in the lands of Haz’drazen.

The real Dominar. They are friends now. He’s filling me in. 

By the pre-occupied look on Hubric’s face as we scrambled to fix everything again, Kyrowat was also talking to him.

He came out a long way from where we were. Both he and the Dominar were in the same spot, but he couldn’t contact us or find us. The Dominar didn’t have his mask, but Rasipaer knew who he was. Remember when he spoke to him mind-to-mind in the warrens? Remember how I told you that was rare? Well, he recognized the Dominar’s mind immediately and they flew together. At first, they searched for us. When they couldn’t find us, they flew south. Rasipaer wanted to find Ashana. The Dominar was looking for Lightbringers. He thought that perhaps they could help him. Perhaps they would believe him. He wasn’t sure who would know him now that he has lost his crown.

Smart. After all, it would be hard to prove who you are when no one had ever seen your face.

Worse, you heard them all tell you – the crown is the Dominar, not the man. He really isn’t the Dominar anymore. Just a man who knows a lot and is missing an arm.

I needed to get him here into the cage with us. Was there a way to do that?

Working on it...

“How did you know?” Hubric asked me. He looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“I told you what I saw. I told you it was Iskaris in the mask.” There was no point hiding what we knew from the Berrycrusher mother and daughter. They were as doomed as we were.

“But you knew as soon as you saw him and ... no one should be able to recognize that face.”

The women’s gaze swiveled back and forth between us as if they could follow our subtle conversation.

“He’s missing an arm,” I hedged.

“In war, that happens. It wasn’t the arm that tipped you off. You know his face. It was not just messages that you snuck a peek at in the cave, was it?” Hubric’s lowered voice was grim. Was he going to be angry about that, too?

“You were unconscious, and someone had to help him. He was dying.” I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

“You are too headstrong by half, Apprentice. This is a very grave crime you’ve committed.”

I leaned in close. “If I hadn’t committed it, then no one would know who he is.”

“No one but Rasipaer,” he replied.

“And you know as well as I do that people don’t listen to dragons the way that they should.”

“Amel.” Hubric’s voice was tight. “I care about you like a daughter, which is why I beg you to please listen. There will be many times that you will want to throw everything away because you think you know better. It happens to me all the time. Please, please remember that the outcome does not make any path getting there a good one. What paths you go down affect the future and there is no closing some doors once they have been opened. Please tell me you are hearing this.”

I nodded, trying to look guiltless.

He tsked. “At least promise me this. Promise you will try to think twice before you do these things. That you’ll take a big breath before you leap into these things.”

“I promise.”

His wry smile told me that he didn’t believe me.

I didn’t promise anything. 

There was more commotion up the line. A scream and loud cursing. What was happening?

The only cages without dragons are packed tightly with people – and yours of course. I scorched the Dominar’s cage – melted the bars. They’ll have to put him somewhere else. It will definitely be with you.

Hadn’t he melted his own bars in the process?

I was careful. The black dragons are clear. If I melt my own cage or yours, they’ll kill you. No one said anything about not melting his.

But they would almost have to punish him somehow. Worry gnawed at my belly. What would they do to him? 

They’ve already done it. Five arrows to my flanks.

I bit my lip, tasting blood.

It’s only a flesh wound. Worth it to finally do something instead of just sitting in a cage like a canary.

And there was no one to pull out the arrows or tend to him! I remembered how Kyrowat looked when we found him full of arrows.

I’m younger and fitter. I’ll have them pulled out and be fever-burning them off in no time. Don’t worry about me. Oh! And don’t worry if I get quiet. I might go into a deep sleep to recover faster. After all, I have nothing better to do right now.

I wished I could be in his cage. It was cruel to keep us apart. Especially when he needed me.

I need nothing.

He needed me.

Fine, I need you.

There was commotion all down the line of cages and guards and then suddenly our horses stopped and the constant sway and squeak of the cage on a trailer stopped. A pair of guards marched forward, swords drawn and held at the ready while a third moved to unlock our cage. What did they expect us to do?

If Savette was well, she could blast them all into dust, though I doubt they know that.

“Stay back or we’ll strike you down!” the guard said.

The lock opened with a clink, and then from behind the first guards, a new pair strode over and pushed a man with only one arm into the cage. He had a woven sack over his head. Hubric caught him as he stumbled forward, snatching the sack off of his face.

Raolcan’s plan had worked. We had the Dominar with us now.

My plans always work. And now ... sleep calls me.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The guards left, returning to formation. Our cage lurched forward, and the caravan continued as if nothing had happened. Hubric helped the Dominar onto a bench. He was pale and wide-eyed.

“I remember you,” he said, looking at me. He turned to Hubric. “And you. Thank you for your assistance.”

I didn’t know if he meant the assistance Hubric had just given or our help in the warrens.

“D-” I began, but he shook his head, his hand clamping over my mouth, fast as a viper. 

“Shonan.” He smiled, tightly. “That’s the name I go by.”

Was it his real name? I felt a thrill to finally know it after wondering all that time that we were tending him.

“Hubric Duneshifter,” Hubric said. “Purple Dragon Rider.”

The Dominar – Shonan – bowed slightly, and pale as a ghost, Hubric bowed back, his bow deeper.

“Please, allow me to show respect, Dragon Rider,” Shonan said, with authority. He had a point. It would be easier to hide who he was if we weren’t bowing and scraping. “What happened to the bright one?”

He took Savette’s hand gently in his. She coughed but stayed asleep.

“Her dragon died in the battle,” Hubric said, deferentially. “She will join him soon.”

“Unless we can find a way to save her.” I didn’t like admitting defeat. Not when there was still hope.

The Dominar sat silently between Hubric and Savette, studying her face. The Berrycrushers returned to their cards, but now that I knew the signs of the cards I could see their question to Hubric in the cards they played. They had followed our conversation more than I meant them to. One played the Dominar. 

The other said, “You shouldn’t play your cards so close to your chest, Hubric. It’s a team game.”

Beside me, Shonan chuckled. “Lightbringers never change. You see what everyone else misses.” He looked around at them. “So, you all know?”

The Berrycrushers nodded their heads.

“No one can prove it.”

“No one can prove that Savette is the Chosen One, either,” Hubric said. “And yet she is.”

The Dominar’s eyebrows lifted. “This bright one? That is grave news. It’s her bond to the shadow world – to her dead dragon who lives within it – that is killing her. Correct?”

“Yes,” Hubric said. 

“Then it’s a good thing that you have me with you.” He looked around furtively. “We’ll wait until nightfall. Until then, why don’t you deal me in?”

The Dominar, it turned out, was pleasant company. He chatted easily with us about the terrain, pointing out local bushes from which dyes were made and local birds that lived in the neighboring hills. It was hard not to like him. He played cards one-handed with a grace that was impossible for me, and yet with his arm missing only a few days, he’d already adapted to living without it – all except his balance. More than once, Hubric caught him as the cage jolted and his one good hand was full of cards.

He hardly seemed to be playing to win, but I noticed that Hubric’s eyes narrowed with every hand he played while the Berrycrushers didn’t seem to be reading any extra significance into the plays. Was he playing with a card language they didn’t know but that Hubric did? Twice, Hubric lost for no reason. His cards were too good to have made those plays. It was clear to me, if to no-one else, that he was using the game to communicate, not to win. I wish I knew more than the basics of play. I longed to join them in the exchange. Who would have thought that there would be more than one card language?

“How did the Dusk Covenant capture you, Shonan?” I asked. I’d bowed out of this game, settling back to smooth Savette’s hair in an effort to comfort her. With her breathing more labored, I was getting more and more tense. There had to be some way to save her.

“Rasipaer and I set down at a Lightbringer safehouse.” He knew where those were? His words were guarded as he spoke, like he was keeping the details vague on purpose. “But it was a trap. The residents there had been slaughtered and at once an Ifrit sprang from the ground and kept us pinned down until these Black Dragon Riders came for us.” 

“An Ifrit?” Haskell exclaimed at the same moment that Hubric grabbed Shonan’s good arm and yanked the sleeve up. Just above his wrist was the sign of the Lightbringers. 

I gasped.

“I thought so,” Hubric said smugly. 

“If you don’t mind, would you lower my sleeve?” Shonan said crisply. “It’s hard to adjust it with just one hand.

“Of course.” Hubric had the grace to look embarrassed, but he rallied quickly. “And this means that we have four Lightbringers here. Enough to say the words over my apprentice and properly induct her.”

Analia and Haskel were nodding enthusiastically and even Shonan nodded though he said, “You know, you could have asked.”

But Hubric had never been the asking kind. They gathered around me, to my surprise, each placing a hand on one of my shoulders.

“Do you love light and truth? Have you sworn to pursue them all the days of your life?” Analia intoned. 

“Yes,” I said. It felt strange to be so much the center of attention.

“Join us – with my blessing - as a bringer of Light into dark places,” Haskell said.

“Join us – with my testimony to your character – as a guardian of Truth,” Hubric said. He was practically glowing with pride. I knew this was a big deal to him, but it was like I was being crowned a ruler, not simply officially inducted into their sect.

“Join us – with my blessing,” Analia said, “to stand until strength ends and life fades.”

“Join us.” Shonan’s deep baritone felt final, “with my testimony and blessing – as a courageous warrior against the dark.”

It shouldn’t have meant as much to me as it did. It shouldn’t have filled me with hope – not when I was in a cage. But it was like the inside of me was light and warmth just waiting to bubble out. I held back a grin. Now was not the time for grinning.

I think it’s always the time to grin.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The trailer stopped so suddenly that we were all jarred in our seats. The sun was sinking in the west, and at first, I thought our guards wanted to stop to make camp. Around us, awed tones and excitement filled the air. I watched one guard nudge another, pointing to the sky and then a rider from the back of the group rode past at a gallop. What could have them so excited? I followed the pointing hands and wondering gazes to a place right above the horizon toward Dominion city. 

As soon as I saw it, my heart froze, acid burning my throat. There, hanging in the sky was a smoky symbol – a spiral with a diagonal line running through it – the sign of the Dusk Covenant. It was as if they had claimed the skies as their own.

They have.

I thought Raolcan was in his deep sleep. 

I wake up from time to time to make sure you haven’t gotten into more trouble.

This time I wasn’t the one making trouble. Whoever had written the sign of chaos and dusk in the sky – that was the person making trouble. Now, as a formal member of the Lightbringers, that was a sign of all that I was against from the center of my bones to the thoughts zipping back and forth in my brain.

I’m guessing it’s Starie. And smoke pictures aren’t the only trouble she’ll be making.

I swallowed. I’d known that girl was trouble from the moment I met her, but along the way, she’d often seemed as horrified by what she was becoming as I had been. Was she horrified now as she promoted Ifrits, chaos, and death? Or had she grown used to the path she’d chosen?

It’s all too easy to grow used to bad habits. Evil is like the worst habit of all. It numbs you in all the wrong places so you can’t feel it when it slowly eats you alive.

I shivered.

“We need to hurry,” Shonan said, staring at the symbol. His tone was as shaken as mine was. We all felt the weight of that terrible symbol hanging in the sky. “As soon as they settle in for the night, we’ll act.”

“Escape?” Haskell whispered.

“Better,” Shonan said. “We’ll bring some Light and Truth to the matter.”

Why did that sound so intense? Like it was more powerful than thunder and lightning?

Because truth usually is. I’m going back to sleep. Wake me when you start. And try to be hopeful. Remember that prophecy you read? About how you shouldn’t lose hope when you see the sign in the sky? Remember that one.

It took our captors too long to settle in for the night. But eventually, they set their tents up, built fires, gave us our meager rations and tended the horses. The night was already cool and dark when they gathered around their fires and settled in. 

“Gather in a ring on the floor,” Shonan ordered as we scrambled to obey. 

Hubric helped him down and I carefully eased Savette onto the floor, following her to sit with her head cradled on my lap. She hadn’t woken all day except to cough. That wasn’t a good sign.

“Throw the blankets over us like a tent,’ Shonan whispered as Haskel and Analia hurried to do as he instructed. “We need privacy. Can I rely on you apothecaries to manage the blankets, stand guard, and keep everything quiet? If we are discovered, all is lost.”

“You can rely on us,” Analia said gravely. 

Haskel ducked out of the blankets. “I’ll keep an eye out from here.”

“And Hubric, you will be needed to read from the Ibrenicus Prophecies. Can you see well enough by the faint light Amel and I give off under these blankets?”

“Not quite,” Hubric said. 

Gently, I tugged Savette’s blindfold off. Her eyes had faded to a ghost of the light they once shed, but it was still enough to increase the light beneath the blankets.

“That will do,” Hubric said, opening his book. “Any particular prophecy that you have in mind?”

“Start at the beginning and continue to read steadily no matter what happens afterward,” Shonan ordered. It must be so ingrained in him to give orders that he didn’t even realize he was doing it.

“Very well.” Hubric opened the book and began to read in a calm, steady tone. “These are the prophecies collected by Ibrenicus of Haz, son of dragons. For the time comes soon in which these prophecies will be needed...”

As he continued to read, Shonan lined himself up with me so that we were knee to knee. He shifted Savette so she was on both of our laps.

“Do you know why Hubric is reading the book?” he asked me.

“I do not.”

“The Ibrenicus Prophecies contain truth. We must have truth and life all around us as we do this. Do you know why your eyes glow?”

I shook my head.

“You’ve come into contact with the power of truth. Did this bright one heal you?”

“Savette. Her name is Savette.”

“Did Savette heal you?” 

“Yes. From a fatal injury.”

He smiled, nodding to himself. “I thought as much. She is young and does not know her way in the power of light and truth. She accidentally gave you part of herself while she healed you. That was bad for her – she needed to keep it to fight for her life – but good for you. Tell me, have you felt much pain in that bad leg of yours?”

Now that he mentioned it, I hadn’t. “It’s felt better than ever.”

“I suspect that she healed more than just your fatal injury. She probably healed that leg, too. I bet you haven’t tried to walk without that crutch, have you?”

My heart thundered in my chest. Could it be true? Could I have been healed of my bad leg, too? He was right. I hadn’t tried to walk without my crutch. Why would I? I was used to being unable to rely on my leg. But it also hadn’t hurt in days. It had felt pain-free for the first time in as long as I could remember.

“Why don’t you try to stand up and walk around?”

I gently rolled Savette onto his lap. I probably shouldn’t. We should be focused on her, right now, but the curiosity was so strong. I’d just see if he was right and then I’d sit right back down again.

I stood, without help from my cane. Stood, and grabbed the side of the cage with one hand – not because I as in danger of falling, no my leg felt strong and firm and reliable under me – and it felt good. I grabbed that bar to hold me up because my heart was hammering in my chest and my ears felt like they would burst from the roar of excitement in my mind. I couldn’t think a thought. I couldn’t breathe. Hope roared up and filled me so full that I wanted to run, to leap, to laugh until my sides ached. It couldn’t be true, could it? I couldn’t be healed completely – could I? Why hadn’t I realized it?

I stretched, feeling so, so good and leapt up onto one of the benches, walking down the length of it and reveling in the capable feeling of every step. I could rely on this leg. I could let it be able and sure under me. I walked a lap around the cage before reminding myself that I had to be responsible. I had to go back in and care for the sweet friend who made this possible for me.

I ducked back into the tent, my face hot with excitement. It felt too enclosed in here. I should be running across the fields right now, breathing in fresh air while my strides stretched out over the ground. I shouldn’t be in a stuffy cage. 

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Shonan was smiling as Hubric continued to read, dutifully, from his book of prophecies.

“It’s like a dream,” I said. I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. Raolcan was right. I should be grinning all the time. Raolcan! I’d promised to wake him.

Wake up, Raolcan, wake up! He wasn’t listening. Likely, his sleep was too deep. But that was okay, because there was all the time in the world for him to celebrate with me. We needed to turn to Savette, because her time was fading.

“Healing gifts are like that. They give us gifts we couldn’t have imagined.” His voice was gentle, but there was a sadness behind it. Was he sad because his missing arm was still gone? I would be – had been – sad when others were healed and not me. 

“Maybe we can heal your arm like that,” I said, hopefully.

He laughed, but his laugh was wistful. “I think not, Dragon Rider. That is not part of my story. And now I have to ask you a hard question.”

He paused, and I couldn’t help but push him to hurry. I didn’t feel still or patient. I felt exuberant and lively. 

“What question?”

“How much do you love your friend?” 
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Chapter Fifteen
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His gaze was intense, as if he was asking me something terribly hard to answer, which was ridiculous because the answer was so easy.

“Very much. I think that maybe I’m here to keep her alive.”

He nodded gravely. “And what would you give to heal her now?”

I answered without pause. “Whatever it takes.”

A tear slid down his cheek. Why? Was he okay? I leaned in, worried about him. 

“Amel, we can heal her, you and I. We’ll concentrate on the truth Hubric is reading and any part that really resonates, you’ll lean into and I’ll do the same. As soon as we are both in tune with the truth of the words, I can help pull her from the land of death and back to the land of life, cutting the bond between her and the dragon who was tied to her soul. It’s possible, but difficult. I have not done it before though I have read about the theory behind it.”

“I can do my part,” I agreed. I could listen just fine.

He smiled gently. “But at this point, even breaking that bond will not save her. Her own life has dwindled too much. She needs to be given back the gift she gave you – her light.” Would that mean I’d die? The gift she’d given me was my life. “You won’t die, if that’s what you’re thinking. That injury was healed intentionally and isn’t tied to what she did accidentally. But, I fear that she accidentally left some of her light in you and it is bound up in the healing of your leg. If you choose to help me – that healing – the healing of your long-time injury - will be gone.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. He should never have told me in the first place! I felt like my bottom had dropped out – I was too heavy in my feet and legs, too light in my head. If he’d never told me I was healed, I wouldn’t feel now like he was ripping a gift from my hands!

“I had to tell you,” he said, as if he understood. “This choice can only be made by you. It wouldn’t be fair for anyone to make it for you or to lie about the sacrifices involved. What do you choose?”

I wanted so badly to choose my legs. Just to run once – it would be a dream come true. My own tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, hot and streaming. But I would never take something good for myself when that meant the destruction of someone else. I’d never put my happiness, my freedom, my own life over Savette’s. Would I? I needed to make the right choice before my desires took over my reason and changed my heart. 

I held my hand out and Shonan clasped my forearm in his one hand. Beneath our clasped arms, Savette’s body shook with coughing.

“We need to do this quickly,” I said. “I don’t want her to suffer a moment more.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Shonan tightened his grip on my shaking arm and waited until I met his gaze. The power blazing in his brown eyes held me captive. I couldn’t look away – didn’t want to. In the background, someone cursed and scrambled to pull the flapping edge of the blanket back into place. The wind was whipping up around our cage, flapping the blanket and riffling the pages of Hubric’s prophecy book.  Now that I was gazing into the true Dominar’s eyes my mind focused on what Hubric was reading.

“And one will come from the north, burning, burning,

Judgment and Wisdom bourn by the flow of spirit to spirit

Do not speak to us of the times that follow,

For they shall be as a dream of death as a nightmare walking,

The dusk shall vanquish all but the covenant until the dawn of the tide,” Hubric read.

I focused on the Dominar’s eyes as a roll of thunder boomed in the distance.

“Focus on the truth of who Savette is and what she means for us,” Shonan said. I leaned into the words Hubric was saying, thinking of all the hopes we had tied up in Savette as our talisman. “All you have to do is focus on the truth and remain open. I will do the rest.”

I hoped he knew what he was doing. If Savette had accidentally given me part of herself when she healed me – and she was very powerful! – what might the Dominar do if he didn’t get this quite right? And for that matter, did anyone out there know that he, too, possessed the strange magic Savette wielded? I’d never heard rumors of that.

“Focus,” he reminded, and I let myself drift on the words Hubric was reading.

“For our enemy captures all who oppose him. 

He gathers them up in one place under his sign 

And that sign is the sign of destruction and woe to all who love light and truth.

But the Chosen One is not far off, the bright one comes,

Death cannot prevent it, the bonds of the next life cannot drag our salvation away,”

Let’s make sure they didn’t. I focused on my knowledge of who Savette was – courageous, determined, responsible. She had sacrificed part of herself to heal me. She shouldn’t die with Eeamdor. We still needed her here.

“The hidden one, still powerful, draws out death,” Hubric read. This had to mean the Dominar, right? “Healing comes from the one who pays a steep price.

In this, victory will begin to grow like the first sprout of a mighty oak

And our hopes, bright as the dawn will rise over the horizon of our hearts.”

I leaned into those words, focusing on the hope and the victory that could sprout with Savette. A victory against darkness, evil and the demonic creatures of the dust that were terrorizing our land.

When had the rain begun? Our blanket was drenched and the sky dark. I could hear the patter of it all around us, as lighting lanced back and forth in the sky.

“Focus,” Shonan whispered. With effort, I turned my mind from the storm and back to Savette.

“And the people will be free of terror and the nations of uproar,

when the Chosen One brings truth to the heart of the Dominion,

when the dominion of darkness comes to an end.”

We needed that! I concentrated my mind on how badly we needed it and then the light around us began to grow.

Shonan closed his eyes, but light poured out around his eyelids. His forearm glowed, too, as if the symbol of the Lightbringers was glowing beneath the skin. My own vision blurred for a moment before clearing. Was I glowing, too? The light in his arm seemed to sear my own, but I held on tight.

Light filled our tiny enclosed space and then someone yelled and the blanket tore loose, whipping away and smacking the side of the cage with a wet sound.  A spear of lightning lanced upward from us to the sky – as thick as my body and so long that I couldn’t see the top of it. A sound like a thunderclap hit me and I rocked, only the Dominar’s tight grip on my arm keeping me from flying backward. The light blinded me. Gasping, I blinked as purple afterimages and bright white light filled my gaze successively. I concentrated on my breath. 

Breathe, Amel. That’s right. One breath, two, three ... my vision began to clear at four though it was mostly just blurry shapes. There was a shout – it sounded like Hubric.

At five, I was shoved roughly backward. I felt the weight of Savette still on my lap. There were shouts from outside the cage coming closer and the sound of panic in Analia’s voice as she spoke to Hubric. 

At six, my vision cleared completely, though everything was rolling around me. I must be dizzy. Our captors were pouring towards our cage, anger on their faces and shouts filling the air. Someone shoved my head down and the dizziness began to lessen. 

“Breathe deep breaths,” Haskel said roughly. 

There were legs around me. Hubric’s. Analia’s. Shonan’s. I realized after a moment that they were standing over us to protect us. Somehow, my crutch had ended up underneath me. I wiggled it loose and strapped it to my arm. If we’d done what we planned to do, I would need it close by. If we’d succeeded, I’d never again walk as freely as I had a few minutes ago.  

“What happened here?” Someone shouted from outside the cage. “What is that light?”

I looked up. Shonan still glowed very faintly, but not enough for anyone to notice. I looked down at Savette lying next to me. Her eyes glowed bright again and her breathing was easy. I let out a long breath. It had worked. I could even see some color in her cheeks again. But how long would it be until she was recovered enough to be able to use her truth-power? 

I had a bad feeling that we’d need it very soon.
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Chapter Seventeen
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“Open the cage and haul them out here!” Our cage was entirely ringed with enemies now. We had no weapons, no way to fight them off. The only one of us with any power was Savette and she was still asleep.

You did cause trouble while I was sleeping. Didn’t I warn you about that?

Raolcan! He was back!

Hold fast. We have a plan.

There was a clanking at the door of the cage. I grabbed Savette and pulled her onto my lap. I didn’t want anyone to slip and step on her as she lay on the floor. She murmured something.

“Savette? Are you waking up?”

No reply.

There was a sudden roar from further up the line of cages. I turned towards the sound just in time to see a burst of fire roll out of one of the cages up ahead. A second and third burst rolled out right afterward and then flames spewed in a steady stream.

There were screams from the tents too close to the outburst as they lit up like bonfires. People ran in all directions, dragging things from the flames, throwing water over their burning possessions and calling for the black Dragons. What were our dragons thinking? They were going to be burnt to cinders when the other dragons arrived!

Not if we get out of these cages first. We permitted this nonsense when your lives were held hostage. We won’t allow it now that they threaten you.

The door of our cage swung open and one of the guards strode into the cage. “What’s going on here?”

“Lightning struck the cage. What do you expect with metal cages in the middle of field during a storm?” Hubric growled. 

The guard shook his head, but behind him someone called, “Lock the cage back up. The dragons are escaping!”

The guard’s eyes narrowed and I could almost see what he was thinking. We were their hostages to keep the dragons in line. Maybe it was time to use us for that. 

“You’re coming with us,” he said, gesturing for us to follow him out of the cage.

“Our companion is ill and cannot walk,” Hubric objected.

“You have arms, don’t you? Carry her!” 

Despite his raised voice, he was barely audible over the commotion in the yards. People ran back and forth, screaming and shouting. Black dragons – far down the line – launched into the air. The crowd that had been outside our cage moments ago had melted away to just a handful of guards, the rest distracted by the chaos beyond us. 

Hubric lifted Savette up in his arms, Haskell helping him. My lips pressed tightly together. She wasn’t heavy, but Hubric wasn’t young. Savette would strain him if he had to carry her far. 

“Hubric?” she mumbled.

“Right here, girl dear. Right here,” he comforted her, carrying her like a child despite his reddening face. The rain had soaked all of us through, though it did little to put out the fires raging through the camp. 

Were Raolcan and the others out yet?

Yes, but we’re a tad occupied. Hold on. 

A purple dragon barrelled across my field of vision. Kyrowat! He flamed at people, horses, and tents indiscriminately. Would he know who we were? What would stop him from burning us with his flames, too?

Crazy though he is, he does love Hubric. In his own cranky way.

The guards around us fenced us in on all sides and the one who had opened the cage wheeled around to address us. “Get your dragons in line! If this chaos doesn’t end immediately I’ll kill you one by one until it does.”

“How do you expect us to do that, huddled in the rain?” Hubric demanded. He lowered Savette to the ground where she leaned against him. Could she sort of stand now? “If you want them calmed down, then you’ll have to let me near them.” 

I hobbled forward and put my free arm under Savette’s transferring her weight from Hubric to me. Her head lolled, but she was definitely holding up most of her weight. Was she recovering? Her power was our only hope!

Not exactly our only hope. Never discount what dragons can do!

But there were at least a dozen black dragons headed this way. As if my thought had summoned the worst, Kyrowat dashed back across my vision, retreating back the way he came. Fire flared behind him as a pair of black dragons and their riders chased after him. How would our dragons fare, fighting other dragons? It was a horrible thought! And none of us had weapons – except my crutch. I often forgot about that...

“You’re not going anywhere,” the guard said, grabbing Haskell by the hair and yanking her to him. She shrieked, clutching at her hair and kicking at him, but he put his sword to her throat, forcing her to stillness. “Results. Now! Or this one dies.”

What could we do? We couldn’t ask our dragons to stand down. That would mean their deaths.

“One,” the guard said.

“Can you stand, Savette?” I whispered.

“Mmm?” 

I looked around, for someone to take her. The Dominar was close, and he still had one good arm. I gave him the dragon rider sign for “come here.” Would he know it?

Yes! He shuffled subtly toward me and I leaned Savette toward him until her head found his shoulder instead of mine. The guard’s focus was on Hubric. If I could just work my way around him without anyone realizing what I was doing...

Behind Hubric, Kyrowat turned on his pursuers so suddenly that one of them reared up while the other stumbled. Like a shot, the Purple’s neck shot out, his jaws shutting around the black dragon’s neck and his teeth sinking deep into the flesh of the other. The black dragon screamed and round me, I heard a dozen mouths suck in breath. Every guard around us was watching the grizzly display as Kyrowat shook the other dragon like a dog with a groundhog in his jaws. Screams and flames were ripped from the mouth of his victim. I used the distraction to hobble to the side of the guard and release the catch on my cane.

A second set of gasps met my ears, but I didn’t look to see what new horror Kyrowat had accomplished. Instead, I flicked my crutch into the quarterstaff it could be transformed into and then with careful precision, struck the guard on the temple with as much force as I could muster.
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He slumped to the ground, his sword falling from his limp hand.

The next moments seemed to stretch out as we scrambled to defend ourselves. I pivoted so that Savette and the Dominar were at my back at the same moment that Haskell screamed and rushed away from the guards to the Dominar’s side. Hubric leapt forward and snatched up the fallen sword. 

The nearest guard had already engaged me and after that I lost track of anything else, concentrating all my power on keeping his sword blade from reaching me. I was handy with the quarterstaff, but no match for a trained swordsman. There was a scream from behind me followed by a series of sobs. What had happened? Who had fallen? I didn’t dare turn my attention away from the battle to look.

On my way.

I was pressed backward. I heard Hubric curse loudly, but the grunts and groans from his direction told me he was holding his own with that sword. I backed up another step, trying to keep the guard from stepping too close and finishing me off. It was a mistake. I stumbled into someone, heard someone moan and then a second guard joined the fight against me. He pressed in from one side so quickly that I had to pivot backward, stumbling over something on the ground. It was Analia, lying lifeless on the rocks. It must have been her scream I’d heard. My breath was growing rapid, my lungs burning from the exertion of pivot, thrust, parry, and sweep. I tasted blood in my mouth from the effort of my lungs fighting to keep up. 

“Hold them back!” Hubric called. 

I was trying! I missed a parry and hot pain seared me as the guard’s sword bit into my bad leg. Flashes of pain shot through my leg all the way down to the ankle and all the way up to my chest. It hurt so much! Fortunately, I was at least used to working without a leg. 

I pivoted again - ignoring the warmth of blood spilling down my calf - and gaining distance between myself and the guard with the bloodstained sword. I was already sweating hard, my lungs and heart pushed to their limits as I worked faster and harder than I’d ever had to before. 

This was it. They were too strong for me. Too quick. I couldn’t keep up. I barely registered the glint in one of the guard’s eyes before he nodded to his friend and together, they lunged forward. I stepped backward, lost my balance, was falling through the air when out of nowhere a purple jaw snatched the first guard from the ground, flinging him through the air. As soon as he was free of the snapping jaws, a stream of white-hot fire seared the other guard to ash.

Sorry, I’m late.

Raolcan! I rushed to him, embracing his wide neck. Relief filled me.

No time. Hop aboard.

I climbed up on his back and before I was even settled, Shonan was there with Savette. Together we hauled her onto his wide back. I held her tightly with one arm, the other arm holding on to the base of one of Raolcan’s wings. Dragons needed to come with handles.

Despite the enormous stress of the moment, I felt Raolcan laughing beneath me. 

Hurry. We have only a moment before they regroup.

Across from us, I saw Hubric leaping onto Kyrowat’s back. He helped Haskell up behind him. Was there a place for the Dominar?

Rasipaer comes.

There he was! Shonan ran to the Purple, awkwardly mounting the great Purple dragon, hindered by his lost arm.

The dragons formed a circle, tails in, heads out. Were we still under threat of attack? Couldn’t we just fly away?

Look up.

I looked up. 

Around us, at least a dozen dragons were joining a swirling ring. On the fields to either side, the guards and warriors regrouped, I saw hands pointed towards us. Even if we were to open the other cages right now, the allies we could find would be as weaponless as we were. We had three dragons to their dozen and two people with weapons – did I even count as that? – to their many. We needed help. We couldn’t do this on our own.

I’m calling for help as hard as I can.

Not what I wanted to hear. I wanted to hear that help was on its way.

Hold on tight. This part is up to us.

I gripped his wing tightly and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Savette grip his other wing. Good! She could help me keep herself safe.

“Are you back with us, Savette?” I asked.

“Mostly,” her voice was weak. “I’m weak as a newborn kitten.”

We wouldn’t be getting any magical assistance from her, then. Not this time.

“Just try to hold on. We’re about to be attacked.”

The dragon ring showed the first sign of change when one dragon dropped out of the circle, darting towards us like an arrow. A loud cry rose up from the men on the ground, and then their dark figures rushed towards us at the same time that the dragons - all, as one unified whole – dove to attack.
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Raolcan rose into the air, spiraling around his first attacker like a duelist seeking an opening. The dragon was fierce-looking with a wide mane-like frill around his face that flared out when he looked the angriest. His rider – dressed in Dragon Rider black – also wore black scarves. One of them, trimmed with gold thread, covered his nose and mouth. Somehow, the mask-like effect felt chilling. 

I gripped Raolcan’s wing as he dove forward, barely missing the spewing fire of the other dragon. Heat seared across my back from the blaze, but I leaned forward, pressing my body over Savette’s with my leathers on, I had a little more protection than she did in her simple dress. 

We wheeled to the side, Raolcan snapping at the other dragon’s neck and then bursting his own flare of fire off at the dragon. The moment we were out of his reach, a second dragon dove towards him. He twisted out of the way, but his movements were more limited than the black dragons’ were. Their riders were in saddles and straps. They didn’t have to concentrate on staying level, like Raolcan did.

Maybe he should leave us on the ground.

Look at the ground before you say that. 

Kyrowat still stood on the ground, spinning in a tight circle, flaming at a steady rhythm like a metronome was setting his pace. Even with steady gouts of flame in all direction, he could only keep the crowd immediately in front of his face at bay. Hubric hacked and slashed at the guards that surged to Kyrowat’s rear as he spun. Some, Hubric wounded, but they pressed in so close that as I watched, Haskell was dragged from Kyrowat’s back and lost in a sea of guards. Kyrowat kicked off, leaping into the air.

Where was Haskell? I scanned the crowd looking for her, but I could see no trace of her before Raolcan spun again and I lost all sense of where we were. In front of me, Savette’s light was growing brighter. Her head began to hold itself up. Could she recover in time to save us?

Unlikely. Focus on holding on.

A dragon dove in so close that all I saw was his massive eye. I screamed as his jaw snapped inches from my face. We dropped - the pit of my stomach dropping out with us – out of danger for a moment. My gaze traveled upward to see Rasipaer flaming at the dragon who had almost killed me.

We were holding our own, but for how long?

Raolcan shuddered under me and I had to let go of Savette to grip his wing with both hands as we shook back and forth, fishtailing through the sky. Beside me, a white-faced Savette held on to the other wing. My grip wasn’t strong enough! I was going to fall.

Two of them have me by the tail!

In front of me, I saw Rasipaer surrounded by four spiraling dragons. They surrounded him on every side, flaming and snapping like a living cage. 

There was no sign of Kyrowat or Hubric. Wherever they were, there were plenty of black dragons left to keep them as pinned down as we were. We had only moments before we would be overwhelmed and destroyed and with us, the hope not only of the Dominion, but if the Dusk Covenant and their Ifrits spread – the hope of the world.

“Savette!” I called. “Is there anything you can do?”

She shook her head, terror in her eyes. The rain, kicking up again, lashed against us, filling our eyes and mouths as we tried to speak. 

“There’s no hope,” she said. “I can’t reach my magic. I’m too weak.”

So, this was it. We’d come so far, and this was it. I looked off in the distance, trying to catch one last glance at the moon between the clouds of rain. Somewhere out there, Leng was under the same moon. Hopefully, he’d understand that we’d tried. We’d done all that we could.

Raolcan twisted, snapping at the dragons on his tail. He was too occupied to even talk to me. I didn’t judge him for that. We were just trying to survive. I lessened my grip on his wing, reaching to wrap my hand over one of Savette’s, seeking to give and receive comfort all at once. 

A new black dragon slipped in on Raolcan’s blind spot, clamping his teeth into my best friend’s neck. Raolcan screamed. Tears intermingled with the rain on my face. There was nothing I could do. No way I could stop the death of my best friend. I hoped he knew that I loved him, that I understood he’d sacrificed himself for me the day he chose to be my dragon. 
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Raolcan! Please know that I love you! Please don’t die thinking you are alone. I’m here with you all the way.

Not dead yet.

He reared back suddenly, as three dragons – Red, Green and White - appeared out of the torrent and ripped the black dragon from Raolcan’s neck. They dragged the black dragon away, out of my line of vision. Raolcan spun, and I saw a mighty Purple dragon descend from the clouds. It flamed the dragon still gripping Raolcan’s tail, while its rider leaned forward and with artisan-like precision, slid his short sword into the dragon’s vulnerable eye. 

I gasped, but not just for the violence of it all. In the middle of the storm, lightning flared and it glinted off the bald head of the rider. 

Leng! 

He’d come for us. 

Savette was openly weeping – from relief or something else. I gazed around us in wonder as hundreds of dragons descended around us, subduing the black dragons and their riders and the guards on the ground and gathering them into an ever-tightening ring of hundreds of multi-colored dragon bodies. 

I’d almost forgotten about the wild dragons. I’d almost stopped wondering where they were! I’d feared the worst about them for so long that I’d begun to believe it myself!

Ahlskibi spun around and swooped in, level with us. In the torrential rain, I could just make out Leng’s “all’s well” dragon sign before they darted past us. 

My mouth was still hanging open as Raolcan began to drift toward the ground. Was I dreaming?

If you were dreaming, my neck wouldn’t hurt so much. Seriously. You let some human bite your neck and see how much you like it. It might not kill you, but I bet you anything you’d be wearing a scarf for a few weeks while it healed. 

Why hadn’t Raolcan told me they were close?

Didn’t want to get your hopes up.

Had Leng really just shown up at the head of an army of dragons and rescued us? 

Let’s hope so, or this landing I’m planning is a terrible idea.

Relief was so powerful that I felt like I was losing my grip on what was real. I wouldn’t really be able to believe it until I was touching Leng, both of us standing on the ground.

Oh sure, that’s what you tell yourself. “I just need to touch him to know it’s real.” Not because you’re in love with him and you can’t keep those hands to yourself. Not at all. Oh, and don’t mind me. It’s not like I have bite wounds on my tail and neck or anything.

Right. We needed to attend those first. What could I do to help?

Honesty, I just need a rest. Why don’t you two stand on your own feet for a moment?

Savette and I dropped to the ground. I circled around to place a hand on Raolcan’s cheek and look him in the eye.

“Thank you, my dearest friend. I don’t think I say that enough.”

You certainly don’t.

Around us, a hubbub of voices filled the air. I looked over to their source to see Hubric was opening the cages and letting all the Lightbringers out. He walked with a limp, still carrying his sword, but he winked at me when he saw me looking at him. A battered, muddy Haskell walked beside him.

It would take more than a little fire to kill that old oak tree.

Raolcan lay his head on the ground – his eyes closing. 

I just need a minute.

Beside him, Savette lay down, cuddled against his side, her own eyes closing. Raolcan wouldn’t be alone in his sleep. Was he really going to be okay? It wasn’t like him to drift off on a battlefield that was still being subdued, even if he was injured.

It’s self-defence.

Against what? My heart leapt in worry. Was there another attack coming?

An attack on my sense of decency. It’s already almost upon us.

What was he talking about?

Wet footfalls smacked across the ground, the sound of rain spattering in the divots they made filling my ears. I turned, straining to see in the heavy downpour, and before I had a chance to catch my breath, Leng caught me up in his strong arms, almost lifting me up in the air before drawing me close in a firm embrace.

“You’re alive,” he murmured into my hair. “I was so certain ... so worried. When I heard about Leedris City and the Ifrits there-”

“When I heard about Saldrin-” I interrupted.

“I was certain you were lost to me.”

“I feared the worst, too.”

His kiss was hot in the cool rain, and the sense of complete safety that it brought with it made my last defense crumble. I wrapped my arms around him, pulling him in tighter.

“I’m so glad I found you, Amel. But, we have to stop meeting each other this way.”

“By saving each other’s lives?”

He kissed me again.

“Finding each other in terrible danger?” My voice muffled at the end when he cut off my words with a kiss.

When I could speak again I carried on, “Swooping in to save the day?”

“Amel?”

“Yes?”

“This is the part where you stop talking and kiss me.”

And that is why it’s better to have my eyes closed. 

He kept them closed for a long time. Long past the time that the prisoners were free. Long past the time that the wild dragons finished subduing our foes. Long past the much later time that Leng and I finally stopped whispering to each other and turned back to the business at hand. He’d earned every second of his rest.

You said it, spider.




Dragon School: Mark of Loyalty
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Leng was all business as we gathered around the fires. The rescued Lightbringers huddled together, damp and bedraggled from the storm and the days of imprisonment. I was just glad that we were free. I wasn’t born for a cage.

No one is.

“We rest for one hour,” Leng said. “I can’t afford longer than that. We recovered twenty horses. As many Lightbringers as can ride should scatter on horseback.  Jastar Leghorn, former purser for Umtal City.” He gestured to a greying man with a solid frame, “has agreed to help formulate a plan to help you divide up and reach as many cities and towns as possible. We need to rally the Lightbringers in other cities before they are rounded up and sent to Dominion City. Any Castelans who can be convinced to join our cause should join us. We must not allow the Dusk Covenant to succeed in destroying the Dominion.”

There were murmurs of agreement.

“We’ll leave the human prisoners – our former guards - in the cages here,” Jastar said. “I, myself, will lead those of us who don’t have horses on foot to the nearest Lightbringer safehouse. One of those who takes a horse will stop in a nearby village to tell them about these prisoners. That should give us enough time to scatter before we are pursued. We don’t have a place to keep them but leaving them here indefinitely is a death sentence.”

“What about their black dragons?” Haskell asked from the crowd of freed prisoners.

“Those will come with me,” Leng said, a dark look in his steady eyes. “We will bear them as prisoners to the lands of Haz’drazen.”

“We could use the aid of your dragons,” Jastar said, looking longingly at the wild dragons as they circled our camp. The rain had stopped, and it was easier to see their silhouettes pass across the moon now that the clouds were drifting away.

“Impossible, I’m afraid. Haz’drazen has sent word that all loyal dragons are to return to her lands to await her orders. We must leave before dawn, and the dragons with us.”

Jastar nodded and then called to two others to join him as they discussed the best course. They’d deal with this situation. We had our own troubles to deal with. 

Leng gave them a brisk wave of farewell and then stalked toward Ahlskibi. He was resting beside Raolcan, Rasipaer, and Kyrowat, waiting for us to return.

I followed his quick strides, barely keeping up - even with my crutch flying at my side like a third leg. It had been amazing to walk – even for those few minutes – without difficulty or assistance. Since we’d healed Savette, my leg had slowly begun to ache. It felt worse after so many days without pain – especially now that I was injured on top of that. It was funny how you could get used to a thing. I’d gotten used to painlessness.

“Leng?”

He turned to me with a tired smile, a question in his gaze. He felt more – in charge – than he had the last time I’d seen him. And older. More weary and worn. I wondered what he’d seen when he liberated the captives of Saldrin. Because he must be the Dragon Rider rumor said had taken the city for a day - long enough for the refugees to flee for safety.

“We have a man named Shonan with us, riding Ashana Willowspring’s dragon. He needs to journey to the lands of Haz’drazen with us.”

Leng nodded, like his mind was on something else. “Shonan?”

“It’s important. Rasipaer was separated from Ashana.”

“Of course.”

Should I tell him that Shonan was the Dominar? Was it my secret to tell? 

We joined the others where they were huddled, wet and dirty, in a ring close to the dragons. Shonan was missing, but I bit my lip as I considered whether I should speak his secret aloud. Hubric would probably caution against it. And Leng seemed preoccupied, like he’d suddenly been hit by a huge thought.

“All wounds bound up?” Leng asked. 

“Yes,” Haskell answered him. “I saw to everyone.” 

She’d even bandaged my leg where I’d been stabbed, tying it up with a poultice she’d made from supplies found in our captors’ tents.

“You’re not a Dragon Rider,” Leng said carefully. “You should return to the others. They have plans.”

“She’s with me,” Hubric said, protectively. 

I felt my eyebrows rise. He planned to bring her with him? That was decidedly unlike the Purple Dragon Rider. 

He has his reasons.

What reasons?

Like you, Hubric’s eyes are clouded with human foolishness.

Well, we were human, after all.

And you humans have the worst instincts about the right time to fall in love.

In love? Hubric? But he was so ... so old.

I’m pretty sure that doesn’t make him immune. It also doesn’t make him immune to flames and Kyrowat is considering that method to cure him of his foolishness.

Leng nodded, looking concerned, like his mind still wasn’t with us. “Then, we all need to leave together. I’m assuming all the dragons here are loyal to their Queen. We need to make haste. Haz’drazen has called all loyal dragons home, but more than that, Starie Atrelan and the Hand of the Dusk Covenant ride for the Lands of Haz’drazen. She’s been boasting that she will make the Queen of Dragons bend to her will. That can’t be good.”

I clenched my jaw. 

Well, don’t fear for Haz’drazen. Fear for Starie. My Queen will rip her into pieces. 

I shuddered.

Probably not while you’re watching.

That didn’t make it much better.

Probably.

“Can these dragons all fly?” Leng asked.

“Kyrowat can,” Hubric said. “Haskell will fly with us.”

“Raolcan can fly,” I said. Not that I wanted him to just yet. I was worried about those bites. “He’ll carry me and Savette.”

Stop fussing over me. I’ve told you so many times, I’m tough! I’ll be fine! 

“Then we can leave almost immediately. Collect whatever supplies you can. There’s a safehouse to the south, but most of them have been destroyed by the Dusk Covenant or picked over by fleeing Lightbringers, so don’t expect much.” 

“We’ve already collected whatever we could find,” Hubric said, holding up a meager bundle of blankets and waterskins. 

I squinted my eyes and saw that he had saddled our dragons while we’d been busy.

I like this saddle. It’s a warrior one. You’re going to love it, too. Streamlined. Two-seater. Lots of straps for you and extra padding for me.

Leng cleared his throat. “I wish I could give you better news from the north and better hope, but our days are long and hard with many battles and more to come. It’s not time to whine about that, but there will be hardships and bad news without much good to help us bear it. I saw your signal – that burst of light in the sky and I came for you.” He smiled at me. “And I’m so glad that I did. It’s good to have you all join us for our flight to Haz’drazen. May she show us mercy when we finally arrive.”

She will. That boy has grown since you saw him last. He’s got a spine of iron.

He’d need it. We all would before this was over.

“Where’s the man you mentioned, Amel?” Leng asked, his forehead wrinkling in an anxious fashion. “We should get him here, so we can mount up and get going.”

“Sorry, I was just looking for a cloak,” Shonan said, emerging from behind Rasipaer. There was a cloak under his good arm, easy to see as the moonlight spilled over him.

Beside me, Leng gasped. “Shonan? It’s really you!”

“Leng?”

I gasped as Leng took off like a bounding puppy, rushing forward and throwing his arms around the ruler of our Dominion as if he was a childhood friend.
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“Leng! It is you!” Shonan’s deep voice cracked slightly as they parted from their embrace.

“Your arm!”

“Lost to the enemy.”

“I thought for sure ...” Leng’s own voice wavered and I realized as I listened to them both that there was a similarity to the sound of their voices. He started again. “I thought for sure I wouldn’t see you again in this life. When they came for you it seemed certain that ... that ...”

“That my path would be a lonely one?”

Leng nodded. His hand was clapped on Shonan’s shoulder.

“Older brother, it’s like you’re back from the dead.”

Shonan’s laugh was harsh. “I feel more like someone stole my life than that they gave it back.”

“That’s no life.”

“Trust me, the man who stole it will make death grow where once the living flourished. He’ll poison the minds of all who follow him and sow arguments and treachery in his path.”

So, Leng knew that Shonan had been the Dominar? He knew that somehow his mask and crown were taken?

Well, if they were brothers then he must have been there the day Shonan was chosen to be the Dominar.

How did that happen? How was a new Dominar chosen? I thought they were born in a family like Castelans.

We really should have made sure you read those textbooks back at Dragon School.

I did try before they disbanded the school. 

Because if we had, then you would know that the Dominar is chosen by the Council. When the Dominar dies or is otherwise unable to continue to reign, the Council takes a bag of stones, each one with a district carved on it. 

For the district that they draw out, another bag is produced – the bag containing stones from each city and village of the district. From that bag, a stone is drawn. The Council travels to that place and there, the names of each family are written out and the council draws out one name, burning the rest in a ceremonial fire. 

From that family, the name of every person, unmarried between the ages of fifteen and seventy-five, is written out and again, a name is drawn. 

That person is crowned and masked and their name is forgotten. There is a funeral for them, as if they had died that day – because they have. From that day forward, they have no family, no friends, no life. They will not marry or bear children. They are the mask and the crown and nothing else.

I felt my eyes sting with fresh tears. So Leng wasn’t lying when he said he’d received his brother back from the dead. 

“Ride with me, brother,” Leng said, his voice rough. “We can catch up as we fly.”

And if Ahlskibi lets anything slip, I’ll be sure to let you know.

That didn’t quite help the jealousy souring my belly as I turned to mount Raolcan. I’d only just got Leng back and I already had to share him with someone he loved more.

Not more. Just different. Like how you love me.

I helped Savette up on Raolcan’s back - she was still weak from being healed – and then placed a foot in a stirrup. A hand on my back stopped me before I pushed up into the saddle. 

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten you, Amel Leafbrought.” 

I turned and was surprised by Leng’s sudden kiss and quiet chuckle. “I saw that jealous back you turned on me.”

Perceptive.

“I’m not jealous.”

Liar.

He laughed again. “We’ll catch up, too. We’ll try to get to the Sapphire Springs chalet. If it still stands, we can rest there this evening. I’ll show you the hot springs. They’re a sight to see.”

Now that sounded very good. I forced a smile. “I thought we were in a hurry.”

“Not too much of a hurry for that.”

My smile this time was genuine. “I’m glad that you have your brother back, Leng.”

“Just don’t listen to anything he says about me. None of it is true.” He was smiling as he warned me.

And now I was incredibly curious about what Shonan might say.

So am I.

He kissed me again, rushing away as soon as he was done. I cleared my throat and mounted Raolcan, carefully strapping my crutch in place while Savette adjusted her blindfold. 

“Ready to go?” I asked her.

“There’s something different about this trip, Amel,” Savette said in a far-away voice. “Something big is about to take place.”

And with her portentous words ringing in our ears, we launched into the night sky.
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Our first stop was at a ramshackle farm just after dawn. Kyrowat dropped down from the sky to land in the farmyard and the dragons with riders joined him in the bare dirt. The house and barn stood with doors open, squeaking on their hinges. The grass had grown long and died around the doorstep and over the paths between the buildings. No one had been here for a long time. 

“What is this place?” Savette asked.

“A dust storm came through this area about a decade ago,” Hubric said. “Most farmers picked up and left when their crops stopped coming up. The wells are still good, for the most part. The water came back a few years ago.”

He dismounted and hobbled over to the well, cranking up the bucket. I slid my crutch free, checking on Raolcan as he licked his healing wounds. He was healing remarkably quickly.

Told you so. We heal quickly and I heal even quicker than most dragons.

Why was that?

Willpower.

One of these days I was going to figure out when he was joking about things. In the meantime, I went to explore the house. We weren’t well supplied. If anything at all had been left behind, it could come in handy.

The house was built of wood slats and a dry dusty smell pervaded everything. Someone had taken the time to carve the ceiling beams and doorposts. They’d handcrafted shelves and the fireplace was river rock. Someone had loved this house once. Now, every room was coated in a thick layer of dust. I went from room to room, but each was bare and empty. Would my family home be like this after war swept through our land? 

The last room I checked was an old panty. On the top shelf, a battered kettle and a twisted spoon were all that remained. I looked in the top of the kettle. It was clean on the inside, but black and battered on the outside. Maybe if we found some sort of herbs somewhere, Hubric could have tea again. That would cheer him up.

I turned to leave and almost ran into Leng. He leaned casually against the pantry doorpost, his eyes tired.

“When did you last sleep?” I asked him.

“There will be time enough for sleep when all this is done.”

“The war you mean?” He was pushing himself too hard. He was looking thinner. “Wars can take a long time.”

He shrugged. “Life, I guess. You only get one crack at it. I think it’s best to squeeze as much as you can out of those few years.”

“You aren’t a dragon, Leng. You can’t go into a deep sleep later to recover. You need your rest.”

He smiled. “You sound like a mother.”

“Your mother?”

His face went dark for a moment, but then he shook his head. “Getting Shonan back as a brother ... well, it brings back memories. Some memories hurt like old wounds. You seem to know about Shonan. Who he was. What happened to him. How is that possible?”

I flushed. Was he going to tear into me the way Hubric had when he found out? He had a dangerous look in his eye.

“When the Dominar lost his arm, it got infected. The infection was spreading, so we had to remove the rest of his arm to save him. He was feverish and sick. Someone had to take that mask off to help him.”
I jutted my chin out defiantly. I was sick of being judged for just trying to help. His expression was still grim. I clenched my jaw in response, holding the battered kettle between us like a wall. “You weren’t there, so you don’t know. It was inhuman to let him suffer without helping. I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t ... You weren’t there.”
I was looking at the ground now. I had nothing to be ashamed of, so why did I feel so bad? I let my compassion override the rules. So what? If anything was clear about me by now, it should be that I was always going to do that. I wiped my face with my sleeve. When had I started crying? The sleeve hitched up uncomfortably, but my other hand was full with my crutch and the kettle, so I couldn’t fix it.

“Amel? What’s on your arm?” Something in his voice had changed.

I looked down, surprised to see a bright mark on my arm, like a tattoo made of light. It was the sign of the Lightbringers, surrounded by swirling patterns, a mirror image to the one on Shonan’s arm. When he’d embraced mine and we’d fought to save Savette that mark on his arm had glowed bright. Now, here it was on my arm, bright as his. He’d left his mark on me.

Leng looked pale and his Adam’s apple bobbed, like he was swallowing while he was considering the mark on my arm. After a second, he took two sudden steps towards me and took my wrist in his hand. I flinched, expecting a rough grip, but his hands were gentle as he drew my wrist to his lips and kissed it. He tugged my sleeve down over my wrist and spoke quietly, almost reverently.

“Don’t show that to anyone else. Keep it covered up. Promise me.”

“I promise. Why do I need to keep it a secret?”  

“It’s better if you don’t know.”

“Would someone else know if they saw it?”

He shrugged, looking uncomfortable and uncertain all at once, but then he gave me one of those brilliant smiles of his.

“Thank you for being you, Amel. For being the girl who cares so much about a dying man that she’s willing to face death to give him a little relief.” His voice faltered for a moment. “For being the girl so willing to sacrifice herself that she’s marked for the good of others. You ... I’m not worthy of you.”

What was he even talking about? Of course, I’d helped the Dominar. Anyone who wasn’t evil like Iskaris would have done that much. And all this symbol meant to me was that I’d been willing to help Savette. Nothing more than that. Nothing that anyone wouldn’t have done.

“You have it backward, Leng.” I smiled, taking his hand in mine. “I’m thankful every day for your friendship. Were you able to talk with your brother?”

He nodded gravely.

“Good. Then let’s keep going. I want to see these hot springs.”

We left the farmhouse hand in hand, but I was so curious now about the mark that I barely noticed Hubric’s excitement over the battered kettle. I barely noticed it when we took off again, flying south. It wasn’t until Savette tapped me on the shoulder to show me a mountain chalet in the distance that I even paid attention to where we were flying.

That’s why I do all the work around here.

Maybe Raolcan knew what the mark of light on my arm meant.

Maybe I do.

Maybe he’d tell me, then,

I think Leng is right. Best not to know. But definitely don’t show it to anyone.

I could have just about kicked him. Why wouldn’t he tell me?

Seriously? He wouldn’t tell you, so you told him how much he means to you. I won’t tell you and you want to kick me? That’s grossly unfair, Amel. It’s prejudice against dragons.
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The mountains, it turned out, were a series of foothills just north of the dormant volcanoes that marked the Lands of Haz’drazen. Nestled in their rocky protection, was a timber chalet, standing in a grove of trees so massive that they made the dragons appear to be the size of humans. 

Exhausted wild dragons spread out through the mountainous forests, while we humans and our dragons made our way to the chalet. 

We’re going to leave you humans here while we hunt. We haven’t eaten in far too long.

I hadn’t even thought of that, but I should have. 

I caught sight of mountain sheep. If you wouldn’t mind, could you hurry up with that saddle? My mouth is already watering...

Savette helped me hurry to unsaddle Raolcan and while we were still dragging the last strap off his girth, he wiggled free and took off. Kyrowat leapt in the air right behind him, coughing a fireball at his heels and within seconds, we humans were left to fend for ourselves.

Savette was looking stronger and her steps were more sure as we settled Raolcan’s saddle on the ground. I kept watch on her out of the corner of my eye, but she didn’t seem to require any kind of help. The healing did exactly what Shonan had promised it would. Which was good, right? Because it meant I hadn’t given up my own healing for nothing.

“What is this place?” Haskell asked, wonder filling her eyes. 

“A Lightbringer sanctuary, known only to us. A place for those in need to seek refuge,” Hubric said, smiling kindly. “Come, there should be tea and foods stored here, as well as clothes to replace our ruined ones.”

After what we’d been through over the last few weeks, that sounded like heaven. I followed them tiredly into the massive chalet, climbing the stairs up to the entrance with a smiling Savette. Leng and Shonan brought up the rear, silent, but in a way that spoke of contentment rather than coldness. 

When we followed Hubric in the massive Great Room, I felt my whole body relax. Lush furnishings filled the room with wide windows that led out to a sprawling terrace. Bear rugs were laid out on the massive stone floor and wide tapestries hung over the shining, polished wood walls. In the center of the Great Room, a chimney led upward and under it stood a ring of stone masonry, wood for a fire laid out in the center of it.

“I’m going to find the storeroom. If there’s food, we’re going to eat,” Haskell said.

“I’ll come with you. This dress is a disaster.” Savette’s dress was so muddy and torn that it barely looked white anymore. 

I didn’t want to go anywhere. I just wanted to stand here for a moment and drink up the beauty of this place. How long ago was the last time that I could just sit somewhere and enjoy the look of the place without fleeing for my life? 

Hubric bent over the fireplace with his flint in hand and Leng went out to check on the dragons. 

“After they’re done feeding, I need to send another messenger on ahead to tell Haz’drazen that we are drawing near,” he explained as he left. “It would be impolite to surprise her.”

Silent as a ghost, Shonan slipped out onto the wide terrace just outside the great room and I followed him. I wanted to sit down and rest, but this was more important. I stole a glance at his forearm. Could I see a faint glow under his sleeve? Or had he transferred his glowing mark to me?

He stood - as if he didn’t see me - looking off into the distance, a look of concern on his face.

“It’s not so easy to walk away, is it?” I asked.

He smiled slightly but didn’t answer, as if he was working out a problem too great for me to understand.

“Does your arm pain you?”

“Don’t concern yourself about it. I have endured worse.”

Worse than a lost limb? That was hard to fathom. It was hard not to take his injury seriously when I’d been the one to bandage it the first time. 

“Haskell is an apothecary. She could help you to dress it.” 

He nodded, and I could tell by his body language that he didn’t want to talk, but I had something to say and I needed to say it while Hubric and Leng were busy, because I had a feeling that they wouldn’t like it at all. It kept springing to mind every time I saw Shonan and every time that I thought about Iskaris behind his silver mask, lord of the Dominion and in charge of all our resources...

“I don’t think that the mask is the man,” I blurted out. “I mean. I see why they do it that way, but I think that you can’t separate an idea from the thing it’s meant to be attached to and that thing is you - not some inanimate piece of metal. To me, you’re still our Dominar.” My face was already hot, but I pressed on. “And if you want to do something about that – if, maybe, you want to fight back and try to take back what’s yours - then I think you should know that I’m with you. I’ll help you.”

He still didn’t look at me, and when he eventually spoke his words were slow and deliberate. “That sentiment is treason.”

“Treason is just a word that means you’re loyal to the wrong thing. I’m loyal to you. There’s nothing wrong about that.”

But I wasn’t ready to get in more trouble. My face hot with embarrassment and worry, I scurried back into the chalet.
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Leng was whispering to Hubric when I entered the great room. He smiled and held out a hand.

“Let’s look at those hot springs before it gets too dark.”

I took his hand with a smile but underneath I was worried. I just knew that both he and Hubric were going to be upset when they heard what I’d told Shonan. I didn’t want to admit it to him, but I didn’t want to have to wait and wonder if Shonan had told him, either. 

We walked out of the chalet, following a narrow winding path along the side of the mountain.

“This mountain was a volcano at one point. I don’t know if that’s why the pool is hot, or if it’s a magical thing. Either way, I’ve never seen a pool like this one before.”

Above us, dragons circled, coming and going, guarding the prisoners they’d taken and bringing back meat. They filled the sky – even here where I could see a long way off from the mountain. I admired their various colors. The reds were crusted and thick-scaled and so were the golds. The greens and blacks were a little larger than the others, the whites almost ethereal in how they dove through the clouds. I almost wished I could know them all as well as I knew the purples.

Why? We’re the best color. The others are fine, I suppose, but you wouldn’t hear their thoughts and they don’t think much of humans. You’re like wolves to them. Interesting, possibly harmful, you disrupt the ecosystem from time to time, but not really interesting conversationalists.

Well, that put me in my place.

Like I said, that’s other dragons. Not Purples. We care about people.

He thought that Purples were the mushy-hearted ones? Purples who happily flamed people and were insulted at the slightest thing?

We’re still dragons. Don’t mistake our soft-heartedness for weakness.

Sometimes I thought I knew everything about him, and then he said something like this and I realized I knew nothing at all.

“Here we are,” Leng said as we rounded a corner that opened up into a round rocky pool with rock walls on every side except for the small winding path that snuck between them. The minerals in the pool and surrounding it were a bright blue that slowly bled into green and then a bright gold as it moved from pool to rock walls. No wonder they called this place Sapphire Springs! I gasped at the beauty of it. “Worth the wait?”

“Absolutely!” 

His smile was infectious and joy threatened to chase my own worries away as I dipped my hand in the warm pool, and then with care, lowered myself to the ground, stowed my crutch to one side, and carefully worked my boots loose to let my tired feet soak in the pool. The warmth and a tingling sensation embraced my feet and slowly began to relax my muscles and clear my mind.

“The minerals of the pool – or the magic of it, if that’s what it is – have a soothing quality for the mind,” Leng said. “The last time I was here I had just joined the Lightbringers. I think I spent the entire night in this pool.”

“Did you really conquer Saldrin and save all the refugees?” I asked.

He blushed. “Is that what you heard?”

“I really admire that.” More than that. I thought he was the best of heroes. He hadn’t been ordered to fight that battle – he’d done it just to help people. He could have just turned around and fled when he realized the city was occupied.

“I just couldn’t let them hurt people who had nothing to do with all of this. You know? They didn’t ask for a war. They didn’t ask for their homes to be ruined and their lives destroyed.”

“This whole mess is like that. None of this had to happen. We were all fine before this started and our enemies could have just enjoyed their families and their work and eaten some good dinners and lived their lives without starting all this.”

He snorted. “People aren’t like that. They aren’t content to just live simple lives that don’t hurt anyone. There’s always this kind of undercurrent in people driving them forward to either good things or really bent, gnarled things. It’s not that they just wake up one day and decide to start a fight. This kind of thinking is just building up in them all the time, like the tick of a clock, like the beat of a heart, it’s the rhythm they think their thoughts to. Selflessness, courage, honor – these things are as strange and unintelligible to them as evil and cruelty are to you.”

But evil wasn’t always unintelligible to me. I’d wanted to murder Iskaris in cold blood, hadn’t I? Even if I hadn’t done it, the thought was there. Maybe I wasn’t listening to my rhythm as well as I should be. I stared at my feet and bit my lip.

“What are you thinking of, Wind-rider?”

“Why do you call me that?” I asked, avoiding the question. I felt my cheeks heating up. Maybe it was just the hot spring doing that.

“It’s the way I think of you. You’re like the wind. I never know where you are or where you’ll turn up.”

Personally, I like that. The wind is powerful and untameable – like me.

I smiled, still looking at my feet. “I like that.”

“Wind-rider?”

“Hmmm?” He was so sweet. Far too sweet. I didn’t deserve him. 

“What were you thinking of?”

The sun was low now and dusk was upon us. I looked up into his dark eyes, twinkling in the last rays of the sun and I couldn’t help myself. He deserved the truth.

“I think your brother still deserves to be the Dominar and I told him so. I told him that I’d help him try to get it back.”

His face went ghostly pale.
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He leaned toward me and I stiffened, expecting a threat, but instead, he wrapped me in his arms. 

“Chaos follows you, Wind-rider.”

“Chaos?” I was definitely not a chaotic person! People like Starie were chaotic. People like Iskaris. I just wanted to keep things on the right course.

“No one else but you would think that speaking treason aloud – and to him! – was a good idea. Listen, Amel, I love how you love truth and loyalty. I love how you’re full of compassion and want the best for your friends, but please, please, don’t say this to anyone else! You could get yourself imprisoned - or killed - with those words.” 

He kept me in a close hug while he spoke, and I liked the feeling – like he was trying to protect me from myself. It didn’t mean I was wrong, though.

“When Shonan was the Dominar, I wasn’t allowed to know him anymore. I wasn’t allowed to speak about him. I wasn’t allowed to ever acknowledge that he was part of our family. I lost him. And I thought it was forever.”

I got that. After all, I had to leave my family for their own good. 

“If Shonan is not the Dominar, then Iskaris is,” I said. “You haven’t met him. You don’t know what a terrible man he is. When we were in the warrens, he tried to kill Shonan.”

“My brother told me that.” Now that the sun was sinking, the only warmth was his arms around me and the warm pool. “He told me that you saved him, too. Thank you for that, Amel.” He leaned in to kiss my forehead and then pulled back again, pulling his feet out of the water and tugging his boots back on. “But you have to know that I just can’t ask him to go back to that. He wasn’t a man, he was a mask - living without love or friendship. He shouldn’t have had to give himself up like that – even if it was for the good of the Dominion - and I won’t ask him to do it again.”

I swallowed, pulling my own boots back on again. What had I hoped for? I guess I’d hoped he’d see it my way even though I was sure he wouldn’t like the idea. I guess I’d hoped that underneath it all, we had the same goals. He was a good man – but if he was good, why couldn’t he see what I saw.

Ha! There’s some dragon-level arrogance right there! Yes, if someone doesn’t see eye to eye with you, that’s a reason to question their goodness.

I felt my cheeks growing hot. It might have been an idle thought, but Raolcan was right, it was unfair. 

“Amel?” Leng asked as I adjusted my crutch. 

“Yes?”

“Don’t talk about this to anyone else, okay? He doesn’t need to get back into this.”

I put a hand in his and followed him back to the chalet, but I wasn’t ready to promise anything. I was certain I was right about this one. There had to be some way to prove it to everyone else.

“There will be other people who think he should be the ruler again,” Leng said as we walked. “I’m worried about that. There’s got to be some way that I can protect him from all of this.”

I felt a bit like a traitor as we approached the chalet. If I helped Leng, the Dominion would suffer for it. If I helped the Dominion, he would suffer. Either way, I was about to betray someone.

When we returned, food was ready, and water had been drawn for washing. I was delighted to finally get properly clean and full, but my mind was busy. I kept thinking through what it would mean to have Iskaris as our ruler permanently and I knew that wasn’t an outcome that I could live with. And if I couldn’t live with it, where did that leave me? 

Savette had found clothing in the back and she was dressed in a fresh dress of soft-pink sky-silk and a white fur cloak. Haskell, Hubric, and Shonan were also wearing fresh clothing. Savette tossed a set of black dragon-rider leathers to me, cut in a female shape. I looked them over – still stiff with their newness - and sighed.

“I can’t wear them, Savette,” I said.

“Just put them on,” Hubric growled. “There are no trainee leathers here and I won’t have you embarrassing me with dirty ripped clothes at our meeting tomorrow.”

I hurried to one of the rooms in the back and changed, grateful, despite my misgivings, for the fresh clothes. They smelled clean and new and between that and a good meal, I felt like a new woman. When I emerged, Hubric was waiting for me in the hall.

“Come with me,” he growled. 

Great. He seemed jumpy, looking both ways as he led me to a storeroom in the back and that couldn’t be good. He must have heard my words to Shonan while he was lighting the fire and he must be ready to add his warnings to Leng’s. 

He shut the door with care, latching it behind him and then drew very close before saying in a low voice, “I heard you speak to Shonan and by your disappointed look tonight, I gather Leng was no more interested in treason than his brother was.”

“You don’t need to lecture me, Hubric.” I sighed. “I know, it’s not the man that leads us, it’s the mask. And it’s not for me to decide who gets to wear that mask. Suggesting anything else is treason.”

“Yes, it is.”

“So, it doesn’t matter that the man in the mask is a snake, it doesn’t matter that the good man who used to wear has been deposed or that our nation is in turmoil and this will only make things worse. The only person with the right to wear the mask is the one inside it, right?”

“Yes.”

I sighed. “Okay then, why did you bring me down here?”

He lifted one eyebrow.

“Sorry.” I shouldn’t be snapping at him. I just felt ... frayed around the edges. I couldn’t even explain it to myself. I just felt like something was grinding at me. Like a stone in a shoe or a piece of sand in the eye.

He lifted the other eyebrow.

“I will show more respect.” I really should. After all, there was no one I respected more than Hubric.

“Good.” His expression was deadly serious.  “Because I plan to join you in your treason. The mask isn’t the man - it’s true. But I think that you and I can find a way to put the right man in that mask. I’ve been thinking about it since Umtal. I just can’t see any other way to save this land. Now, say nothing to anyone else. Go to bed like a good apprentice, but know that I’m working on this, too. Together, we’ll find a way.”
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“It’s like nothing I ever imagined.” Savette’s words were so awed that I barely made them out, but I agreed with her.

Before us, the black peaks of Haz’drazen’s volcanoes rose up from the landscape like black dragon teeth – the tops of some broken from the violent spurts of lava that sometimes rose up and flooded the mountain range. The slopes falling away from the jagged peaks were sleek with black sand and gnarled, stunted trees.

We were flying toward a very strange feature, a double-peaked dormant volcano with a wide shelf between the peaks. A massive arch made of stone – a dragon biting its own tail - was centered on the middle of the shelf. Its proportions were so gargantuan that a dozen dragons could have flown through in a cluster without breaking formation. I tried to follow the twist of the tail, which dipped down into the ground before rearing up again into the dragon’s mouth, but one edge of the pattern became another seamlessly and my eye lost its reference point as it twisted on in itself.  A winding road led to the arch from the low land below, like a ribbon twisting through a ring. 

We were not the first to fly to this place. Tents were erected across the shelf and down along the road. People, horses, and carts packed the road leading up to the structures, while the land all around was filled with dragons of every color, size, and shape imaginable – far more than I had dreamed even lived in the Dominion.  On the twin volcano peaks, faraway figures moved just enough to pick them out on the landscape.

Dragons are there, too. Hundreds of us. We come at the request of our queen. Look carefully at the gate. 

On either side of the gate, black dragons stood, tall and straight, their eyes ever vigilant. There were other dragons with them. Were they there to regulate who flew in and out of the gates?

The many wild dragons with us picked up speed as soon as the double peaks were visible – quickly outpacing us in their excitement.

They are on their way home. A feeling that fills the heart and speeds the wings.

Did Raolcan feel that way as we approached his home?

I can’t go further than the gateway. Not today, at least.

Perhaps we could enter his homeland together.

Not today.

He seemed very sure of that. Would we be denied entry?

Perhaps. It’s hard to say for sure, but humans are rarely granted entry into the Lands of Haz’drazen and you and I don’t have a good reason to enter. We will be dealt with at the door by the guardians and any emissary the Queen chooses to send.

I wished I could tell what he was feeling right now. And then, as if he was speaking to me, I felt a tiny gust of emotion – like a sad song longing for a distant past. It was the same feeling I felt when I remembered my own childhood, my own parents and siblings and home. I could never go back there, either. Not because they wouldn’t welcome me, but because there was no place for me there.

That’s how I feel. But this is how I feel, about you, Amel and it makes the sadness bearable.

And the next burst of emotion was one of sweetness and warmth and grass waving on a warm summer day with birds singing in the trees. It felt like a smile does from the inside.

I didn’t deserve that kind of love. Especially right now when I was in the middle of contemplating betraying the man I loved. He’d kissed me this morning and thanked me for understanding how important his brother’s freedom was before we mounted our dragons to finish the journey. I’d tried to smile, but my heart felt twisted inside me while Hubric watched us, his eyes hawk-like. 

The problem was, I wanted Leng to be happy. And I wanted Shonan to be safe. But I also wanted all the little children of the Dominion to be safe in their own homes, their lives untouched by war, evil and the work of Ifrits. It felt like both things had a grip on one of my hands and they were pulling, pulling, pulling until it felt I might break in two. I’d been chewing my lip all morning as I thought of it. I’d hardly even noticed our flight until just now when Savette spoke.

It’s a heavy decision.

What would Raolcan do if it were him?

Why don’t you ask me that after we hear what my brother has to say?

Your brother?

I see him down there - the splendid White checking that long line of dragons approaching the arch.

That was a good thing, right? He would be on our side.

He’s a White. They see things in shades of grey. It’s hard to know where they’ll land on an issue but trust me in this – he won’t see things the same way we do.

We?

I also want to see Iskaris and Starie brought down. They are like rot in a root. 

As we drew nearer to the mountain, the long line of people crowding the arch became easier to distinguish. Most wore Dragon Rider leathers and accompanied their dragons. At least fifty Reds stood in formation like a military unit and groups of Whites or single Greens also stood in the line or milled in the crowd. It was like they all were trying to speak to the dragons at that arch – whatever it was.

The “Dawn Gate” or “Dawn’s Gate” or “Gate of the Dawn” depending on who you ask. A place with history.

What sort of history?

The first real treaty between Haz and Haz’drazen was made here. The gate is the proof of it and also a tool. You cannot enter the lands of Haz’drazen without going through this gate or the warrens. There is no other way.

I looked around at the wide-open skies around it. I could see why people on land couldn’t come any other way. The mountains were steep and rugged, but there was nothing preventing me or anyone else from flying past in any way that we chose. Strangely, the road ended on the other side, but we didn’t need a road.

There’s a ... bend ... here.

A bend?

A bend in what is real. These volcanoes - bubbling up like a seam across the earth - divide one thing that is real from another thing that is real. Here, magic overflows, heating the rock, bubbling it up like mud, and twisting the world slightly. You can’t get through the twist without the gate. You’d fly toward the south, only to find yourself turned around again.

So, the land of the dragons was protected – perhaps even forever – from the evils of the outside world. 

There is a lot of world behind that bend in the world – maybe even more than there is on this side. The Dominion feels very large to us, but it’s only a fraction of what is in the world. 

The thought of a world so much bigger than I initially thought made me feel tiny in comparison. I stared off at the Dawn Gate and thought about the bend in what was real behind it. I wanted to go through that gate and see what it was like. Would I be disappointed? Would it turn out to be the same over there as it was here? 

It’s ... more potent. Like everything is just more. More dramatic, bigger, more powerful, fuller. Honestly, I think humans are safer on this side. There’s enough “more” in your life as it is, Amel.

The wild dragons who had traveled with us flew straight to the arch with their knot of Black dragon prisoners. There was a bit of flurry at the gate as those humans in line protested the wild dragons dashing to the front, but a White Dragon reared up and settled the crowd down and the wild dragons disappeared through the arch, prisoners in tow, as if nothing had happened. 

Why were they allowed inside so easily?

No humans. All dragons have free passage into our lands. It is only those with humans who must give a reckoning. 

What sort of reckoning?

Time to find out for ourselves. 
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Chapter Eight
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Hubric angled Kyrowat to land - not at the door, but at one of the camps on the side of the volcano. I strained my eyes trying to see if I could make out why. A cluster of dragons was gathered around a small fire and a dark pavilion there.

That’s an old friend of Hubric’s. Denu Blunthook of the Purple and his dragon Vincaud. With him are Jenanta Firethrown and her dragon Sareshy of the Gold and Kerch Bandcloth and Olarmas his dragon of the Black. They are old friends despite being of different colors. They came up in the same wave of Dragon School – like you and Savette.

Kyrowat landed delicately beside the other Purple, preening his wings as Hubric dismounted with a grunt. Ahlskibi and Rasipaer landed nearby him and Raolcan was right on their heels.

A robust man with a sun-lined face waved to Hubric from the pavilion where he and the others were sitting. “Four Purples in one place? You almost gave me a heart attack, Duneshifter! Come get some caf and explain this nonsense.”

That’s Denu.

“I was thinking of going first to the gate.” Hubric stretched, but he offered Haskell a hand down from Kyrowat and his eyes were fixed on the steaming pot of caf.

“It will take you all day and they still won’t see you. Go down in an hour and leave one of these younger ones in the line to hold your spot. That’s what we did. My apprentice is down there now, sweating and playing cards with Reds and losing everything he owns, poor fool. He should have been a Red. He seems to prefer their company over mine.”

Leng and Shonan followed Hubric as Savette and I dismounted. I listened to them with care as I unhooked my crutch from Raolcan’s saddle.  There was almost a festive air about them despite the feeling of the times. Leng must have felt the same way.

“Isn’t there a war north of here?” he asked when he drew closer.

“Is that Leng Shardson? We heard word of your exploits in Saldar. Excellent work!”

“You’re in a pavilion, drinking caf and playing cards,” he said disdainfully. 

The woman – Jananta – threw her cards down and stood up, looking Leng up and down. “You’ve been a full Dragon Rider for how long? A year? Maybe two? Don’t you remember your studies, boy? Our dragons are Haz’drazen’s. When she says to report in and confirm their loyalty, we come. I was working on negotiations for a better supply chain when the crazed Top Rider of the Purple flew into Dominion City on the back of a dragon not her own. She wouldn’t be silenced. ‘The Queen demands all loyal dragons report immediately and be counted.’ Those were her words. You must know that, or you wouldn’t be here, either.”

Leng’s lower lip jutted out stubbornly. “It’s just not a party. It’s a necessity.”

“So, what?” Jananta asked. “Are we supposed to sit here looking dejected while we wait? No, thank you. Negotiations are a thankless job. I’m enjoying a brief break from the stress of it all, and if you had any sense you would, too.”

“Ease up on the boy.” Denu’s smile was warm. “We were all that idealistic at one point.” He waved Leng closer. “It’s fine to be passionate. Don’t lose that. But we have good news to celebrate. The Dominar is back in Dominion City, the Chosen One is on her way here, and with the aid of Haz’drazen, we’ll beat back our enemies in no time and be done with this war!”

“Is that what the Reds are saying?” Hubric asked, pouring himself a cup of caf and waving to the military-like ranks of Reds in the line below and waiting on the mountainsides. He seemed very at ease as he settled into one of the folding chairs of the pavilion.

“Reds always fear the worst,” Kerch, the black rider said. “And there are rumors that some oppose the Chosen One, though who would do that, I don’t know. We need her if our Dominion is going to survive this war.” 

“And is Haz’drazen asking any dragons to enter her land, or is she simply taking their oaths of loyalty and sending them away?” 

I limped closer, Savette walking slowly at my side. I felt tense and watching Hubric’s false air of relaxation and Leng’s straight back were enough to make me worried. If these Dragon Riders thought our hopes lay in Starie, then it was likely that the rest of the Dominion did, too. 

“She’s bringing loose dragons in,” Kerch said, “I didn’t even know so many were flying around out there! But the rest of us have to wait and let our dragons re-swear our allegiance - or whatever they’re doing - to the Queen’s emissary and then we can be on our way. The dragons have a system, it’s just a matter of waiting our turn.”

“Why don’t you send some of these young ones down to claim a place for you in line, Hubric? That’s the way to get things done.” Jananta was seated again, dealing Hubric into their game of cards.

“Probably a good idea,” Hubric grunted, not looking at me. “Find us a spot in line, Apprentice.”

I knew this act by now. With a nod, I turned and began to hobble down the side of the mountain toward the road. They continued talking behind me.

“An apprentice in black leathers? Let’s hope you have a good explanation for that one, Hubric!” and “Why so many passengers? I thought Purples traveled light.”

Friends or not, I’d rather be headed for the line than wasting time with them. Didn’t they realize how urgent things were all across the Dominion?

“Hold up,” Leng said, trotting toward me. I stopped, but when he reached me, he glanced back at Shonan. He frowned, as if worried about leaving his brother there. It was strange that he was so protective. After all, Shonan had managed the Dominion for years without his brother watching him like a hawk.

People don’t see their family that way. To Leng, Shonan will always be his older brother – just a lanky teenager who was snatched away one afternoon.

“Will you walk with me, Shonan?” Savette asked in the distance. “I need to gather some herbs here.”

Leng ran a hand over his bald head before turning reluctantly back to me. 

“Come on,” I said eventually. “If he’s safe with anyone, it’s with her.”

I didn’t want to mention that half the trouble I’d run into so far was from being with Savette. It was nice just to walk with him as we met the line of dragon riders and then trudged along it to the back. I heard snatches of conversation as we passed rider after rider and dragon after dragon. 

“She’ll be here any day now. I can’t wait to see her. The Chosen One! She’ll save us all!”

“...says she’ll kill the imposter when she finds her. Imagine that? Going around pretending to be the Chosen One when you aren’t.”

“came at the right time, didn’t she? Just when our Dominar was missing, she was there to keep us strong. And now that he’s back, she’ll show that dragon queen who really runs things. It wasn’t Haz’drazen who was written about in prophecy.”

Every mouth was full of Starie and despite the fine weather and the rest I’d had from being chased and hunted, my heart sunk further and further the more we walked. 

“It’s all a lie,” I whispered to Leng. He took my hand, a worried look on his face.

Didn’t he believe me? Didn’t he see that Savette was the Chosen One, or was he as easily led as the fools all around me? I felt a swirl of doubt in my belly – not about Savette. I was as convinced of the truth of who she was as I was of Raolcan’s love for me. But what about Leng? First, he didn’t want to pursue getting his brother back on the throne and now he didn’t believe Savette was the Chosen One? I thought we saw the world the same way. I thought that maybe we could be a team. Had I misjudged him? 

I bit my lip as we continued down the line, jumping slightly as a Green dragon ahead of me coughed out a fireball. 

“Try not to look like the world has ended,” Leng whispered. 

But here, as I looked from smiling face to smiling face – friends, allies, my countrymen – I couldn’t help but feel like maybe it was ending. I didn’t fit with these people. Their sanguine attitude in the face of the destruction of our Dominion didn’t sit right with me. Acid burned in my throat and queasiness rocked me. I was too hot. I needed a breath of fresh air. 

The world spun slightly and then I was blinking my eyes open, while strong hands pressed my shoulders down.

“Keep your head down and it will pass. Probably should have drunk more water,” Leng said above me. “No, she’s fine. Just needs a moment. That’s very generous, thank you.”

A cup of water was passed down to me and I drank, trying hard not to think about what was happening around me. If I thought too hard, I’d end up faint again. Leng bent down to take the cup, leaning closer to my ear than he needed to and whispering.

“Keep your arm hidden until we’re alone.” He unwrapped a scarf from his neck and handed it to me. It smelled like him – outdoors, fire, and salty breezes all mixed into one scent.

I glanced down at the black leather encasing my arm. A light was shining out of the cuff, far too bright to go unnoticed. 
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Chapter Nine
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Hastily, I wrapped the scarf around my wrist, tying it tight. I glanced around furtively, but no one had noticed. Leng wrapped an arm around me and hugged me in close until we eventually reached the end of the line of dragons waiting for their turn at the gate. The road behind us was still busy with horses and people setting up tents and moving supplies or hawking food and other supplies. Someone ambitious had set up a board and a tent with a few barrels to sell ale to those coming and going.  I craned my neck to look for where we’d left Hubric and the others, but they were far in the distance now.

We’re still here. Call if you need something.

In the noise of the road, Leng tucked me in tight to his chest so that he could speak just to me.

“I heard them talking, too. Their mouths are all full of the same rumors.”

“Starie,” I said at the same moment that he spoke.

“The Dominar.”

We’d both heard what was worrying us the most. Leng’s eyes met mine from inches away. I wanted to rub every line out of his worried forehead. I wanted to kiss all his cares away and find a little house somewhere along a river...

“They see her as their only hope, but she isn’t

Leng. She’s no more the Chosen One than Iskaris is the Dominar.”

The lines in his face grew deeper, but his arm around me tightened, protectively. “Shonan isn’t the Dominar Amel, not now.”

I swallowed. I should just let it go, but I couldn’t. 

“But he should be. And everything can’t go back to being right again until he is, Leng.”

He ran his hand over his head again. He seemed to do that a lot when he was worried. He leaned in closer to whisper to me.  

“If Savette Leedris is the true Chosen One, she can make things right without my brother.”

“Can you be sure of that?”

His jaw clenched, and his eyes grew hard.

“Why are you so determined to draw him back into this?”

His arm fell away, like he didn’t want to touch me anymore. I bit back tears, my hand tightening round the white light around my cuff.

“When I got this mark, Shonan showed me that I could walk again, Leng. He asked me to give that up to heal Savette. I’m walking with a crutch today because I believe the world is better with her than without her. I’m asking you to do the same thing.” He wouldn’t look at me now. His mouth had taken a bitter turn and his gaze was far off. “We can’t defeat the evil that has come upon us without the Dominar. You know that’s true. It’s why you’re so mad because you’re fighting the truth and that doesn’t come easily to a Purple. You have the same option I had – you can get back the thing you always wanted, or you can choose to give it up willingly for the sake of everyone else.”

Leng cursed under his breath, his head gleaming with sudden sweat under the hot sun. I twisted the scarf in my free hand. Twist. Untwist. Twist. Untwist. 

There was still time to fix things - time to rouse the other Lightbringers and the people and bring the real Dominar back and resist our enemy - but if we hesitated, we might lose that chance.

“One person is enough to hold our place in this line,” he said, still not looking at me as he strode away.

My heart sank in my chest. I knew this was coming. I knew he would hate me for saying it. But at least I wasn’t keeping it inside anymore like a rot slowly eating me alive. With a sigh, I ran a finger over his davari on my hand. Would he want it back now? Would he still want to make a life with a girl who just couldn’t agree with him about this? Maybe I should enjoy wearing it while I could.

See? That’s why kissing is bad. It makes you all wound up inside when you inevitably fight with each other. 

I ignored Raolcan, too. I just wanted to be alone where I didn’t have to think about Chosen Ones or Dominars or the fate of nations. I was only a farmer’s daughter with a bad leg and a string of challenges I’d had to face. Who was I to be caught up in this anyway? Maybe I would be happier if I just believed the same thing as everyone else.

I saw a farmer slaughtering sheep once. I watched him all afternoon from a nearby hillside. He had them set up in a line with fences on either side and a goat would lead them through the line of fences into a barn and they wouldn’t come out of the barn. The goat knew, but he didn’t care, because the farmer never killed him. And the sheep trusted the goat to lead them somewhere safe. After all, if it was safe for him it was safe for them, right? But there was one black sheep in the pen and that one wouldn’t go between the fences or down the line. I bet he felt pretty alone, like no one else saw what he did, but at the end of the day he was alive and they were all dead. Moral of the story – just because the other sheep do it, doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.

Or maybe the moral was that you shouldn’t trust that goat.

Either works. Speaking of which...

A trumpet sounded from behind us and a loud voice rang out, “Make way for the Chosen One and her guardians, the Chosen One’s Dusk Covenant! Make way! Make way!”

I spun around and almost fell over. 

“Here, let me help you.” A Green rider who had been just in front of me grabbed my arm, helping me to steady myself. “Look! It’s Grandis Elfar! She rides her Black dragon just like a regular Dragon Rider. You’d have no idea that she is the emissary of the Chosen One! And there she is! Starie Atrelan, the Chosen One!”

Awe filled her voice and I followed her gaze to Starie, sitting astride her frilled golden dragon, a black blindfold tied around her face and a large double-headed halberd in her slender white hand. Her red hair swirled behind her like a banner and a look of serenity painted her features. 

The goat was ready to lead us to slaughter.
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The Green beside me cheered so loudly that I covered my ears. All up and down the line of people spontaneous cheers erupted. I was pulled back as the crowd shoved ourselves off the road an on to the brushy rocks beside it to make way for Starie Atrelan. People further up the line threw down cloaks and blankets for her dragon to walk on. 

Grandis Elfar yelled into the crowd, “Your Chosen One is here! She shall lead you to victory, both here and in the north. Bow to the Chosen One of Legend!”

Starie raised her halberd - like a silent victor - while around me, calls and cheers redoubled as everyone scrambled to kneel. I refused, clutching my crutch as hands on every side tried to pull me to my knees. This wasn’t true or right. Starie basked in a glory that didn’t belong to her!

Her blind-folded gaze ran across the crowd, settling on me where I fought off the ‘helpful’ hands trying to assist me in kneeling. The tiny smile that spread across her face sent a shiver down my spine.

She rode past, head high, dragon’s wings pulsing like he was fanning her with them to alleviate the sun’s heat.

He is.

That didn’t seem very dragon-like. 

It’s not. It’s embarrassing.

What would she do when she reached the gate? Everyone else had the same question. They pressed forward, a mass of bodies with one goal – to see the Chosen One meet the dragons at the Dawn’s Gate. Any semblance of a line melted in Starie’s wake. I hobbled after the crowd, but with my bad leg, there was no way I could keep up. Person after person pushed past me. I strained my eyes to see, but all I saw was the heads of the crowd.

I can see from here. The crowd is making way for Starie. The line has dissolved. You may as well head for where we are. There will be no progress in that line today.

I changed my trajectory, moving to the rocky space beside the road, but even here the press of bodies was too much to see. A loud noise erupted from further ahead.

They chant her name. The dragons at the gate have summoned the Queen’s emissary and the royal interpreter. It’s ... yes ... it’s my brother, Taoslil. He’s got his nose up in the air. Doesn’t like this Gold Starie is riding. Thinks he should have more dignity.

He should have more dignity. If I was a dragon, I wouldn’t fan Starie. I struggled along the rocky mountainside. I thought I saw a shortcut, but it would wind away from the main path. I took it, breathing a sigh of relief when I broke free of the jostling crowd. I still couldn’t see, but at least I could move more freely.

He’s giving them the royal cold shoulder, treating them like supplicants.

Which is what they were.

Yes, but it’s rude to treat them that way. He has declared that he will hear their requests on behalf of the Queen. You should see this. He’d brought the gatekeepers and at least a dozen dragon dignitaries with him. They are a sight to see! They’ve worn the emblems of office and they carry flame from Mount Drazen. It makes me homesick. 

I wished I could see what he was seeing! I scrambled up the stony side of the mountain. Maybe when I crested this rise I would be able to see.

She’s telling him she is the Chosen One of the Ibrenicus Prophecies, that she has passed the tests of the Dominion for that honor, that she has the backing of the Dominar-

The fake Dominar!

-that she seeks a meeting with Haz’drazen face to face to renegotiate the treaty. He’s in a bind. By our oath, we cannot turn aside a true request. He doesn’t have an alternative – not if she truly is the Chosen One. I can feel him thinking it through. He’s going to have to take her there to see the Queen and if he does, then the Trogs may demand she listens.

Trogs? 

No time. I’ll tell you about them later. If they tell her to listen there will be nothing she can say. He is considering. He wishes there was another option. Any other option...

I crested the hill. I was getting close to our camp, but still too far away to be noticed. There! I could just make out the gate from here and the grand dragons standing within it. At their center, a semi-translucent White stood like a magnificent specter – like a king among dragons.

Hey! I’m as good-looking as he is and I’ve never heard you think of me as kingly!

In a semi-circle before him, Starie, the Grandis, and the throngs of supporters waited for his answer. I swallowed, but my throat was too dry for it to be of any help. He had no other option. He would have to agree to her request. But he just couldn’t!

He’s a White. He would never risk unnecessary conflict.

I jumped when I suddenly registered a dragon, falling like a dropped stone from the air above the gate. No – not falling – diving. 

Starie threw her halberd above her head and her people scrambled back, pressing into the crowd. The magnificent White-

-Taoslil-

- reared up, flames snorting from his snout at the unexpected attack. The dragon finished his dive with a summersault and a flourish and landed in the cleared area between Starie and Taoslil. I recognized the people on his back. How could I not? Only Savette glowed like that. Behind her, Shonan raised a fist, his glowing forearm showing for all the world to see while Rasipaer basked in the sudden attention.

I thought my eyes might dry out, but I couldn’t shut them for even long enough to blink. This changed everything.
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“I am High Castelan Savette Leedris.” My mouth dropped open as Savette’s voice filled my ears. She was using that trick she’d used before that let her speak over a huge distance. Her magic always surprised me. As she spoke, she ripped the white blindfold from her eyes. Even from here I could hear the gasp of the crowd.  “Formerly a Dragon Rider, returned from death - and from the death of my dragon - to fulfill the Ibrenicus Prophecies in this life. I have come to add my own allegiance to Haz’drazen along with the renewal of the Dominion’s promises and to beg for her help in this war that faces us.”

My ears strained to listen for more, but Savette was silent.

She has given my brother an option and he is pleased with that. He says that Haz’drazen is not here, but that she will meet with the true Chosen One – whoever that is.

Good!

The true Chosen One will be determined by an ancient dragon test.

That sounded riskier.

It will begin at dawn tomorrow.

Why did these things always begin at dawn?

Each woman will present herself without weapons, gear or allies, at the Dawn Gate. At that time the test will be performed here on the mountain. The dragons of old cut out tunnels in these old volcanoes. Those tunnels are still hot with fire, and from time to time they erupt again. The dragons have a way to stir them up. Each Chosen One will go in, retrieve the sign hidden within her volcano and return. The one who returns with the sign of the dragon will be named Chosen One of the dragons and will be delivered to the Courts of Haz’drazen. 

And the other?

Will die in the testing. Or, if they do not, will be driven out from this land and warned never to return. 

Below, on the rocky shelf, a murmur rose up so loud that I could hear it.

The crowd is not pleased. They see Savette as an imposter.

What would they do between now and dawn?

Taoslil asked who speaks as witness for the parties involved. On Starie’s side, Grandis Elfar and a guard named Castelan Tobrias Jefran speak for her. For Savette, Rasipaer and Shonan have spoken for her. That alone should make her proud.

I was surprised Raolcan didn’t speak for her.

In the drama happening down there, he doesn’t know I’m here yet. I think I’ll save that tidbit to surprise him with if we need it.

He warns that if anyone tries to stop these two representatives from engaging in the test tomorrow, those who spoke for them are authorized to cut them down – Rasipaer has qualified that he prefers ‘flame them down’ and the distinction has been noted. The listing and checking of dragons loyalty has been put on hold until after the test begins. He demands that until the test we respect the peace of the Dawn Gate and refrain from fighting or violence. 

He must have a clear view of the crowd. He must see how angry they are with Savette. Would his warning really keep her safe?

We can only hope so.

Who was that headed down the volcano side toward the gate? I squinted to try to make them out. It looked like a knot of dragons and riders.

That’s us. Hubric thinks we should run down there and form a protective ring around Savette and the Dominar, and since that’s all our eggs in one basket, I thought he had a point. Sorry that I couldn’t come and get you first. 

Then this wasn’t a dream. It was starting to feel like one. 

Not unless you frequently dream of Hubric’s stinky friends. This green dragon stinks to high heaven. She says it’s skin ointment, but I don’t believe that. No self-respecting dragon would use a skin ointment!

He was rambling. He must be nervous if he was rambling. I started out for our camp again, fighting the rocky terrain with my crutch. There was nothing else I could do, but as I dipped into another gully, I found the lack of sightlines worrying. I didn’t want anything to happen while I wasn’t watching. The dust kicked up with every skidding footstep until I was coated with it and still struggling from one gully to the next. I should have stuck to the road. I shouldn’t have been so headstrong. 

I crested the next gully only to lose my footing and slide over the edge of it into the dip below. I was still skidding and trying to catch a rock or root when a set of strong arms grabbed me, stopping my fall and tugging me up to my feet. 

“Leng?” Why wasn’t he with his dragon? 

He didn’t give me time to ask anything more. His lips found mine and his arms wrapped around me.
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“I’m sorry.”

Relief filled me. He didn’t hate me. He hadn’t given up on me. 

“I’m not against you, you know.”

“I know that. I just forgot for a moment. I feel ... complicated about this. I mean, they just took him. They just snatched him from us and I haven’t known him for years. It’s hard to realize that my brother – the boy I grew up with – has been running the Dominion for ten years. It’s hard to remember that he can make these decisions for himself. That it’s not up to you or to me or to anyone else.”

He looked away, still holding me tight, but his bottom lip quivering with emotion.

“Leng?” I said gently, reaching up to cup the side of his face with my hand. “You are precious to me. I love that you want to protect people. Don’t ever stop.”

“It’s hard not to be selfish about this.”

I nodded. “Just don’t push me away. I can help you with this. We can protect him together and we can also protect the Dominion together.”

He leaned his forehead against mine and his eyes were glassy despite a tender smile. “Agreed.”

“You gave me this for a reason,” I reminded, showing him the davari.

“And next time I see Ashana Willowspring she and I need to have a serious conversation again. This time, I won’t take ‘wait’ for an answer.”

I laughed, leaning in to kiss him gently.

He took my wrist in his hand and gently unwound the scarf from it, pulling back my sleeve to look at the symbol of the Lightbringers glowing brightly within. 

“You’re marked. I thought at first that it might fade, or that I was seeing things, but it’s true.”

“I don’t know what it means.”

He kissed the bright mark on my wrist and then tugged the sleeve back down and wrapped my wrist back up with the scarf. That was the second time he’d treated that mark with reverence.

“I saw Shonan’s matching mark. They’re the only two I’ve ever seen. It means you’re chosen by the light as champions. It’s part of Lightbringer lore. Those who are marked are the champions of the people, to bring light and truth to the Dominion.”

“Then why do you want me to hide it?”

He chewed his lip, taking a respectful step back. “Being marked is dangerous. It makes you a target of curiosity – or worse, of the Dusk Covenant. I think you should guard it carefully.”

“Do I need to do something because I’m marked?”

He laughed. “I think it’s the other way around. You were marked because of the things you already do. Keep on doing them.”

If you’re done with your adorable moment, we could use some help over here. Or have you forgotten that we are surrounded by the enemy and guarding the only hope for the Dominion – and, I suspect, all of humanity?

That was Raolcan - always dramatic.

If your life is full of drama, then you’re dramatic. How is that a bad thing? Should I pretend I’m boring and dull? Stop fooling around and get back here.

“Ahlskibi is getting testy,” Leng said with a laugh. I guess we’d better get back.

I nodded, following him up the lonely trail. 

“And I think Shonan is making his own choices now, too. Why can’t people just do what I want them to?”

It was my turn to laugh. “Because then they wouldn’t be people.”

“I wish I could roll everyone I love into a messenger cylinder and keep them safe in my belt.”

It was one thing we agreed on. My life would be considerably easier if I could do that. And I probably wouldn’t have a glowing mark on my arm.

Or much of a life. Lives are meant to be spent, not saved up for a rainy day. You are spending yours well, every moment and day devoted to truth and loyalty ... and love.

We climbed higher and finally took a new turn over the mountain-scape that threw the shelf back into view. A double line of dragons stood in ranks across the mouth of the gate as if they were guarding it. The white dragon, Taoslil, was nowhere to be seen. In front of the gate, the crowd surrounded Starie, cheering and waving makeshift banners in the air. Her servants had already begun to erect a golden pavilion directly in front of the gate and horses were being unloaded in a steady stream as she addressed the crowd. 

She doesn’t have Savette’s gift of speaking over long distances, but at least she’s busy bragging rather than trying to kill us.

We continued to climb, and I scanned the hills, finally finding our dragons and allies. They’d reached the little camp, arranging themselves in a defensive pattern.

Good thing we slept last night. We’ll have to keep a close guard tonight. There are plenty of people below who think we disrespected Starie by challenging her. They’d like to remove the competition without a test. 

Good thing we had the best dragons in the world with us. They would keep a close eye out for us.

Ha! Don’t use flattery to try to get out of taking your own turn. You’ll stand a watch, too. Oh, and you’d better hurry. Hubric wants to talk strategy and he’s waiting for you two.
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When we arrived the dragons stood in a ring: Raolcan, Kyrowat, Ahlskibi, Rasipaer, Vincaud, Sareshy, Olarmas. They were an intimidating sight, hunkered low, wings raised and at the ready. I could imagine flames pouring from them in every direction like a dragon-made volcano.

Most volcanos are.

In the center, the pavilion and our gear were still where we’d left them, but the humans stood around a campfire in their own ring, worried looks and anxious movements the only thing common to them all - Hubric, Haskell, Savette, Shonan, Denu, Kerch, and Jenanta. Leng gave my hand a last squeeze before we separated to join the ring.

“We stood by you because you’re an old friend, Hubric, but we aren’t happy with this. We’re no cult members,” Jenanta said. “You should keep your Lightbringer nonsense to yourself.”

“But you will stand with us?”

She looked uncomfortable, not meeting his eye.

“It’s not that we don’t think she should have a chance to prove herself,” Kerch said abruptly. He waved toward Savette. “If she wants to die for no reason, that’s not our business. Stupid, but not our business. It’s just that there’s a war on. Why get in the way of the Chosen One when she’s trying to negotiate with our allies?”

Denu was silent, staring at the fire. He was Purple after all. His dragon must be telling him what was happening and that Savette was who she said she was.

He can tell him what we think, but he can’t know for certain. Like Taoslil, the best he can give us is a chance to prove it. Also, his apprentice refused to return to our encampment and it’s worrying him.

“Because that golden trollop down there isn’t the Chosen One, that’s why!” I’d rarely seen Hubric so irritated by someone other than me. “She’s an imposter. And what can an imposter do besides lie and deceive?”

“Tell that to them,” Jenanta said, practically. She was looking at the crowd below. “They are pretty sure she can save the world. Are you really saying that they’re wrong?”

“She’s also got the Dominar’s backing. This test would have to go pretty wrong to convince any of us that she isn’t the Chosen One.” Kerch stirred the fire with a branch as he spoke. 

Unnoticed, Haskell began to cook on the fire. I was starting to find that endearing. Perhaps it was what Hubric loved about her. There would never be a hungry belly when she was around. 

It’s definitely part of it, but not all of it. He’s lived a long time. He looks for different things than you do.

“What sort of symbol do they need to come back with?” I asked. 

“What kind of training are they giving in Dragon School these days?” Jenanta complained. “In my day you couldn’t be Sworn without knowing the prophecies, never mind a Color. It’s a crying shame that you’d ask that question. Where are your teachers, girl?”

“One of them is down there, leading the Chosen One’s Dusk Covenant,” I said, keeping my expression neutral.

Jenanta grunted. “Fine. The prophecies say, ‘Marked by light and dark to stand for all. Marked not once but thrice to show the call, Marked and now a target for the foe, Marked to stand and fight and marked to go.’”

I remembered that, but there was more. Quick as a dragon landing, I slipped my book out and turned to the right page. There it was in Talsan Woodcarver’s cramped handwriting:

‘...marked to go. The unbelief in hearts is burned away and with the blood of many truth will spread. And scatter to the winds on every side the battle that began where dragons tread. When the symbol shows itself do not linger, but fly, fly from the trumpet sound. For light calls to dark to answer in kind. Who will stand in that day? Who will survive when dusk fights dawn?’

“Ha! Looks like she cares more than you thought, Jenanta,” Denu said. “No one knows what the symbol will be, apprentice. Maybe it’s a talisman of some kind. Maybe a crown. All we know is that we’ll know it when we see it. And I guess we’ll be seeing it soon.”

“Does that mean you believe them?” Kerch asked. “That you’ll stand with them?”

Denu shrugged. “They have the right to try to prove themselves. People have the right to make their own decisions – even my fool of an apprentice.”

“It’s a fool’s errand,” Kerch said. “I’ve listened long enough.”

He began to gather his things while we watched in silence. When he had them all, he turned to Jenanta. 

“You should come with me. When those down below hear what they’re saying, I doubt they’ll be happy to let this ridiculous contest continue, dragons or no dragons. No need to get caught up in that.”

Jenanta shifted her weight from one foot to the other, a considering frown on her face. “I don’t know.”

“Well. Don’t take too long deciding.” He whirled away, his dragon following him. “Or you might get swept up in what comes next.”

We stood in silence until he was out of earshot.

“I don’t like being bullied,” Jenanta said. “I don’t think you’re right. I suspect this poor wisp of a girl is about to die painfully in the heart of a volcano - but that’s her choice. I won’t be told what to do and I won’t tell her what to do. And if Kerch thought he could intimidate me, well he thought wrong.”

“Thank you,” Hubric said quietly.

“I’m going to go for a walk. Don’t die while I’m gone.” She set off, her arms pumping with energy as she left. 

Blowing off steam. Even with her big talk, she’s worried. The crowd below is growing agitated. 

“Savette Leedris, High Castelan, and Chosen One of the Lightbringers has my support,” Shonan said quietly. “And it is my honor to give it.”

“Too bad you don’t matter, son,” Denu said with a coughing laugh. “We have the support of some travelling warrior and they have the support of the Dominar. Ha! Not much of a match. But I’m here to make sure the girl gets a chance to prove herself, however this plays out. Wake me when dinner is done.”

He stalked off to nap.

Little does he know, we have the support of the real Dominar. And while no one else seems to think that matters, I am certain that it does. Tomorrow, whatever happens, Savette will come back thrice marked and the curses in the prophecy will come upon us all.

Curses?

What would you call being marked for battle and having to flee for your life?

Yesterday? Last week? Last month?

Ha! A sense of humor! I was beginning to think you didn’t have one.
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It was a good thing we chose to keep watch. At first, everything was quiet on the shelf below. They ate, lit fires, and settled in, but as the sun dropped in the sky the voices below grew louder. Occasionally a cheer or indiscernible chant broke out. The energy of it made me nervous. I shifted back and forth in my stance as a guard. I’d been given first watch. In the growing dusk, the occasional shadow shifted, making my senses tingle.

They’re testing us, running in and out of the shadows. No one of importance, no one serious, just thrill seekers ... for now.

The older Dragon Riders and Savette had turned in for the night, leaving Leng, Shonan, and me on first watch. Would she be able to get much sleep? I felt nervous and it wasn’t even me being tested in the morning. I stood in silence, watching the shadows. Behind me, keeping an eye in the other direction, I heard Leng and Shonan in quiet conversation.

“You helped her challenge Starie. That has to mean something.” I knew Leng well enough by now to know he was trying to keep judgment out of his tone.

“She’s the rightful Chosen One. The prophecies point to her.”

“Yes, but you could have let her challenge on her own. You went down with her.” Why was Leng pressing him on this? I would have helped Savette. Hubric would have. Why did he think it was so significant that Shonan helped her? 

“The old man makes a good point.”

Hubric? Were they still talking in the cards? Better question – did Hubric ever stop talking in the cards? They were playing together when I left to wait in line. What had Hubric said to him?

There was a long silence between Leng and Shonan and my ears prickled from listening so hard. It felt almost as if they were speaking without words.

“Then you’re willing to commit treason.” Leng’s voice was so quiet that I barely made it out over the chirruping of insects around our camp.

“What is treason? Is it disloyalty to the Dominar or to the Dominion? Is it treason to stand for the love of the nation or treason to stand in the way of her enemies? Loyalty is complicated. My decisions around it even more so. When he stole ... what he stole ... from me, that didn’t take away my responsibilities to this place. I realize that now. I have not changed. My purpose has not changed. Only my enemies have changed.”

They were silent again and I saw a shadow skitter across my vision. Were there more people in the darkness outside the glow of our fire? I snapped my quarterstaff out of the crutch. I needed to be ready.

“Will you stand with me?” Shonan asked his brother quietly.

“Are you certain you want to fly these skies?” Leng countered.

“I’m becoming certain.”

“Then I’m as loyal to you as I ever was.”

“Brothers?”

“Always.”

I was smiling in the dark when a sudden grunt and clash from where they stood broke my concentration. Was someone attacking us?

“For the Chosen One!” a voice bellowed from the dark. 

They must be rushing towards us, though I couldn’t see anything outside our ring of firelight. Light, sudden and searing, blinded my vision as all of our dragons flamed outward at once. The shadows around us lit up for a moment as charging dark shadows suddenly shifted into shadows fleeing into the night.

That will keep them at bay for a while. They aren’t Dragon Riders. Just servants and hawkers. People hoping to improve their lot in life by causing trouble.

We settled back into watching, but now every movement in the dark made me jump. Eventually, Hubric came to relieve me, whispering to me as we changed places.

“I think we have Shonan back on the right course.”

“Did you convince him to stand with Savette?” I whispered back.

“Not my place. Remember when he told you that you were healed, only to leave it to you to choose to sacrifice that? He had the same realization and choice to make. The idea of freedom for him was such a release from bondage – but it was never his to keep.”

I went to sleep thinking sadly of Shonan, who had to choose to give rather than gain. He’d had so much compassion in his eyes when he’d asked me to do that. I just hoped we could show him the same kindness as he made his own sacrifice.

I woke before dawn. Hubric nudged me in the ribs with a foot and I woke sleepily, leaning against Raolcan as I righted myself. 

“Get ready. We’re heading down the mountain.”

Around me, the others were taking down the pavilion, packing what little we had and cinching saddles tight. Savette was calmness embodied, her blindfold snug, dress tidy, and light blonde hair swirling in the wind. I patted her shoulder as I walked by, but she seemed unaware of my touch, as if she were already somewhere else in her mind, preparing for battle.

Leng came over for a moment to give my hand an encouraging squeeze. His steps were lighter since last night. He had felt the weight of Shonan’s decision as heavily as his brother had. I smiled back in silence as we readied everything and mounted our dragons.

The sun wasn’t up yet, but a slight glow had begun on the horizon. Time to face what lay ahead. If Savette failed in this test, we wouldn’t be leaving here unharmed. Twice more in the night knots of troublemakers had rushed our guards, only to be sent back. But they weren’t the ones we had to worry about. They were just froth on the top of the wave about to come crashing down.
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We rode in silence down to the Dawn Gate. 

Well, the humans are silent. The rest of us have a lot to say.

What did the dragons down there think about this? They didn’t believe Starie was the Chosen One, did they?

The wild dragons care only for what Haz’drazen says. They will respect the results of today’s test. But dragons who work closely with humans take on human characteristics and loyalties. They are torn – conflicted – just as their humans are. For the most part, they agree that Starie is the Chosen One and they are simply waiting now – impatiently – for Haz’drazen to confirm it. Everyone is impatient. The longer we wait here, the longer the war goes on without us. There are rumors that the Rock Eaters have landed more ships. Ko’Torenth is also making noises that no one trusts. We can’t afford more enemies. 

We were at the road now, where the shelf met the volcanic mountain where we’d slept the night before. Already, the shelf around the Dawn Gate was packed with people and dragons, pushing to get a good view of the gate. Our group shoved into the crowd, shouts of disapproval following us. A man in Dragon Rider leathers with a white scarf threw a chunk of bread – his breakfast? – at Savette, and then there were chunks of food and rags and other refuse being thrown.

Don’t flame them! How were the dragons going to control themselves in the middle of this?

With great difficulty. I’d like to “cough” a few times into this crowd.

The look in Kyrowat’s eye made me want to ask Raolcan to back up. I was nervous Kyrowat might burn me to cinders when he lost his temper and finally flamed someone.

We all know how important this is. It’s why Rasipaer is still here. He desperately wants to go north to look for Ashana, but he’s waiting until this challenge is complete. 

If Raolcan and I were separated, I’d be desperate to find him, too.

We were still only halfway to the Dawn’s Gate when Savette slipped off Rasipaer’s back and spoke to us.

“He said to come alone with no weapons or allies. Wait for me here.” She turned and strode forward through the angry crowd.

Was she kidding? She needed our protection! 

My brother will appreciate her respect for the rules. She needs to hurry, though. Starie is already in place, though her allies surround her. Ah! Here is Taoslil. His timing is perfect.

I peered forward. Even up high on Raolcan’s back, it was hard to see what was going on at the gate. There were just too many other dragons and too much distance. I thought I could make out an ethereal white dragon and a group of other glorious-looking dragons around him. Was that a human at his feet?

An Ilerioc. They live with dragons and serve as our interpreters.

It was hard to make out the details of his clothing, but I could see his face and head were wrapped in cloths and he wore a flapping cloak that caught the wind like a banner. So he wasn’t human despite how he looked?

Sort of but not exactly. Quiet. He’s speaking now.

What was he saying? I couldn’t hear from here. Around me the crowd murmured, jostling us as they also leaned in, straining their ears to hear.

The Ilerioc translates. He is giving a speech about the Queen and about her glorious son, Taoslil. Really, he is not as amazing as they’re saying. Seriously. He’s a White dragon who thinks he can tell everyone else what’s best for them. Typical White. A finger in every pie even though they have no business there. And anyone could do his job. It’s mostly listening to people’s arguments and making up compromises. I could do that.

Raolcan could compromise?

No, but I can make other people compromise. Okay, the speech is winding down. Now he’s laying out the parameters. Both women will enter separate doors to the two volcanos. Within there is a symbol. They will find and retrieve it. They are to bring no food, water, weapons or allies. We will wait for them to return. While we wait, the dragons here will pledge to Haz’drazen. When one of them returns – if she returns – we will know who the Chosen One is.

That simple?

Simple isn’t the same as easy. Okay, they are taking vows and doing a light purification ceremony. Starie is shooting poisonous looks at Savette. Yikes! I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of those! Savette is looking over at us – one last look for courage. Taoslil is spreading his wings ... and there. The doorways are opening up.
I strained my eyes, but through the various heads and wings I could only barely make out what might be dark caves opening in the sides of the two volcanoes on either side of the Dawn’s Gate.
And they’re off!

I strained to see, but all I saw was glimpses of movement. I hoped Savette was okay! Whatever challenges she was going to face, I knew she was up for them. She was the real Chosen One, after all. The one of prophecy. So much depended on her. She’d be fine ... right?

Are you asking me?

I was just worried. 

Starie Atrelan is not the Chosen One and this test will prove that. It is she who should be worried. 

I nodded, but as the golden sun rose to our left, I found a slick of sweat already forming on me that had nothing to do with the sun. Savette was alone and if there were enemies in there – of any kind – I wouldn’t be able to protect her.

And now we wait.
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The sense of waiting that I thought had made me jumpy before grew worse with each passing hour. The dragons - led by Taoslil - came out from the gate and began to take the renewed vows of the dragons assembled with a kind of efficiency they hadn’t shown before.

They can feel trouble brewing - no matter how this ends - just as we can. They are hoping some will leave, but no one wants to leave. Even with a war behind us and orders to carry out – it’s a moment of history. A moment everyone will be talking about for the rest of their lives. How could you leave now when a few hours might be all you need to see that?

In my experience, “moments of history” were usually bloody, terrifying and risky. If I had the choice I’d leave now.

Ha! I don’t believe that for a second. 

Starie’s supporters had set up a pavilion on the path to her cave entrance for Grandis Elfar. Every so often I saw her look our direction, but she was hemmed in there by hundreds of supporters, meeting together, waiting on her, cooking, tending dragons, and caring for tack.

Our tiny band of rebels was the only people waiting on Savette’s path, sweating and worrying under the burning eye of the sun. We hadn’t set up a pavilion – though perhaps we should have for shade. The side of the volcano didn’t have much in the way of tree cover and the air was dusty and smothering. Somehow, in the middle of everything that happened since we left Dragon School, the heat of summer had arrived with a vengeance. We wanted to be ready for when Savette returned. What if we had to flee Starie’s supporters when they saw that Savette was the one who was marked?

By nightfall, we were exhausted from waiting. Jenanta and Denu spoke quietly together and then approached Hubric. There were so few of us that even with their voices pitched low, we could hear every word.

“Leaving?” he asked them. 

Denu startled, but Jenanta crossed her arms. “We didn’t mind backing your play, Hubric. You know we respect you, but our dragons have been noted and we have no obligation to stay.”

“And you don’t like the idea of that crowd turning on you when one of those girls walks out of there.”

Jenanta frowned, shifting from one foot to the other. “There’s a war to be fought. No point turning on our own with an enemy to tackle.”

Hubric sighed. 

“Don’t take it personally, Hubric,” Denu said. “We want to remain your friends. We aren’t leaving out of cowardice. It’s just wise to use resources where they’re most needed.”

They waited long moments until Hubric nodded, grudgingly. He exchanged salutes with them as the two other Dragon Riders mounted up and flew out into the black night sky.

“We’d better post a watch,” Hubric said, but his voice was tired and older than usual.

“I’ll take first watch,” Shonan offered. “It’s wise to spend resources effectively, Hubric, but sometimes – some things – are worth risking everything for. There’s no shame in standing for truth when everyone else crumbles – even if that means they all think you’re a fool. Those of us who know the truth know better. And if we weren’t here, the Truth would know, and that is enough.”

“Mmmm,” Hubric said, noncommittally, but I noticed as we settled down against our dragons to sleep that Haskell slipped over to whisper to him in the dark and not long after she left, he was snoring like usual.

I couldn’t sleep. I was too worried about Savette. How hard was the trial she faced that she was at it all day? Could we trust the dragons with the Chosen One? Why hadn’t we thought about that before we let her go? What if they had taken her or abandoned her to some danger and she died in their charge? What if we’d risked the hope of the world just to satisfy their silly curiosity? Maybe we’d made a mistake ...

Skies and stars! Either go to sleep or walk around and distract yourself, but please, I am begging you, stop this nonsense. I can’t get a wink of sleep.

My cheeks flushed with embarrassment and I tried to cloud out my worries, thinking instead of a meadow near my childhood home and how much I’d like to take Raolcan there. As I started to drift off, Leng joined us there, sitting with me in the long grass by the river bank and talking to me about the horses he was going to breed there. I fell asleep dreaming of a future that would likely never be.

“Amel?” Leng was whispering beside me, shaking me awake. “It’s our watch.”

I blinked, reveling in the cool air after the heat of the evening before. We crept to the edge of the camp where we could sit on the hillside and watch the road to Savette’s cave, the Dawn’s Gate, and the fires of the other Dragon Riders at the same time.

“I dreamt of you and of raising horses,” I said sleepily as his hand found mine.

“No children?” he asked lightly.

“I can’t have children.” I slipped my hand out of his grasp. I’d told him that before – hadn’t I? – but it must not have stuck in his mind. Would that change things between us? “With my leg...”

He snatched my hand back. “There are always children who need a home. Not having your own doesn’t mean there can’t be children.”

We spent the last hours of the night talking about my dream – of what it would be like to have a home in the long grass by the river. Of raising horses – a passion of Leng’s. Of how he and Shonan helped their parents raise and train horses before Shonan was taken from them and his parents died of sickness. He’d like to make a home for children like that – children who had lost their homes. As he spoke, I found that more than anything, I wanted to do that with him. And there would need to be cliffs nearby for Ahlskibi and Raolcan. They wouldn’t like to be on flat ground for very long. 

We were still talking when the first rays of light gilded the edges of the mountains and with them, the first shouts came from the other camp. I stood so quickly that my crutch shook under me, my eyes riveted on the path leading from the cave Starie had disappeared into. On the path, a dark silhouette stumbled and fell into the dirt. 
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Two figures raced down the path toward her, picked her up and raised her up on their shoulders. I couldn’t hear them from so far away, but in the camp shouts and cheers exploded through the ranks of people waiting. Behind Starie, the gold of dawn swelled, painting her shadow out long so that it reached all the way to the waiting camp. 

Beside me, Leng froze, dropping my hand. When I saw what he was looking at, I gasped. Starie raised her arm above her head. A haze of dark purple-black light surrounded it. She had been marked. She had passed the test. What did that mean? 

Not what you think it does, but it confirms some things I’ve suspected for a while.

Like what? Now I was worried – hadn’t he said that the one who didn’t pass would die? And Starie had passed so that meant...

Don’t get ahead of yourself. If they aren’t marked they die. Who knows if Savette is marked? Who knows if Starie even took the test or if she achieved that mark by some other means?

I shivered. The dragons were all awake, crowding behind Leng and me to get a good look. Hubric, Haskell, and Shonan joined us. 

“Not good,” Hubric said. “But how could they fake that?”

“What if it’s not a fake?” Shonan asked.

“It’s not real. We know it can’t be, so all that remains is to discover how it was done. And it’s only two marks. The Ibrenicus prophecies said there would be three.”

“I don’t think anyone down there is worried about that,” I said.

Taoslil broke through the rippling Dawn Gate, a throng of free dragons with him. The cheering, jostling crowd carried Starie above their heads, marching her up to him to present their Chosen One and her symbol. I bit my lip. She looked the part with her long hair flying behind her like a flag and those dark signs swirling across her pale skin.  Had I been wrong all along? Was I only seeing what I expected to see? 

I had to see for myself.

Without speaking or looking at anyone, I set off toward the Gate. I heard someone call from behind me. Leng, perhaps, or Hubric. I didn’t know. I wasn’t paying attention. My mind was sorting through every interaction I’d ever had with Starie and Savette. Every conversation. Every event. I had been so sure. Had I been just finding evidence to support what I wanted to be true? Was everyone else right? Were we Lightbringers just crazy freaks who represented a real problem for the Dominion?

Or had something terrible happened to Savette in those caves and despite being the original Chosen One, had Starie been chosen in her place?

I pushed into the crowd, ignoring curses and shouts as I pressed through the crowd, desperate to see for myself.

Always the doubter. Always the one who has to see for herself.

What was the alternative? Let someone else think for me? Not even Raolcan could do that.

I don’t even bother trying anymore. 

The translator – the Ilerioc, I remembered – was speaking, “Starie Atrelan has fulfilled our bargain. She has gone into the mountains and has come out marked. We acknowledge this. We shall wait until the other contender has returned to make our decision.”

The sudden roar around me made me jump. I glanced around me to see the faces twisted with anger and frustration. One man shook his fist at the Ilerioc, and a woman beside me let off a string of angry curses. Would any of these people have cared whether the dragons named Starie Atrelan the Chosen One two days ago? But now they looked as if their homes and livelihoods had been stolen. Why the change? What had possessed them? Their faces, so human and normal only yesterday, looked almost animal in the bright light and dark shadows of early morning. 

Get out of there. Now. 

I was pushing again, but this time in the other direction. I needed out. I didn’t want to be caught up in whatever this was.

“This goes against your promise to us!” Grandis Elfar exclaimed. 

She stood a half step back from Starie. Angrily, she took half a step forward towards Taoslil. One of the black dragons behind him stepped forward, snapping at Grandis Elfar. Taoslil looked past them all, over my head and up to where I’d stood on the hillside not long ago. 

He knows I’m here now.

Starie raised a hand, without hesitation, her face blank of all expression. From her palm, a dark bolt of non-light shot out and spread across the surface of the black dragon. He fell in a shower of dust.

“Enough.” Her voice cut through every shout, every snarl, like the hiss of death. I felt ice form in my bones, so searingly cold that tears sprung to my eyes. I couldn’t move, but this was no magic. Terror froze me in place.  “We need no approval from you or anyone. We will speak to your Queen and she will make concessions.”

Around me, a cheer broke out again as Starie pulled off her blindfold and looked at a second dragon in Taoslil’s guard. He fell, instantly, just like his brother. Taoslil’s mouth pulled back, revealing a row of gleaming teeth.  

Starie turned to the crowd. “No one can deny my mark of power.” She raised her arm up over her head, the dark mark that swirled across her arm revealed for all to see one more time – a dragon head amidst swirling waves and the spiraling sign of the Dusk Covenant. “I bear the mark of the Dusk. I bear the mark of the Covenant. I AM YOUR CHOSEN ONE.”

The cheering deafened me.  I fought through the last ring of the crowd, gasping for breath the moment I was free of them. She had been marked, yes. The people believed her, yes. But around them swirled a spirit of evil, deception, and power. It was like when Savette’s power broke free – but the opposite. Where hers was bringing truth into reality, this was the manufacture of something out of nothing – of a lie painted on reality itself. I would have called that magic before, but now, having seen the opposite, it filled my belly with cold and dread. If no one ever believed us, we would still have to fight this. Something within me rose up against it like a mother bear against a threat to her cubs. If I died fighting this, I’d consider it worth the price. 

I clenched my jaw, determination filling me, and looked up. From the mouth of her cave, Savette stumbled free, white light shining all around her. 
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I might have been the first to rush towards her, but with my bad leg holding me back, I was the last to reach her. Hubric set her on her feet while I was still rushing forward. Shonan and Leng each slipped a shoulder under her arms, helping her stand. She swayed like a reed in the wind, her long hair hanging heavy across her face like the weight of it was pulling her down. Her blindfold had slipped and her gaze – brighter than ever – pierced me when she looked up. 

Her dress had ripped in the cavern, and her arms were exposed, revealing a swirling tattoo of light on each arm – a dragon emerging over a hill in a burst of light. They glowed as brightly as her eyes – or the symbol on my own arm, for that matter – and across her face, a winding tattoo was drawn over her brow and down the sides of her hairline and jaw. It was too bright and too intricate to follow, but it was very clear to me – Savette had been marked three times, just as the prophecies foretold.

My heart leapt with pride. Now everyone would have to recognize who Savette was! There couldn’t be any more lies from Starie – not anymore. But why hadn’t one of them died in the testing as they’d been warned?

Savette must have passed the test. And I have reason to believe that Starie was never tested at all. How hard would it be to hide in the cavern and manufacture that mark?

I couldn’t do it.

But Starie has powers you don’t have.

“Fraud!” I heard the yell ring across the shelf and I spun to see Starie, her finger pointed at Savette. “Deception and trickery! This girl waited until I was marked to duplicate the markings! See how she wavers, requiring support to stand? She is worn out from the magic of forging the marks upon her body.”

“It’s true!” Grandis Elfar yelled from beside Starie. “Those are not the true markings, but a clever fake. See how they glow with light instead of sucking the light into them like the True Chosen One’s marks do?”

There was silence as the crowd looked from Starie to Savette and back again. Taoslil’s head was cocked to the side like he was listening to things we couldn’t hear.

Dragon voices. We have our own opinions about this.

And what were they?

We are as divided as the humans.

And what was he hearing from Raolcan?

That I’ll twist his tail if he’s a fool about this.

“Tell me, mistress of falsehood,” Starie said, from her place before the Dawn’s Gate. “What you saw in the caverns.”

Savette pulled her head up straight, pushing her hair behind her back with effort. She was weak after her ordeal, and it was true that Starie seemed much stronger. Why was that?

Because it’s Starie’s marks and not Savette’s that are forgeries. It’s why she’s so quick to shout about fakery.

“I saw visions of the future and the present. I witnessed the pain of our people and the lies that keep them tied down. I have suffered with the Truth this day and night - seeing things no one should see.”

Starie laughed, a merry, tinkling laugh that seemed at odds with her harsh demands. “This proves you were not tested by the dragons. Why would you have visions? What does that prove? I was asked three questions and when I answered them, I was given this mark on my arm. I only needed one mark. I didn’t need to overdo it to try to prove I’m something that I’m not.”

Her voice carried over the silent crowd, and Savette’s carried, too. Likely, she was using that trick she’d learned from Rakturan. 

“I saw that you serve a Covenant of Lies,” Savette said. “And I watched as you and an army of Ifrits ripped the heart out of the world and held it aloft while all the earth was drained of life.”

“Did you stand in the heart of the volcano where the earth is still hot? Almost to the edge of the red soul of the mountain?” Starie challenged.

Savette pushed Leng and Shonan aside with such force that they stumbled. Each man fell far to the side, Leng catching a hold of Hubric as they both stumbled back. I opened my mouth to protest, but Savette began to glow red, heat from her body radiating as far as I stood. The others leapt backward, scrambling to get away from the intensity of her heat.

“Almost?” she asked. “There was no almost about it. I was washed by the fire of the mountain. I come back to you with a gift.”

“And what gift is that?” Starie asked, her eyes flashing in the sun. 

“Truth.”

Grandis Elfar’s barking laughter jarred me. “Only children and fools speak of truth like it exists, child. Truth is what you make it when you let your power flow into changing the world. It does not exist outside our own designs. Worse, your statements prove you lie. No one goes into the heart of a fire and comes back unsinged. What say you, good people? Do you see as I do, that this girl is nothing but a copycat -  desperate to grasp some of the fame of her classmate – the Chosen One? Will you allow this counterfeit Chosen One to make her claim?”

“No!” the yell was as if it came from one throat, but as I looked through the crowd there were some who looked confused and concerned. 

“Will you let her divide our great people now when we are in the midst of a terrible conflict?”

“No!” This time, the answer was unanimous. I bit my lip. There were so many of them against us.

“Then, dragons, you have our answer,” the Grandis said, spinning to face Taoslil. “This is our representative. She has answered your questions and come back with your mark. We demand that you acknowledge her.”

There was a long silence as every person waited to hear the answer. I felt a nudge and turned to see Raolcan behind me.

Mount up. 

I didn’t question his order. When was the last time he’d given one? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hubric already on Kyrowat strapping Haskell in behind him and Leng tightening the saddle on Ahlskibi while Shonan ran toward Rasipaer. The dragons knew something we didn’t.

The Ilerioc cleared his throat, raising his arms in the air. Tiny bells rang as his clothing moved and it seemed as if even the breeze stilled to allow us all to listen.

“I speak for the dragons and the great Taoslil, emissary of the Queen.” He paused, was he nervous to say the rest? “Taoslil, on behalf of Haz, Queen of Dragons, acknowledges Savette Leedris as the Chosen One and-”

His words were cut off as Starie ripped her blindfold from her eyes. She looked him in the eye and he burst apart like a handful of dust thrown against a rock.
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Chapter Nineteen 

[image: image]


As if it had been kindled by that one action, a dozen things happened at once. Rasipaer dove toward Savette, snatching her up in his arms like a child’s doll. Taoslil flamed his fury into the crowd, his bodyguard dragons springing forward to surround him as they hurried him back through the Gate.

The crowd around Starie was like a barrel of snakes – pure chaos as people ran from the flames, mounted dragons, hurried to surround Starie in a defensive pattern.

“Take down the False One!” Starie roared and the crowd roared with her, surging toward us. 

Raolcan leapt into the air, but we were four dragons to their many. Somehow Rasipaer had managed to get Savette on his back and Shonan strapped her in as we surrounded him, flying in formation together.

We weren’t fast enough. Dragon upon dragon leapt into the air in front of us, like an army of grasshoppers, leaping up at once and filling the sky. A Green was the first to actually press an attack, diving towards Raolcan with such speed that I gasped. Unconcerned, he rolled to the side, flaming the rider with a puff of breath before rolling back into formation. 

The Dragon Rider screamed as he lit up like a torch, tumbling out of the sky, along with his dragon. There were cries from beneath us, and I realized in a flash that we were not the only ones who had chosen Savette, despite how much the crowd had seemed to be one living entity. All around us clusters of dragons fought in twos or threes against other clusters. 

Fire splashed across the ground and flared through the sky. Screams and curses filled the air around us while chaos ruled across the ground. Servants and hawkers among the tents scrambled out of the camp like ants in a kicked anthill. Some carried bundles in their arms, but flames rose up from the camps below and anything that wasn’t carried away the first time would not survive the blaze. In the creeping heat of the morning and with no water anywhere nearby, it was sure to consume everything while the owners of the tents, barrels, and sacks below were busy in the airy battles above. 

Raolcan spun to the side, lashing against a sudden attack from an artful Red while Rasipaer maneuvered to take the Red’s spewing fire on his belly, protecting his riders. A knot of twenty Reds attacked us at once, like a flock of birds descending. I held the saddle tight in both hands, my head spinning as Raolcan dodged and rolled and spun, flaming and clawing and snapping at our attackers. I was never going to get used to these battles!

They’re the best part of being your dragon. We are always at the heart of things.

Oh, skies and stars! I swallowed down nausea.

I know! Isn’t it the best? 

Light – white and searing – flared across my vision and then we were climbing. By the time my vision cleared, I managed to see we were all there just before a second attack – this time with dragons of every color – rolled over us like a fiery tide. I smelled burning hair as flames licked too close to me, blistering the backs of my hands and leaving my leathers hot. I gritted my teeth hard to keep from screaming. That wouldn’t help anything. Neither would the pounding of my heart. Or my fast breaths from burning lungs. 

We’re clear of that attack. Hold on!

But how much longer could I hold on for? Around me, the screams and cries of my friends told me we were all in the same situation. And then suddenly something changed. There was a roar from below and Raolcan banked to the side, leaving my view clear of the ground below. 

Knots of dragons still fought, but below us, a wide gash tore across the earth. Starie stood before it, hands raised and head uplifted as scores of Ifrits poured from the ground across the landscape, snatching up fleeing servants, horses and hawkers. They disappeared under the shadowy forms of the Ifrits. How many were there? Dozens? More. Hundreds? Maybe.

Fear filled me, and I was not alone. All across the sky, the battles broke up as Ifrits pawed and snatched at dragons and riders. 

The Dawn Gate suddenly went black, as if it had been shut.

It has been. They have blocked off passage through it. Taoslil must protect our homeland. It’s his duty.

There would be no retreating there. What would we do now?

We stay in formation and stick together. 

A pair of Ifrits sprang up beneath us, mouths wide and teeth gnashing around the red flames within. One of them swatted at Kyrowat, only to have Savette flare her white power at him. He disappeared in exploding mist. 

I held on tight as we fled, glancing behind my back to see dragons fleeing in every direction as Ifrits charged after them. They didn’t seem to care about whether they attacked supporters of Savette or Starie. A mindless force of death and destruction, they chased anything that moved and destroyed anything too exhausted to run. 

I felt sweat form on my brow as my grip tightened further. In the middle of the chaos on the ground I could still see Starie, her arms raised and her hair swirling out from her in all directions. Was she laughing?

Whatever else happened today, one thing is certain, there may have been war before, but those were only the opening moves. The true challenge has been issued. The true war has begun, and it battles not just for this land but for our hearts, our loyalties, our affections. There is not a human or dragon in this land that it will not wound and scar before this battle is won.

My heart sank at the truth of his words, as I watched wave after wave of earth demons pour from the rip in the earth.




Dragon School: Dire Quest
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Chapter One
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When I was a child I loved to wave dandelions in the air and watch the seeds fly. If the day was windy, they would be carried away, swirling through the air, soaring far beyond my sight.

We flew – hundreds of dragons and riders – just like those dandelion seeds. We had no clear goal – no certainty of where we were flying to. We tumbled away from the terror of the Ifrits below, abandoning everything in a desperate scramble to get away. Sound, sight and every sense except the pounding of our hearts, blurring together in fear-driven mental chaos. 

One knot of dragons flying in formation would tumble into another and either a fight would break out, or occasionally, the two groups would join. Our own formation had picked up about a dozen survivors as we headed toward the rising sun. Jenanta was one of them, but the others were unknown to me – they were acquaintances of Leng or Hubric from some time in the past. At this point, I didn’t think we cared who joined us, as long as they were willing to fight with us and not against us. 

Twice, the Ifrits had caught up with us, snatching dragons from the sky and breaking them on the rocks below. Raolcan panted with the effort of flying at top speed for so long. My own hands and legs were numb from trying to hold on. Even thoughts were hard to keep straight. They skittered across my mind like a droplet of water on a hot pan, one quick fear replaced by a tight worry and then a flash of observation. 

When the sun was at its zenith, a haze appeared in the distance – like a mirage or a huge body of water.

The Eastern Ocean.

Raolcan was panting so much that his tongue was hanging out of his mouth. Kyrowat and Ahlskibi had fallen back to let him lead.

They’re older than me. Get tired faster.

We kept Rasipaer in the center of the group, instinctively protecting the Chosen One and the Dominar. We needed to land soon. Somewhere with water. 

Not the ocean.

No, somewhere with drinkable water. A river maybe.

No rivers near here. 

Or a lake.

No lakes.

A creek?

Maybe.

It wasn’t more than an hour before we were banking towards the gray ocean beyond.

Not the ocean. The creek running into the ocean.

After a moment I picked it out – a gray ribbon in the long grass below. We circled it, finally landing on the south side. Raolcan landed practically in the creek, not even waiting to see if anyone else followed before sinking his head up to his eyes in the water.

Skies and Stars, I’ve never been so thirsty.

If every person I’d ever known had slurped soup at the same time they wouldn’t have been able to duplicate the sound he was making.

Well, excuse me for getting thirsty after flying my wings off to get us here.

He’d feel less cranky when his belly was full of water. 

Ahlskibi landed beside us, sides heaving from exertion as he drank. We were all still here, all still alive, all still fighting to stay that way. I hobbled upstream to refill my waterskin. An exhausted Shonan stumbled beside me on the same errand.

“Savette?” I asked. I was too tired for full sentences.

“Fine. Resting.” He must feel the same way.

We filled our skins in silence. Shonan wiped sweat from his forehead before plunging his face in the water. He looked so pleased with himself afterward that I tried it, too. 

“Ho!” I spun to see about two dozen Red Dragon Riders land downstream from our group, spinning to rush back to Raolcan and slipping on the muddy bank. I fell into the water with a frustrated sound. 

“Here.” Shonan offered me a hand and helped to pull me up, waterlogged, from the creek. We scrambled along the shore as quickly as we could. Too late to fight back if that was their intent. Too late to flee. 

“I am Leng Shardson of the Purple,” Leng was saying in challenge. “If you mean trouble, fly on.”

Bold. And more energetic than Shonan or I were. We stumbled between the high tufts of grass, finally reaching our dragons.

“Thank you,” I said as he nodded and hurried past. I scrambled back up onto Raolcan’s back, strapping in with the efficiency of muscle memory and not much else.

“No trouble. I’m Grangor Hummingreed of the Red and I lead the Slateshard Division. We came to the Dawn’s Gate to pledge allegiance to Haz’drazen and were on our way back to our posting when we were set upon by creatures ... terrible monsters of the earth ... and flew here as we fled. We’ve seen hundreds of dragons in the sky though none stopped when we tried to hail them. Have you any idea what has happened?”

I breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t been fighting with Starie. He was just caught up in the Ifrit attack. Before I’d even finished my sigh, it cut off. How many others would be caught up in the hell Starie had unleashed in her anger? We needed allies. We needed to fight. We couldn’t just flee forever.

My thoughts exactly.

“Starie Atrelan unleashed them on us all when she was denied by the Dragon Queen,” Leng said loudly. I finally caught sight of him down the riverbank, standing on Ahlskibi’s back, his arms crossed confidently over his chest. This was his element. He was born to ride dragons and speak fearlessly in the face of danger. “The Queen has chosen a different candidate to mark with the dragons’ approval.”

The Red nodded gravely. “My men and I all stand with Haz’drazen. In these fragmented times, she is a voice of wisdom. Whoever she has chosen has our loyalty. Do you know who that is?”

Savette threw back the hood of her cloak revealing her bright eyes and marked face.  

“Savette Leedris – Haz’drazen’s choice – flies with us,” Leng said simply. “And we’ll tear apart anyone who threatens her.”
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Chapter Two 
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Grangor leapt off his dragon and I braced myself for Raolcan’s attack. Instead, Grangor made a complicated double armed salute, while behind him, the other Reds followed suit. 

“We stand with you, Purple. What orders?”

Orders?

That’s how Reds operate. Either they give the orders, or you do, but everyone is in a chain of command. His loyalty is touching.

Really? I didn’t think I’d ever heard Raolcan compliment another color of dragon before. He sneezed, letting the sulfurous vapors wash over me instead of setting them on fire as they emerged. That was definitely on purpose.

Everyone needs to sneeze sometimes. Dust gets in your lungs.

“We’re almost at the ocean, but we can’t stay here.” Savette’s voice was clear as a ringing bell and I startled at her words. Was she speaking up after so long? “The Ifrits will follow us and while the water provides some protection, we can’t avoid them forever. Nor can we stand and fight in this place. There is nowhere to make a proper stand against them. We are compelled to go north and find a place where we can fight.”

“A solid plan,” Grangor said.

“But not all of us.” 

As she spoke, other dragons were landing around us in pairs and singles – refugees in the flight from the Ifrits looking for any port in a turbulent storm. Did she plan to send some away? She turned to me and Hubric, taking us both in her gaze. 

“For too long we have fled, barely a step ahead of the chasing enemy. But, like a stag run down by dogs, we are weakened by our flight. The time has come to turn and bring the battle to them. But to do that, we must splinter into many prongs.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.  A sinking feeling filled me. She was going to send her friends away, wasn’t she? Just like when she’d wanted to go to Leedris City on her own.

“And so, I accept the loyalty of Grangor Hummingreed and his Reds.” Her smile was as wide as his as they nodded to each other. “And I must ask the rest of you to help me in this.”

Hubric’s face was as flushed as I knew mine must be. “If you’re suggesting that we leave you right now, while Ifrits are chasing us-”

She held up a hand to silence him. “I saw things in that volcano. Things I can’t fully explain. Things I can’t put into words - but I came away understanding one thing for certain. If we remain on the defensive the world is lost. If we press our attack back to them, we still have a chance. But too many things need to be done. There are not enough of us even if we split up. And each of us has our own role to play in this.”

I felt queasy at the words ‘split up’ so I clung tighter to Raolcan’s saddle.

Don’t worry, I’d never let her split us up. We’re in this together, spider.

“We each must complete a piece of the puzzle.” Savette’s bearing was suddenly so authoritative that my heart sank. No one would be able to deny her request. “Hubric, you know the Lightbringers. You know how they think and who they are. I desperately need you. Head north to Dominion City and seek them out in secret. Rally as many as you can and prepare them for our cause.”

He nodded. “Amel, we’ll-”

“I need Amel for something else.”

If my face was flushed before it must be pure white now. I was going to have to go somewhere without my mentor? How many times had he saved us? How many times had I needed him? By the frown on his face, he was as upset as I was. I met his eyes, trying to show my own concern.

“Leng, I need you to fly north. Bring my messages to High Castelans Woelran, Estabis, Tevish, Moran, Lamond, Dantriet, Obadis and Abarynth.” She slipped message cylinders from her belt. When had she found time to write those? She must have written them while they flew. She was one step ahead of us all. “We desperately need their strength and support. Do not fail me in this.” 

Leng saluted as another group of ten dragons arrived. 

“All those who stay with me will be required to swear fealty. Choose today who you will serve,” Savette said to the new dragons, but no one budged. Whether they had come as a last resort or because they truly believed in Savette, they were hers now. “Shonan, Rasipaer is anxious to return to his bonded rider, but I can’t grant him that luxury yet. I did not have time to negotiate with Queen Haz before Starie ripped open the earth and spilled her creatures of evil across the surface of it. Rasipaer will lead you to one of the hidden gates – don’t glare at me, Rasipaer. I saw many things in the volcano. Gates are the least of them – and you will negotiate on my behalf – and yours – for the Dominion. You understand?”

We all gasped at her words. Sending the true Dominar off on a dangerous quest without any form of protection except a dragon that wasn’t his? It was unthinkable! Shonan gave her a long, hard stare, but eventually, he spoke.

“Shrewd.”

She turned to me. “Amel. By now my husband has either succeeded or failed in his mission. Finding him and reporting our situation is the most dangerous thing we need to be done – but it is also vital. We no longer have the resources in the Dominion to turn this disaster around. We need help. Find him in Baojang by whatever means necessary and tell him all that has passed since he left us. We desperately need his help.”

I nodded, speechless. I couldn’t have imagined a more nerve-wracking job if I’d been asked to. I was supposed to travel to a foreign country where I didn’t speak the language and find Rakturan – who I’d never felt very safe with – and get him to somehow bring his twisted people to save us? The word “impossible” came to mind. 

Set a prince to catch a prince. I like how her mind works. 

Instead, I said, “And what will you do with your new army?”

Savette stood up on Rasipaer’s back, looked around at the gathered crowd, almost as if she was counting them before saying, “We fly to the healing arches north of here. There, we will confront any Ifrits fool enough to follow us and destroy them utterly. And that is only the beginning.”
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Chapter Three 
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Leng was the first to reach me, though Hubric wasn’t far behind. He pulled me into a strong hug and kissed my cheek.

“Don’t forget my promise. If you ever need to get in touch with me, send a message to the dragon cotes of Dominion City addressed to Hofner Cardsplitter. He holds my messages for me. Stay safe and don’t forget – when this is all over we’ll have that home on the river with horses and cliffs for dragons.”

I smiled, kissed him and said, “Don’t you forget that I love you.”

“Same.” His grin was crooked as he rushed away, looking back three times before leaning in to say something to Shonan.

Hubric cleared his throat. “About done watching him?”

I felt my cheeks heat. “I don’t like the idea of us splitting up.”

“I hate it.” His eyes were red-rimmed. “We can fly north together as far as Hezba, but after that, we’ll have to split up.”

I nodded, but my heart was sinking. There were so few of us and so much to do. It made sense that we should split up, but I just wanted to keep an eye on everyone – to know they were safe and well.

“He’ll be fine,” Hubric said gruffly as Leng and Ahlskibi launched into the air. “He has a lot of luck, that one. Stumbles on opportunities like they’re roots on a path.”

I’d never thought of Leng like that.

Shonan saluted us as Rasipaer leapt into the air. No goodbyes from him. Maybe he’d grown used to the practicalities of these things.

“He can’t deny who he is and negotiate with the Queen at the same time. She’ll know,” Hubric said. “He’ll have to embrace it.”

He was watching Savette with admiration, like he was pleased with her plan. Had he talked her into “treason” with the rest of us? Or had she just realized, like I had, that we didn’t stand a chance without him?

“And after that?”

He shrugged. “Let’s hope we’re all still alive to make further plans.”

A wave of cold washed over me and I swallowed. This might be the last time we were all together. Oh, skies and stars, I hoped it wasn’t the case!

“Time to mount up,” Hubric said, leaving me, but there was still one more person to talk to.

I hobbled over to Savette. She was already mounting Grangor’s dragon. If anyone could fight to keep her safe it would be an experienced Red Dragon Rider, right? Right? Then why was I still worried?

“Tell Rakturan to hurry,” Savette said when she saw me. “He won’t have had long to rally his people – he’s probably only arriving there now, but it will take you time to make the same journey. Protect him and help him like you’ve helped me, Amel. You always find a way out of trouble.”

Was she putting on a brave face before all these new followers, or was she really so confident in me? If I was honest with myself, it was usually Raolcan who pulled me out of the fires I fell into.

True.

And I didn’t like the idea of her flying off unprotected.

Because Grangor Hummingreed and the Slateshard Division are less able to protect her than one teen girl and her friendly neighborhood dragon? Yep. You’ve definitely been hanging out with Purples for too long.

“I don’t know how to say-” I began, but she cut me off.

“I’ll be fine and so will you. Now hurry up. Grangor’s patrol sees Ifrits on their way.” She pointed up to where a Red dragon circled above us on watch. I began to leave but turned when she called my name. “Amel? Take care of yourself.”

“You, too.” 

We shared a smile and then she turned back to Grangor who was speaking to her and I hobbled back to Raolcan. My crutch felt heavier than usual as I cinched it into place in the saddle, my leg felt heavier as I arranged myself in the saddle and it was hard to see the straps through vision blurred with emotion. I wasn’t ready to go on my own.

You’re not on your own. You have me.

To a country I’d never been to.

Did I tell you that I went there once?

Wait. I had always thought there were no dragons in Baojang. 

None there by their own will ... except for that time I snuck in.

Now that was a story I needed to hear. How did a dragon sneak? They seemed a little large for that.

Maybe later. Let’s fly.

He launched into the air, close on the heels of Kyrowat who was already speeding up through the clouds. We were still gaining height when beneath us, the Reds burst into the sky like a puff of flame from a fire. That flare might be last I ever saw of Savette. I hoped not, but I had never been to Baojang or the Dark Continent. I already found acid swirling in my belly at the thought.

They put saffron in the honey. It’s an acquired taste, but you get used to it. 

Somehow, I didn’t think saffron was the worst of my worries. 

The best part of leaving people you love is coming back to them.
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Chapter Four 
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The others slowly grew to tiny pinpricks until it was just Hubric and Haskell on Kyrowat and me on Raolcan soaring over the gray water of the Eastern Ocean. I was already feeling nervous. When Rakturan had set sail for Baojang he’d had a ship and he’d known where he was going. I had none of those things. We couldn’t just fly over the ocean – Raolcan had been clear about that – which meant we’d need a ship I couldn’t afford to hire, or we would need to take a very long journey far to the north – through the war-torn Dominion – and eventually swing east from there to Baojang. Neither solution sounded promising. When we landed just before dark on a sandy stretch of white beach, I was still chewing my lip with worry.

You shouldn’t be worried. Whatever path we take, we’ll make it work. Worry steals joy out of the moment and doesn’t buy you future safety.

I hastily unsaddled him so he could go and hunt. With the Ifrits far behind, we were safe enough here. Hubric was already lighting a fire of driftwood and Haskell was quietly gathering food. She smiled at me when I stumbled over. The battered kettle I’d found in the farmhouse was already filled with water and ready to brew tea.

“There’s a safehouse to the north, just south of Hezba,” Hubric said without small talk. “We can resupply there and get you ready for a very long journey.”

“I don’t have any coin,” I said, nervously. 

“There will be coin there.”

“I was thinking maybe a ship...”

“No.” His bright eyes glittered in the multi-colored flames of the driftwood fire. “The ocean will be full of the enemy by now. Rakturan was safe enough – a prince of Baojang on a Baojang ship. A ship of the Dominion would not be so safe.”

“But if I fly north the whole way and then head east, I’ll fly right through the war. Besides, it will take ages to get there. By then, I might be too late.”

“Better late than never,” he grunted, but he poked at the fire with an expression on his face that I knew was deep thought. What was he concocting? “Go get our blankets. We don’t have a tent in the packs anymore, but a beach fire should be fine.”

When I returned, we drank tea and ate dried food in silence. Haskell began to set her blanket up the way she liked. The dragons returned, bellies full, and spread themselves out on either side of us, promptly shutting their eyes. They needed the rest.

You try flying that hard. It takes it out of a dragon!

“There’s a woman I knew in Baojang,” Hubric said suddenly. “Jasmeer of the Fragrant Islands. She’s a saffron honey dealer in the city of Abalang. I think she could help you, Amel.”

“Where is Abalang?”

“On the southern coast of Baojang.”

I was silent, staring at the fire. It would be nice to have a friend, but the southern coast of Baojang was a very long way off.

Hubric chuckled. “You should see your face. So, you doubt you’ll get that far, do you?”

I nodded.

“Can I offer you a solution?”

“Please.” Why was he being so secretive? Why didn’t he just come out and tell me his solution?

“If I’d been there when Rakturan sailed off like a fool, I would have told him this, too. There’s an old path across the Eastern Ocean from a time when our nations were better friends – or maybe they were one nation, who knows? But there is a path. It’s part of Dragon Rider lore, though it’s more obscure and not everyone knows it. I can draw you the map and leave you the clues I was given so long ago.”

“What kind of a path goes over water?”

He scratched the side of his face while behind him, Haskell broke out in snores. I felt so jumpy at the thought of setting off on my own that I didn’t mind the snores. Haskell wasn’t worried about where she was going. It made me feel like I could calm down a bit, too.  

“It would only work for a dragon,” he said eventually. “The path takes you from island to reef to other places that only a dragon could perch on and sleep. They would be hazards to a ship and useless to anyone else, but if you follow the path exactly, a dragon could fly across the Eastern Ocean. Rather quickly, in fact.”

I’d never heard of anything like that – but then again, there were many things I didn’t know.

“And will it be fast enough?”

He shrugged. “It’s safer and faster than a ship or the northern route. Fast enough? Who can say? We don’t know how things have fared for Rakturan. He may have only arrived there a few days ago, even with strong winds in his favor.”

“How are you certain it’s really there? No one talks about it.”

“What choice is there, Amel?” And with that, he turned and settled himself in his blankets. 

I stayed awake hours longer than everyone else, jittery at the thought of taking a journey across the ocean on a path that even Hubric had never before tried to take. But, like he said, what other choice did I have?

When I woke the next morning, I felt like I’d never gone to sleep. A night spent tossing and worrying is no night at all.

Personally, I like the idea of a hidden path. It sounds like an adventure. You can look at life as a place full of obstacles or a place full of opportunities. Most of the time – if you’re watching for it – you can turn an obstacle into an opportunity.

I barely registered the scenery as our flight north took us over land instead of water again. When, the next evening, we settled down at the safehouse, I was quiet, not wanting to talk after a day of fighting voices in my head – first of worry, then of gnawing doubt and burning anxiety. I was not seeing this as an opportunity – unless it was an opportunity to fail miserably. My belly swirled uncomfortably as Hubric drew the map in careful pencil and wrote down the notations. 

“If the winds favor you and if the clues are true, it will be a fast journey,” he said.

“And if they don’t?”

But there was no answer to that question. I carefully chose out supplies from the storeroom of the hidden fortress Hubric had led us to. Food and drink that would keep, a pot, blankets, clothing and other essentials.

“Freshwater is the most dire need,” Hubric warned. “You will not find it on the path.”

We gathered barrels and skins of it until Raolcan was mentally groaning. “How far do I need to carry all that?”

But when night fell again I didn’t sleep in the soft bed Haskell kindly turned down for me. Instead, I crept out to where Raolcan slept and laid my worried cheek on his hot shoulder.

Sleep, Amel. Stop letting worry drive you. It’s a cruel master. I will keep us safe.
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Hubric held the map too tightly for me to take it, even though he was clearly offering it to me.

He doesn’t want to let you go.

“Keep an eye on things around you. Notice everything. Keep careful watch over your water as you cross the ocean and remember that the culture of Baojang is different than what you are used to. Watch and remain as silent as you can.”

“Hubric,” Haskell said gently.

“Mmm?” He looked over to where she was seated on Kyrowat’s back, waiting for him. 

“You said it would take her all day to find the first waypoint. Perhaps it would be best if she had an early start.” Haskell’s tone was kind. They were a strange pair – her young and him old, her kind and him gruff.

He nodded and finally let go of the map, turning away.

“Hubric!” My voice sounded panicked.

He looked back, a brave smile on his face. “You’ll be fine.”

“What if I can’t find him?”

“You will.”

“What if I can’t find the waypoints?”

“You will.” He mounted Kyrowat in a single movement.

I licked my lips. I wasn’t ready, I had so much more to learn.

He looked me deep in the eyes. “Amel, you’re a faithful, loyal apprentice. You will find a way to do this for Savette and for all of us. I know you will. Be strong and remember to read your prophecies and play cards as often as you can.”

I let my fingers travel over the deck of cards he’d given me with the map. It figured that he would have spares with him. 

“I will.”

“We’ll miss you.”

Haskell cleared her throat and Hubric nodded, saluting me and calling a goodbye as Kyrowat launched into the air. I stifled the sob growing in my throat and looked out over the rolling fields below the cliff we’d said goodbye on. He was heading inland toward the capital. We were heading northeast, past the city and off to the first waypoint. What if we didn’t find it? What if we were lost along the way? I’d grown used to companions.

You still have me. I’m starting to feel like you don’t appreciate how lucky you are...

I should have stayed with Savette and made that stand against the Ifrits.

She would have been irritated at your choice not to take her message. And did I mention that you still have me?

I should have gone with Hubric.

Seriously, you need to buck up. We’ll be fine. And just for the record ... you still have me. What more could a girl want?

With a deep breath and a final sniff, I checked Raolcan’s straps, mounted and strapped in. By tonight we needed to reach a small island marked on the map. Raolcan swore up and down that this first landmark would be easy to find.

It’s an island. Believe it or not, they stand out against the sea. 

He leapt into the air and I clutched at his saddle feeling abandoned and a bit sorry for myself. 

Well, you can be sorry for yourself this whole journey or you can embrace it and love the adventure ... like me. At least you aren’t the one carrying all the water.

We flew so far east of Hezba that all I saw were the distant silhouettes of buildings in the haze of the sun. I turned over the map and read the notation again and again. I couldn’t afford to get this wrong. The notation read,

There is a small island just east of the Dragon Head Islands. Reefs surround this island, making it a terrible choice for sailors, but a safe and secluded resting place for dragons. If you stay on course, it will appear when the Lesser Dragon Head is in sight.

It sounded simple enough.

Honestly, I could find that in my sleep. 

I let myself relax into the flight, even enjoying the salty smell of the breeze over the ocean and the puffy clouds that formed pictures in the sky. It wasn’t until well past midday that I began to worry about when we’d be able to take a break. 

Not for a long time. This is as hard on the rider as the dragon. Don’t drink too much or it will really be bad for you.

I tried not to think about that. It would only make things worse.

I’m more worried about who is following us.

Following us? I spun in my seat, looking behind us, but there was no sign of a dragon anywhere that I watched.

My eyes are better than yours. He is behind us, but when we stop to rest he will have time to catch up.

How long until we could stop?

Still many hours.

Ngh. I was already well past uncomfortable.

At least the winds are strong. I’m letting them push me. We’re making great time.

Now I had two things to worry about – a mysterious person following us, and whether my bladder would make it to this mysterious island.
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I would have been more worried about whoever was tailing us if I wasn’t practically hopping up and down by the time we found the hidden island. Raolcan skidded across the loose gravel in his hurry to land and I was even faster to find a lonely bush and take care of things.

About done?

“Yes. You okay?”

I think I’d like you to unload my burdens, though we should probably keep a sharp eye out. Whoever is following us is going to find us. There’s no hiding on this flat rock.

I hurried to unload his burdens and stow them to the side, but with so many and my slower speed, it took longer than I’d like.

He’s circling. I think he hopes to land somewhere else, but there is nowhere but this little spit of rock.

Raolcan wasn’t exaggerating. The island was about the size of four Raolcans. There were a couple of scraggly bushes and some shards of rock, and that was it. There weren’t even bits of driftwood to make a fire with. 

He’ll come down eventually. Wake me when he does.

Wake him? 

I’m the one who flew all day. You take first watch.

Fair enough. Raolcan hunkered down low on the ground and closed his eyes. I leaned against him and let myself relax into his warmth. If I was going to keep watch, I might as well do it in comfort. I barely noticed when my eyes began to flutter closed.

Someone cleared his throat and I sat up, wishing I could leap to my feet. I tried to look calm and cool instead as a Dragon Rider in black leathers wearing a mass of gold scarves and slender chains stood over me. He was tall for a dragon rider – I’d noticed that most were short and wiry – and his arms were crossed over his chest.

“You sure seemed to be in a hurry to reach this rock, Purple.”

I settled on something safe. “I have messages to deliver.”

He wouldn’t know I was an apprentice – not in these black leathers.

“There’s no one out here to deliver them to except whales and ships. Do you have a message for a ship?” His tone was playful, but his brown eyes watched me carefully. He was maybe thirty, his face unshaven and his leathers battered. 

“Are you here to negotiate with them?” I countered. It was probably better that no one knew my business. And he’d been following me, after all. “Why are you following me?”

He barked a laugh, but then his eyes grew serious. Anything else in his expression was hard to pick out, despite the bright lace of stars in the sky above us. 

“There was a Purple in my wave in Dragon School. We were friends. He mentioned something about a hidden path to the lands of Baojang. I was looking for the start of that path for weeks and then a Purple flies by headed in the strangest direction. It occurred to me ... could she know where this path is? Could she be flying a message to Baojang? So, I follow, curious. And where does she land but a black rock on a dark sea – like she’s lost, but not lost. And I think perhaps this not-lost one can guide me down the path. Hmmm?”

He had a strange way of talking. I cocked my head as he spoke trying to follow it.

The people from the northwest of the Dominion speak that way. He’s likely from there. See how his hair is tightly curled? That’s a trait you see in the northwest. 

Was Raolcan angry that I fell asleep?

I want to go back to sleep. You decide what to do with this golden rider. 

Should I let him come with us? I didn’t know him. He might not be trustworthy.

I’m pretty sure he’ll follow you like a lost puppy either way.

“What happened to your friend?” I asked. “Why can’t he show you this ‘path’ if it exists?”

“Died. In sacking of Casaban.” 

I felt my belly sink. They’d been rounding up Purples there to give to the Dusk Covenant. It’s possible that his friend died on the mountain where I fought the Magikas and saved Leng from them. We’d lost all the others. I bit my lip at the memory. What if it was me who had lost Leng that way and was seeking help? But then again, anyone could tell a story.

“Why do you want to go to Baojang?”

“Why do you?”

He had me there. I wasn’t ready to share my secrets any more than he was ready to share his. 

He laughed at my silence. “I’m Renn Woelran of the Gold.”

Woelran. I’d heard that name before ... in Dragon School.

The arrogant one all the girls liked. Jael, wasn’t it? He died in training.

I swallowed. What would Renn think, if he knew that?

I wouldn’t bring it up if I were you.

“I’m Amel Leafbrought, Purple – obviously.” Probably best to stick with my name. “There’s not much room on this island, so I guess we’d better be friends.”

“Does that mean that you are going to show me the way to Baojang?” he pressed. 

“Ask me in the morning.”

He laughed again – he did that a lot – and walked over to the side of his frilled gold dragon. It reminded me a little too much of Starie’s dragon.

“What’s your dragon’s name?” I asked as I settled back down, leaning on Raolcan.

“Ahummal. He doesn’t like Purples.”

He can go eat feet.

I fell asleep with that sweet sentiment ringing in my ears.
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I woke before Renn did, though Ahummal was wide awake and glaring at us with baleful eyes. He shifted further away when he saw me watching and ended up with his tail falling in the water. His hiss almost sent me into giggles.

Don’t encourage him. 

Raolcan yawned beside me, clearly showing off his gleaming teeth. Oh. It was going to be one of those, ‘which dragon is deadlier’ contests again. I should hobble out of the crossfire while I still could. I took my own advice, helping myself and Raolcan to some water and dried meat. There was nowhere to resupply here, but I took time to examine the tack and make a few adjustments. I needed to make a decision about Renn and I also needed to look at the map. It had us headed due east – which made no sense at all. We ultimately needed to go north. 

If you don’t trust the map then there’s no point in trying to follow this path.

I didn’t like blindly trusting things. I frowned over the map. The picture on the map was a ring and then a tangled symbol – Hubric’s fault or the original sign? And the notation said:

Fly like an arrow to the rising sun. Waver not from dawn to midday. Let the sun be your guide.

At least if we found it on time we would be there by midday.

Go easy on the water, Raolcan reminded me. Remember last time?

“Is that a map?”

I spun to see Renn behind me, adjusting his chains and scarves with a confident grin. In the light of dawn, I saw tiny crinkling lines on his cheeks from all that smiling. His tightly-curled hair – in a very un-Dragon-Rider manner, was shorn very short and his eyes twinkled in the light.

“Sort of,” I admitted, but then my eyes narrowed. “But it’s in code, so don’t even think of trying to take it.”

He threw his hands up, and innocent expression on his face. “No need to take a map from my guide. You are going to guide me, am I right?”

He was charming. I’d give him that. I was willing to bet he got his way most of the time with that grin.

He does. He figures you’re already weak in the knees over it.

Well, then he was adding things up all wrong. I crossed my arms over my chest. If he thought he could win me over with a smile, I’d ignore all his smiles

“I think you should head back to the Dominion. This is a big gamble for me, and you don’t even have water with you,” I said.

He smirked. “Looks like you have more than enough water for both of us.”

“I was told that the key to success in this journey is having enough water. If I bring you, too, my water supply will be cut in half. Why don’t you go back to the mainland and get some water and then you can follow?”

“And you’re going to wait here for me?” His knowing smile made my spine straighten.

“I don’t have time to wait.”

His grin showed white teeth. “Then I guess I don’t either.”

“I’m not your guide!”

“And yet, you’ll be guiding me...”

I huffed and began to load our supplies back on Raolcan.

Ouch! Don’t take your temper out on me!

I finished loading him – more gently, this time.

Barely. 

“I could take half that water for you,” Renn offered. As if I’d give him half our water just like that!

If we’re going the same way, I could use a lighter load.

Raolcan would be singing a different tune if we ran out half-way to our destination.

Calm down. We’ll be fine.

“Raolcan can carry it just fine, thank you,” I said stiffly.

He smirked and sauntered off. I mounted Raolcan and started to cinch my straps up. The sun was low on the horizon. Time to start heading straight for it.

You’re going to have to find some way to coexist with Renn. I don’t think he’s going anywhere soon. I generally find that the most irritable people can be the most helpful in the long run.

So he was going to be best friends with Ahummal?

You should hear his thoughts! He can go eat feet.

That insult was starting to grow on me. I turned it over in my mind as Raolcan leapt into the air, shooting toward the blaze of the rising sun. Would he cook the feet first or just gnaw on them? Were we talking deer feet or chicken feet or did it matter?

I barely even flinched at the whoop of delight from behind us as we dove toward the dawn.
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By noon, I was getting worried. We were being buffeted by winds and staying on a correct course was a challenge. Worse, there was nothing in any direction but gray sea, rippling with white foaming waves. By now, we should be at the next waypoint. My mouth felt dry, but I was afraid to take a sip of water. I looked anxiously from side to side, squinting at the water below until my eyes ached. There was nothing. We’d come all this way and there was nothing!

We’ll circle and look for it. 

We began in a small circle, spiraling outward. Renn looked confused when our path took us past him, but I didn’t signal to him. I didn’t want him following us in the first place. I didn’t know if I could trust him. He could be Dusk Covenant, or worse.

There’s something worse?

Ifrits. 

He doesn’t look like an Ifrit to me. He’s smaller, for starters. There’s no fire in his mouth. So far, he hasn’t tried to kill us.

Oh, ha ha. But he’d succeeded in distracting me for a moment, long enough to calm my breath and the shaking of my hands, though I was still feeling the sting of sweat as it broke out on my forehead and back.

We circled and circled and I gnawed at my lip. How long had we been doing this? An hour? Two? 

What did the notation say?

It said to let the sun be my guide. Fat lot of good that was doing. I sighed as Renn and Ahummal fell into line behind us as our loop expanded.

At this time of day, the sun is nearly above us.  

I looked up at the sun, squinting my eyes and letting my hand rise to shade my eyes for a little protection. The sun blared down, blindingly and I squinted further, trying to look-but-not-look at the yellow sun high above. Something just beneath it flickered – like the edge of a rainbow. I closed my eyes and tried again. Was that a faint ring of rainbow in the sky?

You really shouldn’t be looking at the sun. You’ll see all kinds of ghosts in the air that way.

No, it was definitely a ring of faint rainbow. What in the world could that be? Could Raolcan fly towards that?

Fly toward your mirage? Sure. Why not. Let’s all be delusional together. 

What would make a rainbow like that? There was no rain. No ice in the air, which sometimes also produced rainbows – or so I heard. So, it had to be something unusual, right? Like a magical sign in the sky. Raolcan arched upward. He needed to aim just a little lower.

It’s not like I can see your imaginary loop.

There! That was a better trajectory. I shaded my eyes and took one last look around me. There was nothing but gray flashing sea rolling in white-tipped caps and that annoying Renn following on our tail like a bad smell.

Ha! I like that analogy. Wait. Wait a second. Am I seeing a ring?

If he wasn’t then he needed his eyes checked. I could see it plain as day. Raolcan leapt through it like a fish through a hoop – or what I imagined that would be like. 

We might as well be crazy together.

Renn was right on our tail as Raolcan tucked his wings and arched through the circle. I shut my eyes, afraid to hope ...

You can open them now.

There was still sky and sea around us like before. Worse, my mind was tricking me, leading me to believe that the sea and sky were bluer. Just a trick of the eyes after staring so hard at the sun. Disappointment filled me. We’d have to go back. We’d have to take the trip back up the coast through the waging war like I’d thought originally, only now we were three days behind where we would have been. At least, Renn would stop following me. 

Look at the sun.

Again?

No, really look at it. 

It hurt my eyes. I bit back a curse.

It’s lower in the sky. We’re not where we started. 

But we weren’t anywhere else, either. There was no island or coastline here.

I think I see something in the distance.

That’s just Renn. He was still following us like a dark rumor.

That one’s funny, too. But no, I mean something on the sea. Let’s go investigate.

Why not. After all, I could use a break before we turned back. Raolcan leaned slightly eastward, his neck curving toward his goal. I leaned into his swoop, glad to be doing something other than flying in circles. It had been making me dizzy.

It’s not quite an island, but there’s room to set down on it. Let’s go look!

It was long minutes before I could see what he was aiming at – a small blip on the horizon. And at least another hour before we reached what appeared to be a tangle of trees, their roots interwoven, and yellow fruit hanging heavy on their branches. They floated and bobbed on the water like the world’s strangest raft.

Raolcan set down gently between the thick trunks, his wings held out like he was checking to see if it could bear his weight.

Seems to hold. I’ve never been on one of these before.

One of what? Ahummal set down on the other side of the tangle, plucking the yellow fruit off the nearest tree and flaring his frill. 

“A Brambaraft,” Renn said excitedly. “I’ve read about these. How far did you take us through that magical ring?”

My cheeks heated. I didn’t want to admit that I had no idea where we were or what this was. 

It’s common to the Eastern Sea near the coast of Baojang. A floating raft made of trees that drink seawater to survive. Sometimes there are fish underneath – they chew at the roots. Sometimes birds in the branches. It’s like an oasis in the sea.

How lucky were we to have found one?

They are common in these parts – as common as ponds or streams inland. We should see many more on our trip to Baojang. But we are close now.

How close?

Brambarafts can’t survive the highest seas. They stay close to reefs or the shore. I suspect there is a reef nearby.

“Fine, be silent. Even with that cranky attitude, you’re still the best guide I’ve ever had,” Renn said with a smile, grabbing one of the yellow fruit and biting in before giving me a pulpy grin. If he wasn’t so irritating, I’d say he was growing on me. I turned to the tree to grab my own fruit.

Watch for adders. They sometimes lurk in the trees.

I shivered and drew my hand back. 

“Gotcha!” Renn said suddenly, holding up a red snake he’d speared on the tip of his knife. He flung it into the sea. “No fire tonight, unfortunately, but I’m excellent at stringing hammocks. Want me to tie one up for you?”

I rolled my eyes. How was I going to be rid of this guy?

Do you really want to be rid of him? You were complaining about doing this on your own. Now you have a friend.

But he could be an enemy.

You could try asking him some questions to see whether he is or not. I generally prefer to know who my enemies are. It’s better not to put people in that category unless you really have to.

“Can you teach me?” I asked Renn. He was already pulling out a rope.

“Sure. Come on over here and I’ll show you how to start.”

I hobbled over to where he was working between our dragons. He’d already tied the first knot.

“You can pay me in water,” he said as he spooled the rope out.

“Pay you?”

“I teach you a skill, you give us some water. Seems fair.”

“What about guiding you here?”

He tapped the side of his nose. “Doesn’t count if you didn’t do it on purpose.”

Figured. Of course, he’d want something from me. But I did need to find out why he was here, and I wasn’t going to find that out by being difficult. Besides, Raolcan was right, it wasn’t right to think of an enemy before I’d really investigated whether he was. 

“Of course, we’d be happy to share our water.” I really hoped we were close to Baojang.

We worked side by side as he showed me the knots and weaving to make a solid hammock. How could I work the conversation around to asking him why he was so desperate to get to Baojang? As if he had read my mind, he looked up at me with another one of his nearly-constant grins. 

“You want to know why I’m following you.” It wasn’t a question. “You want to know if you can trust me, so you’re asking me to show you how to make a hammock.”

Whatever else he was, he wasn’t stupid. I wasn’t sure what to say, though. Subtlety and craftiness were Hubric’s expertise, and I’d thought I’d have longer to watch him before I had to learn them, too.

He didn’t make me wait too long in suspense. “There are ... people ... in Baojang. Friends. I’m going to find them.”

“What kind of friends?” I asked.

“The secret kind.”

I sighed. “Why bother opening up to me if you aren’t going to even answer my questions?”

He laughed. “No, that’s what they’re called. ‘The Secret – or ‘Ya’kar’ in the language of Baojang.’”

I’d never heard of them. Were we talking about yet another hidden group? Like the Dusk Covenant or the Lightbringers? How would I know whether they were good or bad?

“Why are you looking for your friends?”

“Because I plan to end this war.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nine

[image: image]


This was great! He wanted the same things I did! Maybe we could help each other and do this together!

Whoa! There are many ways to stop wars. One way is to win. You don’t know he’s on your side just because he wants the war to end. Maybe he wants to defeat the Dominion to win it.

Well, couldn’t Raolcan just read his mind to figure out what side he was on?

He’s very guarded. It’s hard to get a strong read on him.

Uh oh. I wasn’t guarded because I had nothing to hide. What was Renn hiding?

It could be innocent enough. Some people are just more closed than others. You aren’t closed at all, which is part of your charm, of course.

I smiled.

“So, you trust me, then?” Renn asked.

“How are you going to stop the war?” I wasn’t ready to promise to trust him. Not with Raolcan’s warnings in my mind.

“I’m a Gold. We negotiate. It’s what we do. So, when my friend died in Casaban-”

“The Purple rider?”

We’d moved on to the next hammock. For the first time, his grin slipped as he nodded.

“I know it’s weird to have a Purple for a friend. Purples like to be on their own. I know you didn’t want me along, but Golds are people-people. We like to be around others. We don’t usually fly alone.”

“But you’re flying alone,” I prompted.

He tried another grin, but it fell flat. He looked at me seriously and then looked away, studying his hands. 

“I don’t know if I should trust you, either. That’s the problem. Neither of us knows. Neither of us can afford to just say openly what we’re doing ... can we?”

I nodded, sadly.

“What should we do?” He looked sad, too. I could probably like him. If I knew him and what he was up to, I bet he’d grow on me. He was a bit too happy, and he certainly didn’t listen to others, but he grew on you.

“Why don’t I get you some water?”

I unsaddled Raolcan, setting his saddle and our various burdens in the branches of the interwoven trees. 

That’s better. 

We should probably settle in for the night. The next clue was as vague as the last one had been and there was no way to know how far we would have to fly before we reached the next destination. We should get some rest. Maybe by the end of the journey, I could figure out whether to trust Renn Woelran. As if thinking his name was enough to call him over, Renn materialized. Together, in companionable silence, we gave water to our dragons and placed our bedrolls on the hammocks. We were returning the waterskins we’d emptied for the dragons when I reached for one we could share.

“I know I could use a good drink of water,” I said, as I reached for the waterskin. “I hope it lasts the whole journey.”

“Stop!” Renn’s eyes were wide and his face white. 

I hadn’t stopped fast enough. Searing pain filled my forearm and I looked down to see a red tail sticking out of my leather sleeve. Renn darted forward, cut the leather of my sleeve with his belt knife and peeled the leather back. 

Light shone out of the sleeve as the sign of the Lightbringers was revealed. In the center of it, a red adder was latched on to my skin. Renn grabbed his head, spearing it with his knife and then carefully removing it. My arm was already red and puffy. I bit my lip and struggled to focus. Now was not the time to pass out. Was there a remedy to red adder bites?

Renn’s wide-eyed look suggested there wasn’t. He stumbled backward, took one more look at me and then dove into the sea. I sat down heavily. My face felt hot and wet. My arm felt as heavy as an anchor.

Hold on. Help comes.

Help? For what? My thoughts were muzzy. It was hard to hold on to them. Slippery like fish. Or was that lizards? Snakes? Why did I hate the idea of snakes? Renn was above me, his face blurry in my vision. He was chewing something. A broad, purple face hovered over him. Raolcan? Why was he underwater?

You’re delusional. It’s not a good idea to let snakes bite you.

Renn spat something into his hand and then his hand was around my jaw.

Open up.

I wasn’t hungry. I just needed to sleep.

Open.

I really didn’t need to.

NOW!

I opened my mouth at the shock of his mental yell and Renn shoved something soft and mushy in my mouth. I gagged at the taste of fish and rot mixed together.

Swallow.

Not a chance.

NOW!

I wanted to cry and slap him all at once. I hated these mind yells. Didn’t he realize I had a headache?

Please.

I swallowed, very reluctantly. Renn was holding my mouth shut. I couldn’t spit it out. Maybe swallowing was all I could do to get rid of the taste. No. It didn’t help. My mouth felt furry.

Hold on. Wait for the antidote to take effect. Clever Renn! This isn’t his first time in these parts.

My vision slowly began to clear. After long moments, Renn released my jaw.

“Are you back with us?”

I gagged, swallowed, reached for the waterskin. He handed it to me and I took a long drink. 

“Yes,” I rasped. My mouth felt swollen. “What was that?”

“A red adder. They are deadly. You have to watch more carefully.”

It wasn’t worth it to stay here.

I don’t think there are any more.

That didn’t sound like a definite ‘no.’

“The taste...”

“That’s the antidote. Bramba root mash. Tastes like death but stops the poison.”

“Erg.” I spat a few more times, but at least it was only the root. Renn watched me in a guarded manner, like I was the red adder, not the thing he killed.

“That mark,” he began, before pausing. “The one that glows.”

I looked at him blearily. My mind still wasn’t tracking right.

He cleared his throat. “Tell me that’s not a Lighbringer mark.”

“And if it is?” My words sounded weak, even to me.

He held my gaze before he spat violently and stalked off. For a man who had just saved my life after smiling for two days straight, he sure was in a mood. He must not like the Lightbringers.

With a rapier intellect like that, I’m surprised they let you leave the Dominion. 

Was there no mercy for someone who had just been snake-bit?

I’m merciful. That won’t stop me from having fun at your expense.

I stumbled to my hammock and fell into it. Good thing it was hidden by Bramba trees from where Renn was. Hopefully, Raolcan would wake me up if Renn decided to kill me in the night for being a Lightbringer.

I’m right beside you, spider. I’ll flame any creatures that try to harm you – even Gold Dragon Riders with big grins.
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Chapter Ten
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I couldn’t sleep all night. The moon was too bright and the stars - a spray of milk across the midnight sky – looked wrong, like they were slightly out of place. I tossed and turned, feverish, sweating and plagued with fearful dreams. When the last one ended with Renn choking me, I woke with a gasp. 

The only sound in the pale dawn with the lapping of waves against the Brambaraft. With a sigh, I fished Talsan’s little book out of my pocket and began to read. I doubted the Ibrenicus prophecies had anything to say to me now that I was so far from Savette – after all, they were written about the Chosen One, not me – but it was strange how comforting they could be. 

In dark lands, the light flickers under a cover. An ember against the night. A last gleam in a charcoal death. 

Yes, very comforting indeed.

“Are those the Ibrenicus Prophecies?” Renn was standing right beside my hammock.

I gasped and fell from the hammock, landing roughly on the roots below. By the time I’d picked myself up again he was gone. With a tsk of irritation, I fished the map out of my pocket. There were only two notations left. I read the next one.

Between bow and hook chart your course to the mouth of the bowl. 

Again, it was about as clear as mud.

It wouldn’t be if you’d looked at the stars last night, Raolcan said.

I felt my cheeks heating. I hadn’t even read the notation last night. I’d been too busy thinking about how miserable my snakebite was and how I couldn’t trust Renn – even if he had saved my life.

You should probably thank him for that. Does the line on the map go north?

It did. 

So would the course between the hook and the bow constellations.

What would I do without Raolcan?

The whole world wakes up asking that very question. 

I rolled my eyes and searched through my packs for my other leather jacket. This one was wrecked until I could repair the torn sleeve. I changed quickly, took care of necessities, and loaded Raolcan. I didn’t see Renn again until I was mounting up. He hovered nearby, silent. What did he want?

Water. He thirsts. 

Well, why didn’t he just ask for it?

He’s torn inside.

Hopefully, he wasn’t planning to kill me now that he’d just saved me.

I honestly don’t know. Still, a grateful attitude never hurts.

I loosened the nearest waterskin from where it was tied and threw it to Renn. “Thank you for saving me from the red adder.”

He left without acknowledging my thanks. Oh well. The sooner we got to Baojang, the sooner I’d be rid of him. Raolcan launched into the air and I held on tight, grateful to still have my best friend with me. Why did everyone else have to be so complicated?

Not everyone can be as amazing as I am. It’s a gift.

We flew north without looking back, angling slightly east. I was looking for a bowl – or anything really except for sea and sky. Renn was behind us. I’d checked a few times just to be sure. After all, if he hated Lightbringers so much, then maybe he wouldn’t want to follow one. 

It was a long day with no break from the strong winds that kicked up or the glaring sun. By midday, we were both exhausted, but there was nowhere to land. But late in the afternoon, I saw a line on the horizon. Land. 

As the sun began to sink in the sky, we reached a peninsula that ended in a dish-shaped formation of black stone. We’d found the bowl. Raolcan set down wearily on the land by the bowl and I was grateful to Hubric for insisting on all the water. Even here - finding land at last - there was no fresh water in sight.  I slipped off his back, but before I could offer him water, Ahummal skidded to a stop beside me.

“We need to talk,” Renn said, ominously. He leapt off of Ahummal, grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the middle of the bowl. 

Raolcan spun, flaming so close to him that it singed the hair on his other arm.

“Easy! Get your dragon under control! I’m not going to hurt you. Didn’t you bind him in place when you landed?”

“I thought you knew a Purple,” I said. 

Renn stopped and spun to look at me. His face was haunted. 

“Talsan didn’t ever bind his dragon either. He claimed he didn’t need binding.”

“Talsan Woodcarver?”

“Did you know him?” Renn asked.

How did I tell him that his friend hadn’t died in Casaban after all? That instead, he’d been captured there and then died while protecting me? I bit my lip. There needed to be lessons on how to have these hard conversations.

“He was a Lightbringer just like you,” Renn said. “And he died, just like you’re about to.”
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“What do you mean? If you’re planning to kill me, then you won’t be far behind.”

He made an exasperated sound and threw my arm away like it hurt to touch me. “Why do you have to be so difficult? Why couldn’t you just have been smiling and trusting and easy to work with from the start?”

Why couldn’t he be honest and open? “I’m not a High Castelan with a sky silk dress and doting parents.”

“Well, neither am I! I just want you to understand!” He was frowning. Why did he have to yell like that? Yelling just made me jumpy.

“I just want to know if I can trust you.” 

“You’re just so difficult!”

He was just so dramatic. He needed to calm down. Leng would have been cool as a sea breeze if this were him.

Unless he’s kissing you and then he seems to lose his capacity to stay calm and logical.

I couldn’t afford to think about Leng right now. Wherever he was, he had his own troubles to worry about and I had my own to deal with here. 

“Calm down,” I said gently. Clearly, I would need to be the one to sort this out. “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me why you’re here.”

“Is that Lightbringer symbol real?” He crossed his arms, but it was uncertainty that filled his eyes. He was just as worried – just as skittish – as I was. “You’re really a Lightbringer? What does Ibrenicus say about the Chosen One?”

“The Chosen One brings truth to the Heart of the Dominion,” I quoted.

He seemed to relax a little but he continued to press me. “What does it say about the ‘Bride of the Morning.’”

I quoted the whole prophecy this time. I was getting as bad as Hubric. “Offered then denied, Bride of Morning, Dark’s only hope of peace.” I swallowed. There was no point dancing around this anymore. If one of us didn’t try trusting the other, then we were both going to go insane. “I know it by heart because I read it in the book Talsan Woodcarver wrote with his own hand.” I slipped the book of Ibrenicus Prophecies out of my pocket to show him. “And because it’s about the man I’m traveling to Baojang to see – Prince Rakturan, dark’s only hope of peace.”

He took the book from my hand for a moment, studying it before returning it. “It is Talsan’s.”

He ran a hand through his hair before rolling up his sleeve to show me the ink there – the sign of the Lightbringers. He pulled his own leather-bound book from his pocket and handed it to me. On the front page, it said, ‘Ibrenicus Prophecies, copied by the hand of Renn Woelran.’

“So, our cards are on the table,” he said, with a ghost of his former grins.

“You still haven’t told me why you’re going to Baojang,” I said. 

“Can we make a fire first?” he asked. “It’s a long story.”

By the time the fire was lit, our tents pitched, the dragons settled and unloaded, and the tea brewed, he seemed ready to talk.

“It was Talsan, Calanda and me. Calanda is a Red. We were all Lightbringers and friends. We’d heard rumors of the trouble in the north and Talsan had heard a rumor that the Ya’kar were open to negotiation. We were already thinking of a way to broker peace somehow – or at least communicate with them – when Casaban was attacked and the city sacked. I lost Talsan in the fighting. Calanda died before my eyes, leading a charge with the remaining Red dragons against the ships. There just weren’t enough of them, and the other side had Magikas. Our Magikas turned on us. It was a bloody, desperate day.” His face was tight with pain. “I fled with some other survivors. But war is upon us all now, and I’ve been talking to the others in my Color and to any Lightbringers I could find, but all I have is a name and a city.  No one else thought that was enough to go on, but if we don’t at least try ...”

“And so, you were looking for a way to negotiate.” 

He nodded.

“Following me feels like the most haphazard way possible to do that.”

He shrugged, but his old grin was back. “Well, it sure beats flying the long way around. I’m not quite sure where we are, but we’ve clearly reached land somewhere near or in Baojang. That Brambaraft was a clear sign that we’d reached the right continent.”

“Can you show me your Lightbringer sign?” I asked. Maybe this was why Hubric was so keen on getting me marked. How else could you confirm that someone was a part of the secret society? I already missed Hubric. He always knew what to do at these times. He’d probably even know where we were in Baojang just by looking at the stars. 

If you ask me, I’d say we’re a little east of Abalang.

Really? So close to our destination? There was still one more notation. It had said, ‘look for the lights’ which could really mean anything.

Hubric sent you down this path for a reason. 

We still seemed to have a lot of water. Why did Hubric harp on that so much?

Maybe the reason is yet to be seen. Let’s trust him. After all, he has never sent us down a bad path.

Renn finished rolling up his sleeve to reveal the sign of the Lightbringers – a rising sun over a hill. Well, he’d proven who he was, hadn’t he? So why was I so suspicious, still?

You don’t trust easily.

Why did I long for the certainty of Leng, Savette, Hubric or Shonan? They all felt so far away as if distance had made them less real. If only Leng really could roll us all up like messages and keep us in his belt.

“Look,” Renn said excitedly. “I see lights to the west. There must be a city there. We can look in the morning.”

The last notation. We were almost at our destination, so why was I so nervous? Why did the nearness of it eat at me as much as the distance between myself and those I loved?

Because you’re not an idiot. You’re capable of guessing what might meet us in that strange city. But we’re the only allies Savette has to trust with this. Be hopeful and courageous. Courage isn’t fearlessness  - it’s hope in the face of fear. 

As usual, I fell asleep with his thoughts in my mind.
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I was growing glad for the water by the middle of the next day. The city was still only a silhouette on the horizon, growing larger and then smaller and then larger again in the wavering way that things far off do under the heat of the sun. From the bowl to the city, the landscape was sculpted rocks in towers or on stepped plains, in dips or heaped in piles, but all the same uniform reddish brown without a river, creek or lake to break it up. Trees – if they ever had existed here – had given up years ago and grass huddled in dried tufts, only the most stubborn surviving. 

We stopped three times for breaks, the dragons needing more water than usual. I even wet the scarf Leng had given me, twisting it around my head to bring me some relief from the relentless sun. It still smelled faintly of him, and I clung to that smell like a precious memory – one tiny reminder of home.

You will return before long. 

But would I? Home felt far away. I wouldn’t even speak the language in the city we were aiming for. 

I’ll help.

Worry mingled with anticipation as the city slowly grew in the distance. After seeing so many skycities, it felt strange to see one sprawled across the ground almost as if it had been left there accidentally. 

“Abalang,” Renn said at our last stop. We still had almost half the water we’d left with, even sharing it with him and Ahummal. We’d stopped one final time for water as the city approached. Raolcan assured me we’d be there within the hour. “Keep an eye out for Sentries. They won’t hurt you before questioning you - unless you give them a reason to – but they won’t like the dragons. They think the skies belong to them.”

“Will they think we’re enemies, flying in there like this? I’d hoped to sneak in.”

“You won’t be able to arrive undetected, but people of many nations come and go. Some from the Dominion will be on dragons. I doubt the guards will think it’s strange.”

“Even with a war going on?” I was getting more nervous.

“As in, do I think that they’ll see two lone riders as an invasion force? I doubt it.”

I wasn’t so sure as we launched into the sky again. I’d be suspicious of an enemy in the sky above my city. Which reminded me - why did the sentries think the skies were theirs?

Because there aren’t many dragons in Baojang. If there were more of us, we would show them how wrong they are.

Well, what could they do from the land to prove that? Shoot arrows? Wave flags?

What makes you think the Sentries are on the land? 

Because they weren’t dragons. Or were they?

Oh no, they aren’t. Try not to freak out when you see one.

Wait. What? The city was so close now that I could pick out individual buildings. They rose in slender, carved spires and rounded domes. Around the city, a sleek, white wall rose high, narrow slits carved into it from high above. There were no resting points for dragons, though open towers were placed evenly along the length of the wall. Hovering above the wall, were hazy figures.

Sentries.

I locked my gaze on one, frustrated that my eyes were no match for Raolcan’s. It wasn’t sitting on the wall, it was above it, but it wasn’t flying in loops like dragons did when they stood guard. A dragon would never hover in one place like that.

We can’t. We don’t fly that way. We need forward motion to provide lift. We have wings.

And these things didn’t? I strained my eyes. I knew I was missing the sights of the city below. I had a vague awareness of tents surrounding the city – of thousands of people coming in and out through the yawning gates – or lines of shining men in conical helmets on parade – but somehow, they seemed unimportant compared to measuring up one of these sentries. 

Four more rose up from the city to join the one I was staring at, and together, they moved toward us in formation. It was different from a dragon formation. Where we would dive or swoop in graceful arcs, they moved in jerky up and down motions like bees. And it wasn’t just those four. Hundreds more rose up from the city, as if our presence in the sky had stirred up a nest of them.

I swallowed. I already didn’t like this.  A few more moments, and my eyes finally focused on the lead Sentry. I swallowed down bile. Nothing should look like this. A man sat astride a single, horrifyingly huge eye. Billowing behind him and on either side – like the frill of a gold dragon – were hundreds of scintillating hair-thin tentacles, barbed hooks on the end. Lightning flashed in tiny bursts from their ends, like the edges of a storm. And a buzzing almost-sound just outside my hearing set my teeth on edge. 

What could four of these things do to a dragon? I had a horrifying idea of them wrapping their tentacles around Raolcan, the lightning in them freezing him into immobility,

That’s pretty much what they do. Their mouths are hidden on the backside under all the tentacles. They have an acid in them that dissolves their prey.

I didn’t need to know that.

Slowly.

I really, really didn’t need to know that.

Time to find out what kind of a bribe they want for entry.

Bribe?

We should have made sure you studied those books on culture better ...
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They met us in the open sky before we reached the city. Their riders wore metal breastplates over their leathers with flares over the shoulders. Their helmets were conical with a single spike at the spire and cloth wrapped around the base. A colorful cord hung down at the back, dotted in elaborate knots. Doubtless, the color and knots meant something.

Rank and allegiance.

Their leader – or at least the one at the front with the largest array of knots in his cord – raised a hand, drawing up in front of us. Raolcan reared back, doing his best to keep us balanced in one position, his wings swirling in a way that made me think of treading water.

The leader barked out a series of sharp words as Ahummal drew level with Raolcan.

He is introducing himself as a Sentry of Abalang. He is asking if the Crescent Prince – the ruler of this city – has our allegiance. He demands water in return for entry to the city.

Well, that was fine, but how would I speak? I didn’t know the language. I’d just assumed there would be a translator somewhere.

Without hesitation, Renn replied to him in similar sharp words.

Renn introduced you both. He is negotiating better housing for Ahummal and myself. He’d like us housed at the inn. The Sentry insists we remain outside the city. He has agreed to give all our water in exchange for entry to the city.

Generous of him to give away what wasn’t his to give.

What else would we do?

I was just feeling grumpy about not being able to communicate. Plus, I didn’t want to be separated from Raolcan. At least we finally knew why Hubric insisted on so much water.

Renn waved to me. “We need to give them all the water for passage into the city. Where are you headed?”

“I need to find a saffron honey dealer named Jasmeer.”

“You like saffron honey? I never found a taste for it.” He turned back to the sentries and they spoke again.

He has succeeded in convincing them to let us in – dragons, too. There’s an inn next to the saffron honey dealer’s shop. We’ve been ordered to stay there. We don’t have free access to the whole city, only the business and beggars’ districts. 

They were certainly very strict here.

The soldiers outside the city are only moving through on their way to the war against the Dominion. There are thousands here. See the ships waiting for them in the harbor?

I hadn’t paid much attention to the harbor with all the excitement of the buzzing sentries, but he was right. Saffron sail after saffron sail dotted the harbor and with all the smaller craft bringing supplies out to them and returning empty, they were clearly preparing for a voyage.

This is only one city of this land. Imagine the sheer magnitude of the forces they send against us, and in the meantime, the Dominion rots from the inside. Is our true enemy the one within or the one without, or both of them?

I needed to find Rakturan soon. Hopefully, he had a plan to hold this army back. Renn helped me loosen the ties on our water supply and hand it all to the Sentries. I didn’t like them so close. The very thought of one of those hair-like tentacles touching me made me break out in gooseflesh. Erg. Were they intelligent creatures? Like dragons or humans?

Like horses. Not stupid but not on the same level as humans and definitely not anywhere near the same level as dragons.

Renn signaled for us to follow as the lead sentry peeled off from the others and led us to the sprawling city. Even from the air, the streets looked like a maze. If I was on the ground trying to find my way through it, I had no confidence that I’d succeed. One blind alley led to another. Groups of streets spiraled in on each other, completely closed off from the rest of the world. But none of that mess stopped the body-to-body press of traffic as horses, mules, people and even the occasional elephant jostled for position on the crowded streets. Wisely, there was a well at every crossroads, with hawkers selling water from them as quickly as they could fill clay pots and waterskins. Hawkers set up under colorful awnings lined the streets. 

We passed over a more desolate area – just as overpopulated but dirty and worn by comparison.

Beggars sector.

And flew over an area where the buildings were larger – warehouses? Stores? Each segment of the city was separated from the next by high walls, guards at every entrance. 

They limit who may go where that way.

The Sentry spoke one last time to Renn, handed him something that looked like a coin and then buzzed away – a bee out to sting a few more passersby. Renn signed to follow as Ahummal spiraled down neatly and landed on a flat roof below. There was just enough room for Raolcan to join him.

I coughed at the dust as we landed. It was thick here on the roof and even thicker in the air below. What would the streets be like with this clogging every nose?

“This is Jasmeer’s Saffron Honey warehouse and her shop is in the front,” Renn said. “The Sentry tells me that she is well known for her quality of wares and we made a smart decision choosing to deal with her. Hopefully, your contact is here.”

“Renn?” I was feeling nervous now that we were here. “I don’t speak the language. How do you?”

He grinned. “Golds are trained in languages. It helps with negotiation.”

He turned to go, but I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Look, I’m sorry about not trusting you. Can we be friends? I think we want the same things.” 

“See? I told you that you needed me!” His smile showed all his teeth. “Of course, we’ll work together. I need the things you know and you need my ability to speak the language. It’s a bonus that I’m also great company and by far the better looking of the two of us.”

Good thing he didn’t include me in that or I would have had to set him straight.

No one could out-arrogant Raolcan. I followed Renn to a narrow staircase at the side of the building. It was going to be difficult to negotiate the steps with my crutch. I slowly eased myself onto the first step, grateful when he held out a hand to me.

“You never told me how you were injured.”

Make sure to keep thinking about what’s going on so I can keep an eye on you from up here.

“It was a childhood accident.” There was something strange about the ground below. Unlike the other streets and alleys, this one was desolate. A broken basket tumbled by in the wind, but only dust followed it. 

“It’s a bold move to choose to ride dragons with a bad leg. See, this is what I want for the world – opportunities for everyone. No one being left behind because they aren’t quite like anyone else.”

“It is?”

We stepped off the narrow stairs into the alley and I followed him around to the front, hobbling on my crutch to keep up. 

“It’s why I chose Gold. I want to negotiate a better future for everyone. Rich, poor, skycitizen or farmer, soldier or dragon rider, girl or boy – I want to see all of us do better. You’re a great sign of what could be, you know that?”

“Most people don’t see it that way.” I liked his enthusiasm, but I was distracted. The warehouse across the street had curtains drawn against the entrance and the one further down had all the shutters barred despite the bright sunshine. Was this area abandoned? Everywhere else in the city people were fighting for elbow-room. Why would this place be different?

There was a large sign above the door of our building and the colorful shutters were wide open, though I couldn’t see anything within. On the wooden door, someone had painted a symbol so hurriedly that the paint had dripped down the door. It looked like the spiral sign of the Dusk Covenant, but where that symbol had a single diagonal line, the line going through this one was an arrow. Drag marks showed in the dust of the street, leading under the door.

“Right building!” Renn said cheerfully. “The sign says, ‘Jasmeer of the Fragrant Islands. Dealer in Saffron Honey.’”

“Renn ...” I began nervously, but he pulled the door open in one movement, flinging it back to let sunlight flood the warehouse beyond.

I gasped.
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There had been a lot of people who worked for Jasmeer. Or at least, I assumed all these people who had been strung up in her warehouse used to work for her. Maybe they’d been killed for some other reason. I didn’t even know which one was Jasmeer. All I knew was that my only chance of making contact with someone who could help me get to Rakturan was gone. I felt an icy thrill of terror mixed with the stomach-churning horror of watching the dead treated with such disgrace.

“They left them as a warning,” Renn said. His grin was gone and his face pale. “The sign says, ‘Light followers take warning.’”

“Does it say anything else?” My voice was strangled. I was trying to keep it steady, but my eyes were tearing up. It really wasn’t right to treat people like this. They weren’t things to be left as warnings. These people had names. They’d had smiles and favorite foods and funny habits. They’d been filled with hopes and ambitions and someone took that and didn’t even have the decency to hide their evil. 

I swallowed down acid. No, no, no. This wasn’t right. Why was the world like this? Why couldn’t it be different here than at home? In a strange land with strange people and creatures you’d think that maybe they could find a wisdom we didn’t have – a wisdom that made this kind of thing unthinkable, but no. They were as willing to toss people aside - like ashes from a fire – as we were. I didn’t even know them and I wanted to cry.

“It doesn’t need to say anything else,” a voice said from the shadows. The accent was so thick that I had to concentrate to understand his words. “Anyone who enters is already dead.”

Under attack!

I pressed the button on my crutch. We were under attack. Who knew how many enemies lurked in the shadows? The quarterstaff top of my crutch didn’t pop out. I tried the button again. Nothing.

Seawater. Or sea spray, more likely. It’s jammed. It needs oil.

“Renn Woelran?” the voice asked as the man stepped from the shadows. His long hair was streaked with gray and his clothing – high collared with shoulder flares, like the sentries – reminded me of Rakturan. A dozen other men and women stepped from the shadows with him. They held crossbows high, their bolts pointed at us.

“Javeen Tiksa?” 

Did Renn know this man? The man nodded, but the crossbows stayed up. “But we weren’t expecting another Dragon Rider. She has no place in our negotiations.”

Wait. He was speaking our language! This was a good sign, right?

“Are these the friends you came to find, Renn?”

Renn tugged at an earlobe while the other man grinned. After a moment, he spat something on the ground and chuckled.

“Has Renn been talking about us? ‘The Secret’ is what you call us. The mirror of your Dusk Covenant.”

I paled and turned to Renn. Above us, sounds of a battle penetrated the building’s walls. 

“I thought you said the Ya’kar were the mirror to our Lightbringers?”

His brow furrowed worriedly and he swallowed, but the other man broke out into laughter. “Hardly! Ha! He’s quite the talker is Renn Woelran.”

He was quite the talker and now I was the one feeling the blood rush from my face, sink through my body and make my feet feel heavy. I hadn’t trusted Renn at first, but he’s made me believe him. I’d been such a fool. No wonder he advised us not to sneak in. He knew what was waiting for us all along.

He looked like a fish standing there with his eyes wide and his mouth opening and closing. Why was he so speechless when he planned this? After all, I was the one taken by surprise. I clenched my jaw. Think, Amel, think! Find some way out of this! Renn’s expression firmed.

“Girl, you’re coming with us.” The man spat again, like he used spitting as punctuation. “The Kashran will take you and your dragon into custody for us.”

Kashran?

I think it’s the school for the Sentries and their riders. I’m barely keeping them off my back. Decide what you’re going to do quickly.

There wasn’t much choice ... or was there? 

“I want to see Prince Rakturan.”

There was silence, as if someone had dropped a blanket over everything. The only sound I heard was a creak of leather as someone adjusted his positioning.

“Is that an official appeal?” He said it like a great deal of importance hung on my answer. What did I say? I didn’t know what that meant here. I should have read those books!

Say something! Make a choice!

A bead of sweat broke out on Renn’s brow, dripping down his nose and off the tip of it. His gaze held mine, but if he was trying to silently communicate with me it wasn’t working.

“Yes,” I said. An official appeal sounded like a legal thing. Legal rules protected people ... didn’t they?

“Very well. Take her and the dragon to the Kashran. I will register her appeal with the Crescent Prince. Gahmed, Rutrand. Go.”

Should I try to run? A crossbow string creaked under tension. Probably better not to. One of the men carefully lowered his crossbow and grabbed my arm and a second grabbed the other.

“I need the crutch to walk,” I said, but they kept pulling me until I fell, and their leader barked something in their own language. Their responses sounded like curses, but I was hauled to my feet and allowed to lean on my crutch as they marched me up to the roof. 

Raolcan glared at them as they approached, but he was surrounded by twenty Sentries, their tentacles all waving within inches of him as they ringed him in, tiny flashes of white and blue lightning zinging from them to him. Their riders kept their faces covered with wide scarves so that their expressions were impossible to read as they sat the strange creatures. Was Raolcan hurt?

Just irritated. 

And Ahummal?

Can go eat feet. He’s gone off to enjoy some saffron honey. 

Just our luck.

They were a lot more welcoming the last time I was in this country.

We should have known that Renn was a traitor. And now we were trapped here in Baojang. As Gahmed prodded me back into Raolcan’s saddle and the Sentries clearly indicated that they’d be staying in the protective ring while we flew to the Kashran, the severity of our situation began to dawn on me. No one knew we were here. Our contact was hanging from the rafters in the warehouse below. Our precise location was known to no one outside Baojang and our only friend in the city was a traitor. I wished I’d never seen him or his golden friend.

That makes two of us.

Our only hope was Rakturan. But was this official appeal enough to get us to him? 

And do you trust him once we get there? I remember you having reservations about the dashing prince.

What other hope did we have?
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Chapter Fifteen 

[image: image]


The similarities between the Kashran and Dragon School were shocking. The Kashran was built like a man-made cylindrical cliff. It rose to five stories high of arched doorways leading into the central building. Arch upon arch stood open and ready to receive the Sentries entering them, looking so much like dragon cotes that I almost felt we were coming home.

Not even close.

As we approached I saw young men and women – my age, and yet so foreign in their loose-fitting silks compared to my form-fitted leather – tending to their strange tentacled creatures. One of them had something that looked like a soft brush in her hand. She ran it over the tentacles, static electricity flying visibly in every direction and causing her long hair to stand out around her head like a dandelion. A young man carried a bowl of wriggling worms as long as my forearm toward a second arch.

They eat those. And for the record, I’m now officially choosing to go on a diet. I can afford to lose weight. I can’t afford the memory of slurping one of those things down.

I shuddered at the thought. Our guards led us to the rear of the Kashran where Sentry-mounted guards watched over about a dozen arches filled with flashes of light and muted booms of thunder.

Wild Sentries awaiting training. They plan to hold me here. 

At least it seemed safe enough.

If you can stand the smell. 

I smelled nothing, except maybe a vinegary acid smell, but it was faint.

Skies and Stars! If I only had your weakened senses now! Anything to drown out the stink of these horrible creatures.

Hopefully, I could endure my own captivity with less drama. At least here at the school, the security seemed minimal. 

The instructors will be Sentry Riders just like yours were Dragon Riders. The trainees are merely inexperienced versions of the same. Far from being undefended, this school is nothing but defenders. You’ll be living in a building filled with nothing but guards. And you don’t’ speak their language. Escape is unlikely.

I was given a cot at the back of Raolcan’s alcove – which was ideal given the circumstances. We got to stay together, at least. There was a human-size door at the back that stayed shut and while I could hear voices through it easily, there was no way for me to know what they were saying. I could have leapt from the arch - four stories high – if I wanted a quick death. I could have tried to scramble to a nearby arch, but each of our neighboring arches held a wild Sentry.

Trust me. Their sting is not pleasant. It might not kill you – hard to say with humans – but it will certainly incapacitate you and then where will that leave us?

Raolcan could have flown out, but he’d be seen immediately by the Sentries on guard here, and they’d already proven they could stop him if there were enough of them.

There are enough for that.

If only I had Savette here with her truth-power. Or Shonan with his own abilities. Or Leng or Hubric or someone smarter than I was.

I don’t think intelligence will get us out of this, or I’d already have a solution.

Then I’d have to wait to find some luck. Waiting, at least, was both informative and entertaining. Raolcan and I sat side by side on the lip of the arch and watched the activity of the Kashran like spectators at a town fair. I dangled my legs over the edge. I was getting more used to heights as time wore on.

I never understood your concerns about them in the first place.

They rang gongs here instead of bells. But they resulted in the same thing. Students ran at the sound of gongs, ascending and descending the spiraling staircases they had here instead of ladders. Sentries were mounted – in somewhat less dramatic ways than dragons were – and flown around. Sometimes they flew in formation. Sometimes the students were lined up somewhere and lectured in harsh tones by lecturers. I almost wished I was one of them. Dragon School had been hard – and yet, it was easier than life since then had been. The steady rhythms and sure knowledge that someone else was in charge of things made for a very safe life. 

Food was brought to us – and despite the new spices in the meat, it was tasty. I shared some with Raolcan. He kicked his bowl of worms over the edge of the arch as soon as it was set down. You could almost think it was a mistake, except that he flamed it on the way down. If he kept that up they’d likely stop giving him anything to eat at all.

That’s not something to eat. The only thing it feeds is nightmares.

And so, one day slipped into another as we sat in confinement and silence, watching the steady thrum of the Kashran. No one came to speak to us except the students who brought our food, and they didn’t speak Dominion. Raolcan could still read their thoughts, but he said there was nothing interesting there.

Nothing but the basics. Training has increased in preparation for the war. Their instructors scold them for not learning their lessons. The Sentries are difficult to tame and master. Tonight’s student is nursing electric burns down his left leg from standing too close to one. 

Nothing that could help us. I’d been using oil left over from my meals to try to oil my quarterstaff, but so far it was still jammed into my crutch. 

More days passed. I passed the time playing cards with Raolcan – a difficult thing to manage, but he hid the cards behind his back and slipped them one at a time to me wedged under a talon – and reading the Ibrenicus Prophecies. There was nothing in them about me, and yet I was certain there must be some key to our release, if only I could find it. But where the prophecies had been so obvious in the past, they were now as opaque as the stone walls around us. 

I put down the book on the ninth day and sighed. I’d better braid my hair. It was growing longer now. You could barely tell it had ever been singed. I wasn’t going to find anything more in the book today. I should be copying one of my own, but I liked Talsan’s. I even liked his little note in the back.

“If you find this book it means I’m dead. I probably died bravely. Even if I didn’t, I hope you’ll take my advice: Things are rarely what they seem. Don’t give up hope.”

It was such an optimistic sentiment for someone who was certain he’d already be dead if anyone was reading it. I wished I was still that optimistic. I felt lethargic after so many days with nothing to do.

A clinking sound from the door sent me to my feet in a hurry. I tucked the book away and settled my crutch in time to see an official looking man with a narrow mustache and the wide shoulder flares of the guards. He had multiple cords hanging from his helmet with dozens of knots in each of them. He must be important. None of the guards had more than two.

He smiled before he spoke, and I shivered. That was not the smile of a kind man.

“You appealed your case. You have asked to see Prince Rakturan, the Dark Prince. This is true?”

“Yes,” I managed, despite the weakness in my knees and the dryness of my mouth.

“Then you shall share his fate.”
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At least they were letting Raolcan fly on his own. Not that it was much comfort when we were surrounded on every side and above and below by about thirty Sentries. The riders on them were almost as drone-like as the Sentries, keeping their hands on the reigns at all times and their eyes on their target. The man who had given the order rode on the lead Sentry, but he didn’t bother to look back or acknowledge us in any way. 

I spread my palms across Raolcan’s skin, as if I could absorb comfort through the pores. After a while, I bent over and pressed my cheek to his neck as well. Wherever they were taking us couldn’t be good, and no one knew where we were. I just held my friend, afraid it would be the last time.

His mental silence was the worst part of it all. Silence from Raolcan was never a good thing. It meant he had no clever plan to get us out of it, no advice to keep me sane, no hope to keep my spirits up. And my spirits were spiralling downward like a wounded dragon.

I’m a little out of my element.

It must burn him to admit it.

It might take some work for me to develop a plan.

That was like hopeless despair coming from anyone else.

I wonder if these worm-eaters have a gooey middle when you squish them.

That was a bit more like it.

We flew north from the Kashran, away from the city and over a small range of hills. I grew tired as the sun raged over me, almost drifting off to sleep. A feeling of stunned surprise through my link to Raolcan forced me upright again.

I swallowed. We were high in the air – high enough that I couldn’t hear the sounds of the conflict below us or see the grisly details. Did that make it better or worse? Black smoke rolled out of a line of angry red across the ground as a mass of moving black ants – no, people so far beneath us that they looked like ants – charged into another mass. Scattered across the ground tiny figures lay alone or piled in horrible berms across the landscape. I watched as a volley of tiny arrows filled the air beneath us, flattening a line of soldiers. A charge of horses and riders - like a spear through mud – plunged through one group, leaving the remains scattered like autumn leaves. Were there rivers here? I thought I saw one in the lowest part of the field, red with the blood of the fallen.

I’d never seen a war before, even from so far away. I’d seen skirmishes, but not battles like these. Not battles involving thousands of men and women. The city we left behind and the Kashran had felt so normal and unaffected, but here, just a few hours of flying away, a thousand stories were ending. They were the stories of fathers beloved to their children, of hopeful young farmers who loved to watch things grow, of someone who thought a uniform might make a man of him and someone else who had chosen to die for something he thought was worth dying for. I bet that if someone had told me those stories I’d be fascinated by every one of them. 

Stories shouldn’t end all at once like someone had taken a huge set of shears and cut them off. Stories should begin like that – bursting from one point like stars rolling across the galaxy – but they shouldn’t end like that. 

Crying over the deaths of the enemy?

But they didn’t feel like my enemy when they were so far below that I couldn’t hear their cries. 

They would kill you if you were down there. 

What were they fighting about? That was the question.

It seems it’s a civil war. One side fights for the Crescent Prince – the leader of those who have us captive. I think they are winning.

And what did that mean for us?

I’m not sure. We’re not stopping here.

We didn’t stop until long after my tears dried up. Raolcan saw our destination first.

I wish I’d thought of something sooner.

There was nothing to think of. If we’d tried to escape sooner, he would have died a slow death at the end of a Sentry’s tentacles. 

That might actually be a better option...

What could he see? And then, slowly, I began to make out the details. There was a huge tear in the ground, like a dragon the size of a country had run his claw across the ground. Alongside the rent in the earth, someone had carved a symbol the size of a city -  an arrow within the center of a spiral, strange letters inscribed along both the spiral and the arrow. And at the center of the spiral was a tower with a broken top. 

I shivered, but what worried me more was the dust-cloud creatures slowly seeping out of one end of the tear – Ifrits. Hundreds of them. They pooled around the spiral – as if they couldn’t enter it – and filled the empty plains surrounding the tower. Whoever owned this tower had an Ifrit army. Even if they hadn’t already been winning that massive battle, they’d be winning now. 

My fingers clenched and unclenched, worrying at the edge of the saddle. I had the horrifying sensation that I was watching the minutes of my life bleed away, hour by hour, minute by minute and that there was only a handful of them left. Because since we arrived on the Dark Continent, everything that happened to us had slowly mired us deeper and deeper into a pit from which there was no escape. I wracked my brain for a prophecy, but nothing came to me. There were no wise words now from Raolcan. It was as if wisdom had been silenced and hope had shut her mouth.

Why? Why now of all times, when I needed them most?

We descended, aiming for the base of the tower and as we grew closer a thrum filled the air, as if there were voices chanting.

It’s the Ifrits. They can’t really speak, but they can make a wordless chant.

My joints felt too stiff to move, as if they were trying to make me stronger from the inside out. 

This is what the Dusk Covenant wants to do to the Dominion. This is why we are here.

True. But now that we were here, what were we going to do? I wasn’t Savette. I didn’t have the power to destroy a thousand Ifrits and take on an army. I couldn’t even free us. What was I going to do?

There must be some weakness we can find ...

The buzz of the Sentries electricity joined with the thrum of the Ifrits as we landed. The leader of the Sentries turned to me with a wicked glint in his eyes. 

“Welcome to Za’cazar, the Edge of the World. We’re going to see how long it takes for you to slip right off the edge.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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This was the part where you fought for your life. I knew that, but before I could even grab my crutch strong arms had my hands pinned behind my back. I felt Raolcan buck beneath me and felt the flash-back from a gout of fire and then he fell limp.

I was dragged from my saddle with rough haste, my bad leg bumping and smashing against Raolcan, the guards and then the ground. It was too fast for me to scream, too fast for me to react. Helpless, I was pulled across the rocks, twisting as much as I could to try to catch a glimpse of Raolcan’s face. Why was he so still? Ow! There were riderless sentries all around him, wrapping themselves across his tail, back and neck. Tiny little zaps of electricity shot out from their slender nearly-translucent tentacles as they wrapped hair-like around him.

Raolcan! Raolcan!

Amel ... His mental voice faded away. 

No, no, no, no! But they were still clustered around him. He probably wasn’t dead. Didn’t he say it took a long time for them to kill a victim?

We should have fought this before. Why did I ever trust their justice systems or appeals? The Katran had lulled me. It had just felt too much like home. 

A crowd of people was gathered along the lip of that gaping crack – the Edge of the World – and the grip on my arms tightened as hands reached out to touch me as I was dragged by.

“Don’t touch the prisoner. She won’t be bringing anyone good luck. Not with what Prince Lakshentan is going to do to her.”

What was he going to do to me?

There was a platform up ahead. It rose high into the air and was broad enough to fit a hundred people. They were proving it right now as they filled the space, leaning onto the railings to get enough room to breathe. A tall pole towered in the center of the platform with an arm reaching out from it and over the edge of the cliff. From the end of the arm, a rope hung, a wide, wicker basket hanging from the end of it.

The guards shoved their way through the crowd and the smell of sweat and dust met my nose as I was pushed into the opening behind me. The guards had no qualms about smacking, kicking or outright beating anyone in their path, but with the press of bodies, it was impossible for those in their path to move out of the way in time. The way that guard in the lead was setting into the crowd looked like he was cutting grass with a long knife. 

I couldn’t walk on my own. They’d left my crutch with Roalcan. I leaned heavily against the guards, feeling the silence in my mind like a knife in the heart. He was gone. If not dead – don’t let him be dead! – then still not able to help. I was used to relying on him as the other half of our team.

Was that a hangman’s gallows up ahead? Did they hang Rakturan? They seemed to really like hangings around here. I tried not to dwell on the thought as they pushed me up the stairs to the platform and shoved me to my knees on the ground. How long did Raolcan have before those Sentries killed him? 

I looked up when a pair of black boots with silver toes stepped in front of me. A man in majestic attire with a pointed beard and attractive laugh lines around his mouth was sneering down at me. 

“This enemy appealed to Prince Rakturan,” he said loud enough for the crowd to hear. “And you all know what high regard we hold him in.”

There was laughter from the crowd. That was never a good thing. Crowds were vicious horrifying creatures with minds of their own. A single person might be a good sort who would help you out if you needed it and never think of taking advantage of you. A crowd – even one made up of that sort of people – was a creature that survived off of fear and blood. Slip just a little bit and it would spring on you and tear you to shreds.

“So, we’ve agreed to honor her request. The Prince can decide what to do with her as she joins him in his fate. She and her traitorous friend.”

I was knocked to the side as another prisoner was thrown into me. I pulled myself back to my knees and gaped in surprise. Renn Woelran had been thrown beside me, his cheeks and lower lip smashed and swollen. I didn’t want anyone else to have to suffer with me – not even a traitor like Woelran – but one maybe he’d have an idea to get us out of this fate.

“The Crescent Prince has spoken.”
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We were dragged forward and this time the crowd parted as the wicker cage was lowered into their midst from the rope on the end of the boom. It settled down in front of us, dust puffing up as it hit the ground and stirring in the sunbeams in front of me so that they sparkled like streams of gold. The guards opened the side of the basket and forced Renn in before giving me a rough shove inside. I landed hard, scraping my palms on the rough branches that were woven into the basket as I broke my fall. 

The interior was dimmer than the world outside, though the gaps in the weaving had been cleverly shaped so we could easily be seen within it and also see out in every direction, including below us.

My belly lurched uncertainly as the rope was cranked upward and the basket lifted up from the ground. I flinched. The bottom of the basket sagged under our weight, like it had never been designed to hold people. The crowd cheered as the boom swung out over the pit below and slowly began to winch over the side. We dangled above the black shadow of the end in the world.

The Crescent Prince’s voice rang out from the platform to resounding cheers all around him. “They will be lowered slowly, inch by inch until either they are taken by the Ifirits and forced to pay for their treason and espionage or until the rope breaks and they plunge to their deaths. Such a death is mercy. Be glad that I am a kind and merciful prince.”

The cheers increased, and I pulled my knee up under my chin, arranging my other leg as best as I could and settling myself in the basket. Renn crouched on the other side of me and across from us a hooded figure sat cross-legged. The basket could have fit two more people sitting like that, but the woven roof was too close to stand. There was no sign of food or water. If we survived the Ifrits and the rope didn’t break, we’d die of dehydration before too long.

“Let’s see who we have here,” Renn said, flipping the hood off the head of the other man. 

I didn’t gasp because I wasn’t surprised. It was clearly Rakturan, his face beaten and his clothes and hair matted with dried blood and dirt. He wore his blindfold, but no light shone through. If he still had access to his power he would never have been captured this way.

“Rak?” I asked gently.

“Is Savette with you?” his voice was a whisper between thick, cracked lips. How long had he been in this basket?

“No. She sent me with a message. She’s still in the Dominion.”

“Light’s mercy.”

He slumped back against the basket, limp.

“There’s a war.”

It was clearly painful for him to talk, but he struggled through. “Started when I arrived. Word of my coming ignited everything. Like lightning through a dry forest. We battle the Crescent Prince. Failure will mean the everyone’s destruction.”

“It’s the Ifrits, isn’t it? They’re pulling them up from this place to subdue the whole earth under their rule.”

“Even the ones in the Dominion came from here.”

“So, if they are stopped here, then they can’t get more to fight over there?”

He nodded weakly. 

“But I saw Starie call them up.”

“Already there, latent in the ground. They travel along magic streams beneath the ground – like veins of ore in the earth. But this place spawns them.”

Then this place really was the key.

“Why did they bring us here?”

He shook his head. Either he didn’t know or was too weak to say.

“Your light?”

“Gone. Gone with my last shred of hope.”

What did that mean? Why had he lost his hope?

“Baojang is shattered. My family. Our allies. Even those hidden. Gone. The last of us fight, but we have already lost. They will shred this world to ribbons and with it the last person alive who I love.”

“Savette.”

“Her life is my only hope now.” His breathing slowed as if he had fallen asleep.

She wouldn’t be alive if it hadn’t been for the dark night when Shonan and I had given her back her light. I bit my lip. Above me, the rope creaked as I pulled the tiny leather-bound book from my pocket, flipping through it as I searched for some phrase or verse that might have meaning for us now.

“You’re awfully dedicated to that book,” Renn said quietly.

“Go eat feet.” It wasn’t a very kind answer, but I didn’t have Raolcan to say it for me. I didn’t even have his voice in my mind. There was no one here but me and a dying man and a traitor. There was no Hubric with wisdom, no Savette with power, no Shonan to show us the glory of Kings. There was only this little book and me, but I’d be embarrassed if my friends ever knew that I’d died without trying. I couldn’t let them down. Not now. Not when this place was the key to everything. There had to be something in the book.

“Looking for answers?”

“What’s it to you, traitor?” Nothing. I flipped through and nothing caught my eye. Nothing seemed to be about this. Maybe if I started from the beginning again.

“It’s not actually true, you know. It’s just a book of things that might have been true at one time – sort of – at least for the people who lived through that. It kind of speaks about their experience and what they were feeling and thinking. You can’t think it’s true for here and now. It doesn’t have any answers for you.”

“Well, of course, you wouldn’t think so.” I could feel anger bubbling up. I didn’t have time for it, but there it was, like a snake sleeping in a basket until someone shakes the basket. “You’re Dusk Covenant - or Ya’kar - or whatever they call it here.”

“It was just a ruse, Amel. A way to get to them so I could try to negotiate for peace – for an end to this. They’re aligning the matrices here at Za’cazar – we’d heard rumors of it. It makes all the magic throughout the world more powerful and unpredictable and then the Ifrits began to pop up and we knew it had to be coming from whoever was aligning the matrices – the Crescent Prince, just like this Prince Rakturan said. I thought that perhaps I could come and negotiate with them. I could get in close with the Ya’kar and talk to their leaders. I didn’t expect you to get caught up in it. I didn’t know there would be an ambush there. I thought you’d just go on your way and I’d go on mine when we got to the city. When you got caught up in it ... it was too late to stop them from getting you, but I still had to try to negotiate. Peace is just too important. You have to believe me.”

“Why should I?” I wasn’t looking at him. I was intent on the Ibrenicus Prophecies.

“Would they have put me in this basket with you if it wasn’t true? They don’t want to negotiate. They just want to eliminate anyone who doesn’t agree with them.”

I looked up at him, letting my gaze wander back and forth from him to Rakturan and back. I hadn’t really trusted either of them, but here we all were ready to die for the same thing. If you couldn’t trust people willing to die for the same things as you, then who could you trust?

I swallowed and nodded as I made a decision. I didn’t have a clear prophecy to rely on. I didn’t have a dragon to get me out of this or friends with plans. I didn’t even have a plan of my own, but I was the only one that all of them had. 

Raolcan needed me before the Sentries finished him off. Rakturan and Renn here in the basket needed me before we died in one grisly way or another. Savette needed me to find her the allies she needed. And if I didn’t find a way to step up and do something about this Ifrit-manufacturing-hole-in-the-ground, then there was no one else who could. I gritted my teeth. Time for a last-ditch gamble.

I cleared my throat and handed Renn the book. “I don’t care if you don’t believe a word of it. You’re going to start at the beginning and read it aloud until either I tell you to stop or we get out of this basket. Don’t pause and don’t stop. I have a world to save here.”

It was a bold speech. I didn’t dare to question whether I could back it up.
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[image: image]


The basket swayed beneath us as I shifted to shake Rakturan.

“Wake up, Rak.”

Nothing.

“I think he’s passed out. If you’re going to do something, you’d better do it now.” Renn was peering through the wall of the basket. 

“Do you see anything out there?”

“Just people chanting for our deaths and dust demons pouring out of the ground. I think that if the matrices could be somehow thrown back out of line it could stop them – collapse whatever vortex is letting the Prince pull them up from the heart of the earth, but I don’t know how that would work. Pity we don’t have a Magika with us.”

If we did, they likely wouldn’t be on our side. In my experience, Magikas – like most people with more resources than the rest – liked power more than they liked doing what was right. 

“You seem to know a lot about how the magic works, Renn.”

“I’m interested in that kind of stuff. You know, philosophy, Lightbringer prophecies, Magic – anything supernatural really.”

“But you don’t really believe in any of it.”

“Not really. It’s good to believe things – good for society, but I’m just not easily led. I think for myself.”

“Then why join the Lightbringers – if that’s even true.”

“Oh, I joined. That’s all true.” He was staring out the wall of the basket. “I’m just not a fanatic like you or Talsan. It’s not worth believing a book or dying over. I thought it would be good for society – help level things out and bring opportunities to people who are at the bottom of the heap, you know? I still do.”

“Okay, Free Thinker. Start reading.” I wiped my palms on my pants. They were sweaty already and shaking a little as I took Rakturan’s hand in mine. I didn’t’ know if I needed to do this part, but it’s what I did with Shonan.

What had he told me to do last time? He told me to focus on the truth of who Savette was and to remain open, that he’d do the rest. Great. What was the rest?

I focused on Rakturan as the familiar words were read by Renn’s unfamiliar tongue. He stumbled over one and then another, but I was growing so used to the text that the words came to mind as if I was the one reading them. He hadn’t started at the beginning. He’d just opened it at random and begun to read.

“In this, victory will begin to grow like the first sprout of a mighty oak

And our hopes, bright as the dawn will rise over the horizon of our hearts.

And the people will be free of terror and the nations of uproar,

when the Chosen One brings truth to the heart of the Dominion,

when the dominion of darkness comes to an end.”

Great. It was so clearly about Savette and so clearly not about Rak. I really needed something that could be true for us here and now. I needed that healing power to restore what he’d lost. Maybe Savette was the hope for our people, but wasn’t Rak the hope for his?

“And behold the light dawns in the East,

For the calming of the wild sea.”

When we’d flown over that battle it had looked like waves breaking on the rocks. I wanted to see that calmed here in the east. I wanted to see Rakturan’s light return and dawn on this place. I thought of him – leaving everything out of pure devotion to Savette, willing to give his own life. I’d always found the why behind it confusing, but what if it was always just what it had seemed like? A man suddenly converted to a new way of seeing things, utterly devoted to the one he believed was bringing it all to fullness?

I concentrated on that thought of him, holding him bright and steady in my mind. My hands clasped around his were slick with sweat and the basket rocked unnervingly beneath us, lowering with a sudden jerk before pausing again. The light was turning golden as sunset approached.

“For the light shines where it wills and heals what it wills.

Truth is not determined by man nor made true by faith.

Like a rock, it stands unmoved through the ages.”

And that was it, wasn’t it? The truth was what mattered. It was just as real now as it was when Shonan and Savette were there. It didn’t matter that I had no power in me. It didn’t matter that I was just a single Dragon Rider in a foreign land. The power of the Truth could still shine here. I focused on that, like a pinprick of light in the dark, pouring all my own hopes and deep longings into it and trying to channel them into Rakturan. 

I ignored the jerking of the basket, the orange of the fading sun against my closed eyelids, the way that Renn’s words eventually faltered as the light began to fade and focused only on the truth of the prophecies and what they meant for the world. 

It was never meant to end here. 

It was never meant to end with Rakturan dying of dehydration in a basket while dust demons poured out over the world.

I thought about those matrices lined up just right. If they could be aligned, they could be unaligned. I heard a scream from above, but I ignored it. I had to focus. I had to try to lean deep into the truth and let it put everything right again. 

I didn’t really know what I was doing. It was like feeling in the dark, but the desperation inside me met with the faith that had slowly grown up in my core and as they met they twined around each other and the words of the prophecy came to my mind.

“For in the day of darkness the Chosen One will find hope in our hearts, and from hope truth, and from truth, light that opens doors.”

“Whatever you’re trying to do isn’t working,” Renn said, but his voice felt far away. “We’re just getting lower, Amel. And we’re not the only ones. There are others being lowered in baskets, too.”

Come on doors, open to me! Open! I wasn’t the Chosen One, but maybe – just for this – I could be a Chosen One. 

I didn’t know how long this was taking, but Renn was cursing in the background and the air – hot before – had grown cold, my sweaty palms and brow turned clammy. Every so often there was another jerk as the basket lowered.

“Behold, behold in the dark of the night,

Surrounded and harried to flight,

Up from the ground through the earth’s veins

Light of light and he who reigns

Dawn of hope through mercy of the past

Arriving to shine over us at last.”

Wasn’t there something here from the past that could come up and help us? Come on! 

Maybe it was because I wasn’t Savette that nothing was coming. Maybe because I wasn’t Shonan. Maybe normal girls didn’t get to touch the infinite. Maybe they just had to be content to live on the scraps of leftovers from other people – but even a scrap of the power of Truth would be enough now. 

Please, just a scrap! Please!

“Just give up,” Renn was whispering. “It doesn’t work. It’s just silly words that never applied to us anyway.”

I think I was reciting them out loud now. 

“Surrounded on every side, not overcome,

Light battles the depths, commands armies come,

Her battle not with mortal man, but earth and fire

Ancient ally returns in battle dire.”

I sounded feverish, but I wouldn’t give up, I wouldn’t. I couldn’t let myself die just sitting there and not even trying. Wasn’t there a little magic left for people like me? Just a scrap of Truth for people who came with open hands and desperation? 

I kept on quoting, my voice growing weak as my dry mouth and aching heart grew heavier and heavier.

“Ancient ally returns in battle dire 

For the love of the one with empty hands and a full heart.

For Truth is never far off. It is in your core and on your tongue.

It blows where it wills and flares when it must.”

And then something flared in me. 
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Chapter Twenty
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Light.

So much light that I could hardly see. I could feel a presence – an ally of some kind from below. I let my heart lean toward it. I sensed a greeting and a promise rolled into one. Also, a reminder.

Oh yes. Rakuran. With a smile, I turned to him and focused on his eyes. They flared to life, a small light in the midst of the glorious one that filled my vision. Renn huddled against the side of the basket, his arms wrapped around his face as if to block the light. Curses rolled from his tongue, but I had no time to think about that. It was hard to concentrate with so much roaring through my mind – like trying to listen to a voice when standing beside a waterfall. I let the roar fill me. 

Our basket rocked and swayed – this time upward – until it settled on something that felt solid. I stepped forward, extending a hand and letting the light of Truth open the wall. After all, we were never meant to be hanging over a chasm in a basket. 

It all felt so ... certain ... even though I’d never known it was coming. I felt – not calm, but just so assured that what was right was finally happening.

“Come on, Renn,” I said, offering him a hand. 

Rakturan was already on his feet, stepping out of the basket, his eyes bright with restored hope and the bright light Savette had given him back at last. It was as if all the exhaustion and hopelessness had dropped away and he could hold his head high again. 

Renn shrunk back. “Your eyes!”

I reached up to feel them, but they felt the same. It wasn’t hard to remember how I’d felt when it had happened to Savette, though – I’d probably looked just like he did.

“You’ll get used to it,” I said but I didn’t have time to wait for him. I left the basket and stepped out onto the platform. 

Around me, screaming people fled in all directions. Ifrits - rushing in swirling clouds – were already passing them as they fled mindlessly away from the tear in the ground that birthed them. I smiled as I saw the source of their terror. 

All along the lip of the chasm, slow-moving creatures, like dragons without wings - but with transparent skin and lit from within by an eerie aqua-white glow – pulled themselves up over the lip of the chasm. Most of them bore the ropes of baskets in their mouths. I turned to see the creature who had rescued us. He watched with patient eyes. 

I bowed and felt a strong sense of kinship.

Now, Raolcan. 

I found him almost immediately, stiff across the ground, the Sentries clinging to him like barnacles. I flicked my hands up and they flew off like dry leaves in the wind. I watched them tumble across the ground quickly, yet so slowly I could see every wave of every tentacle. 

Renn was behind me saying something. It was hard to focus on what it was. The thoughts and realization still roared through me – understanding of the Truth of the core of everything, mental communication from the glowing dragon-creatures, the spirits of the freed people crawling out of baskets, and the fleeing enemies in the dark beyond. Maybe this was why Savette was so distant. Maybe she felt like this all the time.

I’d hardly even noticed that I was walking just fine – and with no crutch. It was only a distant thing that barely registered.

Rakturan was shouting orders from somewhere, but I ignored him, leaning down over my fallen dragon. 

His eyes were closed, but I still smiled, certain of what was coming next. I laid my hands gently on his head and remembered his wholeness and his bright beautiful core. My eyes flared and his opened a fraction of a second later.

I see you’ve managed to get some bright eyes. About time. Everyone else had them. I didn’t want to mention it, but you were starting to look a bit shabby. Incidentally, can you think about rescuing me before twenty creatures digest me to death next time? 

He was beautiful. He was whole. He was Raolcan.

I was worried for a moment there.

I took a step back, letting the panorama sink in. The glowing dragons had formed a ring around Rakturan.

They’re Trogs – troglodytes from the very core of the earth. He shivered, awe filling his tone. Remember how I mentioned them before? I’ve never seen one above the ground. I’m not sure whether I should be hopeful or scandalized that they’re here.

It was starting to become easier to think.

Incidentally, I’m relieved that you’re safe – even with the eyes. I didn’t get a chance to say...

To say what?

... that I love you.

And I loved him, too. I threw an arm around his neck just as my leg suddenly crumpled under me. 

Ummm, Amel?

“Hmmm?”

I think maybe you should get your crutch. It’s still in my saddle.

But I could walk now.

Your eyes are fading. 

He was right. My thoughts were growing simpler ... clearer ... and it was getting more difficult to see in the dark, though the Trogs and Rakturan were still glowing from their place on the cliffs. I felt a flash of disappointment. Why did I always lose these amazing gifts almost as soon as I got them? 

On the contrary. Power is meant to be spent for good.

I smiled and hugged him tighter. In a moment I’d need to finally listen to whatever Renn was going on about behind me. In a moment I’d need to see what Rakturan said we were doing next. But for now? For now, I was just going to enjoy the fact that for a few moments I had been a Chosen One and because of that my best friend was still here to hug.




Dragon School: Ancient Allies
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Chapter One
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Kneel and place both palms on your forehead, Raolcan told me mentally. 

He was low as well, his wing tips placed against his horns in a similar pose to mine.

It’s how we show respect to the Troglodytes – if we ever meet them at all. What you are witnessing today is truly historic. It is not something that we have seen before or will likely ever see again.

Now, with the dust settling around the Edge of the World, the Troglodytes were arranged in a circle. There were fewer of them than I had thought at first – but they were larger than dragons and the way their insides glowed and sparked under their transparent skin made them a thing of wonder. Raolcan said that they lived underground.

The warrens are theirs – their roads. Their magic. They are the elders of dragonkind – much older than we. Our Queen rules us, but she does nothing without consulting them.

Then what were they doing here?

The Ifrits and the followers of the Crescent Prince had scattered, leaving Prince Rakturan, a handful of others who had been suspended over the edge in baskets, Renn, Raolcan, and me.  

They are not happy that the Ya’kar and the Dusk Covenant are calling forth Ifrits. The Ifrits are our mortal enemies – and they have been enemies of the Troglodytes since the days before dragons.

There were days before dragons?

Everyone has to be born some time. We have not always existed. Just like humans, we had a first day.

Rakturan stood, straight-backed and square-shouldered, in the center of the Troglodyte ring. His eyes glowed again – right through the blindfold – and he had a regal presence, like a man in his own home. He was welcoming guests, rather than gasping for life on the edge of a cliff. 

He suits this role. He looks like a true prince.

Raolcan would know. After all, he was a prince of dragons. Did the Troglodytes care about that?

They are not much concerned with hierarchy. In their minds, everyone dies shortly after becoming interesting. 

How long did these creatures live?

The youngest here today is more than five hundred years old.

Good grief. Rakturan had been standing there in silence for a long time. Was he going to speak?

They can speak to his mind. They require no words.

Of course not. So, maybe Purples got their ability to speak to minds from the Troglodytes.

Or from our mothers. They speak as we do.

Purple mothers?

All dragon mothers.

Curious. I was already learning a lot.

“Amel,” Renn tugged at my sleeve. I turned to him and he smiled. “Nice work with whatever that light thing was. Looks like we’ll get to negotiate with someone after all.”

“I don’t think so, Renn.”

“I’m the Gold here, Amel.” He was mild in his scolding, but I still almost laughed. “It’s my prerogative to handle negotiations.”

“You’re going to negotiate with the elders among the dragons when Prince Rakturan is already speaking with them?”

He frowned, clearly reconsidering. “And do you think we can convince this Rakturan to broker peace?”

“With who?”

“With the Dominion!” He was looking at me like I’d lost my mind.

“He’s already married to the Chosen One. I’m not sure what more he could do. I’m here to ask him for military help on her behalf. If you have something else to add to that ... ?”

He rubbed a hand through his hair. “I’m suddenly feeling a bit like an extra dragon on dragon-picking day.”

Poor guy. He really did believe he was doing good things. Maybe what I saw as wishy-washiness was just him trying to run in too many directions at once.

“I bet there will be a lot of negotiating to come, Renn. Prince Rakturan needs to rally the enemies of the Crescent Prince under his own banner and march to the Dominion. I’m willing to be that will require at least some negotiation.”

He perked up. “More than you could possibly guess.”

“And isn’t that Ahummal on the horizon?”

I saw the golden frilled dragon in the sky flying toward us, but he wasn’t alone. Beside him, flagging slightly, flew a pearly white dragon. Enkenay! I’d almost grown to miss his stubborn face.

He missed us, too. 

They landed beside us – to Renn’s delight – and Raolcan leaned in toward Enkenay companionably. Renn turned back to me. 

“I read the book for you. We were in that basket together. Was that enough for you to finally trust me?”

Not even close. But you couldn’t say that to someone, could you?

“Friends,” I offered, saluting.

“Friends!” He looked much more buoyant, clearly taking my words at face value.

And now, we are being summoned. 

I swallowed. I was nervous to meet the Troglodytes.

Not by them. By the man you saved.

We stepped forward at the same moment that Rakturan turned to look at us. The remaining refugees had gathered behind us – possibly thinking it was the safest place to be – but his eyes found me immediately and he signaled for me to step forward. I obeyed.

“I owe you a debt of gratitude, Amel Leafbrought of the Purple and Raolcan, Prince of Dragons,” he said.

“Savette sent a message with me,” I replied, too shy to acknowledge his thanks. “She begs that you bring your allies and come to support her in the war at the heart of the Dominion.”

He watched us, perhaps considering what to say. Glowing eyes and a blindfold made it hard to guess what was going on in a person’s mind. Eventually, he spoke.

“That will be a problem. Before we can help with anything, we’re going to need some allies.”
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Chapter Two
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DO YOU THINK WE CAME HERE FOR NOTHING?

The words sounded like they were in my mind – but not like Raolcan’s. These words felt almost as if they were being hammered into my skull. I fell to my knees once again. It was hard to concentrate with their booming words lacerating my mind.

That’s why they don’t make a lot of friends.

OUR HOME, LONG SAFE FROM THE STORMS OF THE UPPER WORLD, HAS BEEN THREATENED. 

Was the whole world being affected by this battle? I leaned down deeper into the dust and I felt Renn doing the same beside me. There was something about the Troglodytes that demanded respect.

YOU WILL FIGHT FOR US.

“We have no armies. No weapons. No way to fight for you,” Rakturan protested.

WE SHALL GIVE ALL PRESENT HERE A TOUCH OF OUR GIFT.

What was their gift?

Visions. They see things that no one else can. 

That didn’t seem like a way to win a war. I could think of much better gifts for that.

This is the only one they are offering.

“Thank you,” Rakturan was bowed down, too. 

YOU SHALL RETURN THE IFRITS TO THE EARTH.

Why would they want that? Didn’t they want the Ifrits gone? And didn’t they live beneath the earth?

They mean that we should eradicate them – kill them all.

I was going to get along just fine with these Troglodytes. Anyone who wanted the Ifrits gone was good in my books.

They deserve our respect. Dragons owe everything to them.

That was a story I needed to hear.

Another time, perhaps.

One day I was going to sit him down and make him tell me all these stories he kept on putting off, even if it took a full week.

From behind us, the dozen or so survivors pushed in, trying to see the Troglodytes and yet hide behind us at the same time. Wouldn’t I feel the same way if there was anyone to stand in front of me?

For someone who claims to prefer the background, you sure push yourself to the front a lot.

Push myself? Ha! I was shoved into these situations.

Face it, you could still be a girl living in a farmhouse doing kitchen chores. You chose this life and even if it’s a bit scary sometimes, it suits you. 

Why were the Troglodytes so quiet? Was that all they had to say?

Traditionally, they say very little, but they are speaking to Rakturan directly now. They have chosen him as their Champion to quell the Ifrit invasion. 

Champion?

Occasionally the Troglodytes will choose a Champion for a mission they feel is of vital importance in the upper world. It is a very rare thing. Clearly, they are furious about the Ifrits. 

DO YOU AGREE TO DESTROY THE IFRIT THREAT?

Those words seemed to be for me.

“I do,” I said standing up out of my bow of respect. Fortunately, my crutch had survived the battle. Now that the power had faded from me, I needed it again. 

Surprisingly, I heard a chorus of agreement from behind me as the other survivors rose to accept the challenge. 

Rakturan raised his fists up and his proclamation was both for them and for us. “I swear by my honor and the honor of Baojang, we will cleanse our land of these Ifrits and pursue them across the whole of the earth if we must. I will build up my nation and restore her glory and together we will destroy the Ifrits.”

RAKTURAN SHALL BE OUR CHAMPION. AS OUR PART IN THIS, ACCEPT OUR GIFT.

I felt a vibration, like a small earthquake rippling beneath me. I clutched Raolcan’s side as my leg and crutch trembled under me and a cold sensation passed through me. The cold and vibration left as suddenly as they had come, leaving me with a headache and a hungry belly, but not much else. 

WE SHALL SPEAK TO THE ONE WHO CALLED US HERE.

Called them? Didn’t they just come here on their own? I looked around curiously until Raolcan shoved me from behind with his snout. I stumbled forward.

WE HEARD THE CRY OF YOUR HEART. WE WILL NOT FORGET YOU.

The Troglodytes flared suddenly, a bright burst of light in the night, and then – as one – they slid across the ground and back into the Edge of the World. I wasn’t the only one who gasped at their departure. What did they mean that they heard me?

What did you do exactly?

I’d only been copying Shonan, trying to access the power of Truth and the prophecies.

Clearly, it worked. It also spoke to the Elders. I’m honored to be the dragon of someone who has caught their notice.

He actually sounded serious.

Dead serious.

I looked around at the barren desert and the tall tower. Our enemies had fled, and our allies were gone. What did we do now?

The survivors behind me rushed forward, pushing past the dragons as if they were nothing more than landscape and crowding around Rakturan. They spoke rapidly in their language, excitement in their voices. He stood out among them like a raven among sparrows, his fierce expression even fiercer than usual as he answered. He perfectly fit this place of stark sun and rock.

“They pledge their loyalty to him,” Renn said from beside me. He looked tired. “He accepts it. It looks like we’re about to be a part of a major fight for the Baojang throne.”

“I’ve already delivered my message. It’s time for me to fly on,” I said.

“Amel?” Rakturan silenced the man speaking to him with a raised hand, his attention on me now. I felt like I was caught in the gaze of a predator. “You aren’t talking about leaving, are you?”

I shuffled slightly. There was no reason to stay. I’d delivered my message. I didn’t even know the language here. 

“Why should I stay?”

He left the crowd of people around him and joined us, standing where he could face both Raolcan and me directly. 

“This situation is a difficult one – fraught with the potential for disaster. I need people I can trust to stand with me and I need the guidance of another prince.” Here he looked at Raolcan. “I can trust you both. We’ve seen battle together. We value the same things. We are fighting to bring help to Savette – my wife. Will you stay with me and help me to gather the support I need?”

If I did, then it would be long weeks or even months before I saw Leng or Hubric or Savette again. I nibbled my lip, worrying about what he wanted me to commit to. I wasn’t sure that I could. They needed me at home.

“What would you want from us?”

“I have an uncle to the north. Rumor has it that he has not thrown his support to either side of the civil war yet. I want you to take this Gold Dragon Rider with you – he speaks our language – and deliver to my uncle a message asking for his support. The Gold can help with the negotiations. And, of course, my uncle and those of high positions speak Dominion.”

I grimaced. If I had been born a Castelan like Savette, I’d be able to speak the tongue of Baojang. What did Raolcan think of this plan?

I think that we can’t help Savette if we return without the allies she needs. Let’s commit to this first step, at least.

“I’ll deliver the message, Rakturan, and of course I want what you want. But I don’t want to promise to stay here if I need to go later.”

He nodded, frustration in his eyes. “But you’ll stay for as long as you can?”

“Yes,” I agreed.  But now I was worried. I felt a constant pull toward the Dominion and my friends there and I had no desire to stay here with Rakturan. Everything about this place was foreign and strange and I felt like I was packed in wool – I couldn’t understand what I was hearing or speak to anyone except Rakturan or Renn.

“Then we’ll speak about the details in the morning.”

I nodded, but my heart was sinking. I felt unmoored – like a ship adrift at sea. I had no purpose in this place. I was just extra.

See, I told you that you like being at the center of things. Why don’t you get some sleep? You’ll feel better in the morning.
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Chapter Three 
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We searched the tower before anyone went to bed. It was empty of people but had water and supplies within as well as beds. It appeared to be an outpost of some kind. Perhaps a hidden fortress for the Ya’kar, like the Lightbringer safehouses back home. I listened as the people around me divided up the beds and spoke together, often consulting Rakturan. They were warriors, if I was guessing correctly. Though they had no weapons, they moved with the muscular power of people who were used to using their bodies for a purpose. He’d be fine here with them.

I slept the night with the dragons. Life was safer and happier when Raolcan was near and it was nice to be reunited with Enkenay – even if he did snore. Raolcan hadn’t explained where he was when Rakturan was captured. He said it was none of our business. 

I was surprised when I turned over in my sleep and found Renn sleeping next to Ahummal. He’d never explained what had happened to his dragon when he was captured, but he seemed as attached to him as I was to Raolcan. Maybe there were good traits to Renn after all.

I finally fell into a fitful sleep – or was it sleep? – because if I was dreaming, then this was the most real dream I’d ever had. I was watching as Hubric and Haskell snuck through the shadows. I knew – without knowing how I knew – that Kyrowat was waiting at a nearby safehouse. They paid a man in the shadows, coins glinting in the moonlight, as he hustled them into a wide basket. The rope tightened and hauled them upward. 

“It will be fine, Haskell. Cara has a place for us in the city.” He kissed her gently on the cheek. It was still strange to see Hubric acting gently.

“You heard the news as clearly as I did, Hubric. Purple Dragon Riders aren’t just barred from the city. Any found here are being imprisoned – if they live long enough for the authorities to find them. I’m worried about you.”

“If we can get to Handras and the Lightbringers in the city there’s still time to rally support for Savette. If we can’t, then she’ll ride into a trap. Stay hopeful, Haskell. We aren’t beaten yet.”

The vision merged into a view of Shonan. He stood at a gate very similar to the Dawn’s Gate, but smaller – only wide enough for a single dragon to enter. He stepped through and the dream faded again.

This time I saw Leng sleeping beside a lake. Something dark shuffled through the nearby shadows. He woke suddenly, and I felt a pang at seeing his face. I missed him! I missed the calm way that he stood up, drew his knife and furtively loaded his dragon without being seen by the shadows. I missed his cool expression as he carefully slid onto Ahlskibi’s back, missed the bravery in his eyes as Ahlskibi leapt into the sky at the same moment that the shadows behind him pounced. 

An Ifrit roared behind Ahlskibi, its hand barely missing him as it snatched out and tried to snag Leng off his back, but the Purple was too quick. He corkscrewed through the air in a wide trajectory, evading attack and then flung his wings outward, cupping the air, and swooping through a low grass-brushing dip before flapping madly to gain back the height he’d lost.

I strained to catch another glimpse of Leng, but now my vision was knocked away and I came up gasping as I watched Savette lift a hand while an Ifrit before her crumbled to dust. A Red Dragon Rider lunged between her and a human foe, throwing the man to the side just before a wave of armed man crashed into their ranks. Grunts and the din of weapons crashing on one another filled the air along with gusts of smoke as dragons spewed fire. I was surprised by the silence of it. I expected it to be louder, but the sweat and blood-soaked battlefield was more filled with heavy breathing, grunts and the occasional clang of metal on metal or the horrifying thump of meat being smacked with a cleaver than anything else. Savette’s light seared one enemy after another, the brightness dimming the appearance of the full moon with its intensity. 

I woke with a gasp. What was that?

Your new gift. The one the Troglodytes gave you. Visions of what is. 

Was it better or worse to know what they were up against? Better or worse to see them in situations I couldn’t affect?

At least you know they live. You know they continue to fight. 

It was still dark when I shook out my blanket and gathered the water and supplies that Rakturan’s people had given me the night before. I stowed it carefully in Raolcan’s saddle.

Just a few more hours...

He closed his eyes again, sinking into sleep, but I was in no mood to rest. Moodily, I wandered towards the edge of the tear in the ground. The Troglodytes had disappeared into that rift, walking like their feet were sticking to the wall. I wish I knew more about them. They fascinated me. 

I wasn’t the only one struggling to find rest tonight. I found Rakturan standing along the side of the tear, his shoulder-length hair had grown, and it swirled in the wind behind him. He’d tied the blindfold around his whole head so that it held his hair back as well as covering his eyes. His expression was firm in the moonlight. He spoke without turning to look at me.

“Dreams?”

“I saw Savette fighting Ifrits.”

“As did I.”

“How will you unite Baojang under your leadership?” If he didn’t have a plan, we would never be able to accomplish something so big in time to bring real help to my – to our – friends.

He chuckled. “Look how much you’ve grown up since I met you, Amel Leafbrought. You don’t shy away from questioning princes when just a few months ago speaking to one would make you nervous.” His expression sobered. “I hope my uncle will have an idea. I’ve already written a note to him asking for his wisdom. It’s the message you’ll be delivering tomorrow. Trust no one else along the way and avoid towns or cities. Anyone you find might try to kill you.”

“I’m still not sure I’m the best person to do this job,” I said.

“You’re the only one I have to send.” He turned to look at me. “I must take the others to meet our army south of here. If any of them remain alive.”

I swallowed. Was he nervous about that? His side hadn’t appeared to be winning when we flew over.

“Where will I find you when your uncle is ready with a reply?”

“A’cauib. He will know how to contact me.”

He looked back to the horizon. What other visions had he seen? What friends did he worry about?

“The Crescent Prince is a prince, and you are the Dark Prince. Are you brothers, then?”

He barked a laugh. “Hardly. Each Prince of Baojang is a war chief. We lead our people in our own districts. We negotiate trade and rights to water or pasture. We are not the Dominion. It is rare here for us to be led by a single war leader – though sometimes it happens. More often, we make decisions together as we try to determine what is best for our people. The rules of who we must follow and why are as complicated as water treaties.”

“Are those complicated?”

“More than you could imagine. Our lives and prosperity depend on them.”

I knew nothing about this place.

“I need this message delivered, Amel – no matter what you must do to get it to its destination.” He handed me a soft cloth roll. “There’s a map inside as well. Follow it with care.”

“I will.”

He nodded. “Much depends on this. Do not fail. And think about staying with me here. We need people willing to do whatever it takes for the good of this world. Don’t think I missed everything that happened in that basket. I know what you are capable of accomplishing.”

I nodded. It was starting to dawn on me that as a Purple I’d always be helping someone else with their goals. If I was honest, it was the perfect role for me. Things were looking more hopeful.

“You guys can’t sleep either, eh? I guess even Princes can have insomnia from time to time.” Renn had crept up on us unexpectedly. “When do we leave?”

“At first light.”
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In the heat of the day, the landscape below us was so full of mirages that it was impossible to tell what was real and what was not. We’d been flying for hours, leaving the tower behind at first light and heading straight for a sprawling range of mountains in the distance. We were over them now, their rolling forms like ripples in a pond as the heat rose up and wavered in the sun. 

“I’m sending you over the mountains,” Rakturan had said. “It’s not a normal path anyone would take unless they were on Sentry-back. It’s my hope that our enemies did not flee in that direction. There are no paths, towns, or havens.”

True to his word, it was a very lonely place. It looked almost as if two huge hands had taken the earth and jammed it together so that it was all scrunched up in successive ripples. Nothing about the land below looked inviting. Not that anything in Baojang was particularly inviting.

I think this is the Fa’loro range. There are sacred places on the edges of the range where the war leaders meet. Or so the lore says.

They had a lore about this place?

The mountains are sacred. Long ago, the ancestors of Baojang wandered this wilderness and by some mercy, they survived this waterless desert. They were people of great power and many kinds of magic and as the days trickled into years they faced disaster after disaster. Food was scarce, snakes came into their camps killing strong and weak alike, raiders attacked their camps stealing what little they had and leaving carnage in their wake. 

Over time, their numbers grew smaller and smaller, and they had to leave some of their powerful artifacts behind – they were too heavy to haul through the barren countryside. They set wards and protections for these objects to keep them safe from any but their own descendants, but in time, even their own children forgot how to regain their heritage and now these objects remain under lock and ward awaiting the day that someone may free them and gain the power for themselves.

Wouldn’t that draw a lot of people trying to get these things? If it was the Dominion, there would be towns set up nearby so that people could sell food and lodging to the hundreds of people who would try to get a hold of these objects. 

The wards are powerful. Many Baojang leaders try to acquire them. Some die in the process. Others are driven mad. It would take desperation to try at all – a gamble in the hope that you could pull something off that thousands of others failed to achieve.

Then why was I so curious to try?

I swear, you’ll be the death of me. You always think you’re the exception to every rule.

But if they put them there, then they had to have left a way to get them back. They had to have set some kind of way to unlock them...

And you think no one from Baojang has thought the same thing? You think none of them have researched and interviewed the elderly and studied these wards – some of them for most of their lives? You think you would be the first fool to swoop in and think you knew better?

Well, obviously he was right, but a part of me still longed to seek these artifacts out and see if I could access one.

Let’s stick with our current quest, hmmm? I think you’ll find it challenging enough. 

We paused for a break in late morning, in the shadow of a great rock. It towered so high that even the dragons were able to hunker low in the shade behind it, their claws digging into the loose dirt that was still cool from morning. I closed my eyes in relief at the shade, but we couldn’t wait here long. It would be gone by noon, despite the height of the towering rock.

“See how it is worn around the base?” Renn asked me as we sipped our ration of water slowly. “The winds blow fast and furious through this mountain range, twisting and channeling through the narrow spots and kicking up sand in their powerful blast. It wears rocks smooth and carves channels through the softer rock like it is no more than sand on a shore.

I shivered. Even solid rock wasn’t immune to the pressure of this place. I pulled out my book of Ibrenicus prophecies. Was this book for Baojang, too? It had just as much effect here as in the Dominion, despite our distance from Savette.

“Still reading that?” Renn asked casually.

“You should be glad that I am,” I answered. “Didn’t you see how it helped us in the basket?”

“I saw that the Troglodytes helped us. They were something to see!”

“But you’re a Lightbringer! I’ve never met a Lightbringer who didn’t believe in the book! Or was that a lie?” 

“Oh, I’m a Lightbringer. But you heard me – I do it to bring equality for everyone. I like the themes of the Ibrenicus prophecies. Hope and Light – these are good things! They’re what we need to really see that everyone deserves a place in society – that no one should be excluded or looked down upon. That matters to me. But have you really paid attention to the words? They’re a bit ridiculous. They were written hundreds of years ago. They weren’t meant for a time like today. It’s the themes you should focus on not the words.”

If Hubric heard that, he’d be spitting iron filings. To him – to me – the actual words mattered.

“So, how do you get along with other Lightbringers?”

Renn slid down from Ahummal’s back, stretching his back and kicking out his legs to release tension. He leaned against Raolcan’s saddle and offered me a pleasant smile. 

“I think maybe you’ve been around the more ... intense ... factions in the Lightbringers. We aren’t like the Dusk Covenant. We aren’t all fanatically devoted to a cause. Some of us are a bit ... much ... but the rest are practical people. We love our neighbors. We want things to be fair and just and prosperous in our land. We don’t sweat the small stuff. Maybe the best thing for someone like you is to meet someone like me before you get way too serious about this Lightbringer life. And by the way, did you know there’s supposed to be an Artifact somewhere near this rock? We’re in a hurry, but I bet we could take a single loop around it just to see before we move on. What do you say?”

How could I say no to that winning grin? He was like a little boy pleading for a raisin cake. I chucked. 

“I suppose one circle won’t hurt anything.”
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I think you indulge him too much. A friendly smile isn’t everything. Do you forget what he did when the cards were down? He let our enemies haul us away.

That was true, and I was still a bit worried about trusting him, but he did have good motives. He was trying to negotiate with people for peace. And he seemed to really care about including people and finding a fairer world for everyone.

Was it fairer to you when he let our enemies capture us?

Well, it wasn’t like he could stop that. We were surrounded and outnumbered. He just didn’t want to blow his chance to speak to them. After all, I’d let other people take big risks to accomplish things that really needed to happen.

Just don’t let your guard down too far. His pretty face affects you too much. I don’t trust him. 

Why not?

I don’t like people who are too grey – who waffle – who obfuscate – who always have an easy smile and a ready answer for everything.

That was a pretty long list of people he didn’t like. Oh, there! There was something unusual up ahead. Maybe Renn was right about an artifact being here!

The landscape ahead of us formed a bowl with a wide ledge on one side – like a platform. I could almost imagine it being filled with hundreds of people, while someone on that ledge spoke to them all. Something manmade stood at the center of the ledge. Renn pulled ahead of me, landing Ahummal on the wide ledge. Raolcan fit easily on the other side. 

This place could easily be made for dragons. It’s just the right size and shape for an assembly of us. 

Was the whole valley man-made?

Only this strange thing we’re looking at, I think.

And it was indeed, very strange. 

A pillar of stone rose from the shelf as if it was one with the land. Sticking half-out of the pillar, buried in the stone, as if the stone had been formed around it like clay and then left to dry – was something that looked like a silver pipe. It was as long as my forearm with a reed at the top and holes along the side of it. A scrolled arm that looked adjustable flourished to one side of the instrument – possibly part of what made the sound of the pipe. The pipe was slender – delicate, even – about the width of my finger and all along the length of it a line of script wove and swirled like music.  Could Raolcan read that?

No.

The instrument glowed a faint, pulsing green and as I looked at the glow – unbidden, I had a creeping sensation wash over me, as if a thousand fleas skittering over my skin. I shuddered and looked away. It would be interesting to know if the instrument could be tugged from that rock, but we couldn’t reach it if we tried.

The pillar was enclosed in a cage – an angry, barbed, black metal contraption. It did something strange to the eyes so that every time I tried to look at it, my gaze slipped past the cage. I fought the impulse, trying to study it, but only wound up with a headache. I had the impression that there were many layers of braided, interlocking wires with jagged edges, flourishes, and barbs and some sort of knot-like decorations, but I couldn’t have drawn or described the pattern since my eyes refused to settle on any part of it. At the pinnacle of the cage, there was the image of an insect – intricate in design and inlaid with silver. That – at least – I could look at without tearing up.

There were also ten handles surrounding the cage – though they were not handles I would want to grip. They were covered in metal spikes – like rose thorns – and if the spattered stains on the ground beneath them were any indication, they were no illusion. Others had held those handles and bled for the privilege.

“I think you should avoid touching it,” I said. My headache made me see stars for a moment, struggling to stay upright as my vision retreated into a world of fizzing and popping white sparks on a field of black. I took deep breaths, leaning against Raolcan as it slowly returned. 

I think you should stop looking at it. Take a sip of water.

I obeyed, blinking to clear my vision and leaning my forehead against the cool waterskin. I pulled out the map, studying it carefully. We could leave the mountains tonight if we pressed on. We should leave now so we could set up camp before the sun set. 

“Let’s go, Renn. We got to see it, but we have a long way to fly today.”

“Just a moment.” His voice was absent as he concentrated on the cage. “These artifacts contain the power of the ancients. Can you imagine what that is like? There were peoples and civilizations here long before Baojang. Cultures that flourished and died – some that would put ours to shame! The customs, the laws, the technology that they would have had! I dream of knowing all of it, of studying it and writing down every part of it ...”

“Well, here’s your first chapter. But I don’t think we should hang around. This thing gives me a strange feeling. It wasn’t meant for us. Let’s go deliver our message.”

“... of taking it as my own...”

He reached out a hand. 

“No!” 

My shout was too late. The second his hand touched the cage his arms and legs shot out to the side – spread-eagled – and he froze in place, his mouth a rictus of pain. Raolcan flapped a single wing, knocking Renn off his feet and whatever strange power had held him loosened its grip as he fell bonelessly to the ground.
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It took me the better part of an hour to sling Renn’s unconscious form over Raolcan’s saddle in front of me. Raolcan helped by lying low on the ground and tilting to help me maneuver Renn into place. He was heavy, and it was hard to find leverage with only one good leg. He wasn’t dead – thank the skies and stars! I’d thought for sure he would be. Why had I let him bring us here?

Curiosity.

Why had he touched the cage? It was pretty clear that whoever put it here didn’t want people to touch it, or they wouldn’t have made it so that you couldn’t quite look at it.

I’m not sure that common sense is Renn’s strong point.

And what was his strong point?

Let me know when you find out.

I didn’t know what to do to help him. When I’d been snake bitten he’d found an antidote, but what antidote was there to magic wards?

There will be someone at Rakturan’s uncle’s fortress who can help.

He was right, of course – or at least it was our best chance. I cinched the last strap tight on Renn’s restraints and mounted up. There wouldn’t be time for rest breaks after this, we needed to get Renn to help as quickly as possible. Not that it would be easy – he’d been our translator. I frowned with worry as we leapt into the air, Ahummal trailing behind us. At least he had the good sense to follow.

What else will he do? This land is not hospitable to dragons.

Good point. 

The sun beat down relentlessly as we flew north and the reflected heat from the ground grew more intense as if every hour in the sky made the land hotter.

The Center Rift is about two weeks flight north of Baojang.

Center Rift?

We dragons believe the world is a sphere. There’s a Rift across the circumference of it – right in the middle – where things are hottest.

Ridiculous.

Because you know so much more about foreign geography than I do...

I needed to travel more so that Raolcan couldn’t always be picking at me about how little I knew.

But then I’ll travel with you, so there will never be anything that you know that I don’t know also.

I squinted my eyes in the light, not certain if I was irritated by the sting in my eyes from the bright sun or by the fact that he was right. Did I see something on the horizon? It was hard to tell among the many strange rock formations and the broken, jagged horizon.

That must be Bao’hauld where Rakturan’s uncle Gahteen is Prince.

Good. I glanced at the map. He was right of course, in Rakturan’s spikey writing it showed the city ahead with those distinctive rock patterns sketched and beside it, “Prince Gahteen, Bao’hauld.”

We needed to get Renn there quickly. But despite being able to see the city slowly, slowly approaching, a journey I thought I would measure in minutes stretched to hours. When at last we could make out details of the place, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

The city was built into a rocky formation, towers jutting out of rock piles and stone bridges running from one formation to another. One cliff wall was entirely made up of windows and doors with rampways winding from one to another. A low wall – about the height of a dragon – ringed the city, guarded by Sentries and archers. 

Just glimpsing a Sentry made me shiver all over again and beneath me, I felt Raolcan shiver, too. Renn had yet to stir and that was worrisome. Whatever had happened was worse than a hit on the head. 

As if the thought had triggered it, I had a flash in my mind of Leng speaking earnestly to a Castelan in a high chair. Around him, pale faces stared, horrified.  The Castelan stood. 

“Long have we respected Leedris Castel. We stand with the heir and Chosen One, Savette Leedris.”

The vision faded. At least Leng was still safe. He seemed to be progressing with less difficulty than I was having. There was commotion on the walls as we advanced toward the city. We were close enough now that I could see that it was larger than it had appeared from afar. So much of the city was built into the rock that it tricked the eye, but in the common areas fountains spurted fans of water and small, angular gardens were tended, making use of every inch of arable soil. It felt like a place of rest in the middle of this dry, rocky heap of a land.

They grow the strangest fruits in these places – sweet like honey, but so spicy that the mouth burns. 

That actually sounded sort of appealing. 

I’ll wait to see what you think after you’ve tried one.

The Sentries were buzzing along the wall, eager for us to arrive so they could challenge us. Maybe if Raolcan landed in front of the gates instead of trying to fly over them we could deal with the people on the ground instead. We weren’t trying to sneak in here. We needed to be seen.

Good thinking. I hate those multipus freaks. 

Multipus? 

Like an octopus but with many legs instead of eight. 

We landed before the small gate in the wall at the same moment that a group of archers rode out on sleek black horses. Their helms and flowing clothing matched those of the guards we’d met in Abalang but the pattern of their hanging cords was different. 

He barked something in his own language. I gritted my teeth. My lack of education was becoming increasingly frustrating.

We’re in the right place. He says we are subject to the authority of Prince Gahteen of Bao’hauld.
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Why do authorities always sound like they’ve been sucking on lemons?

A lemon sounded nice right now. In water. I would drink every drop...

Concentrate.

“I am Amel Leafbrought,” I said in my own language. It wasn’t like I had another option. “I bear a message for Prince Gahteen of Bao’hauld.”

I pulled out the message Rakturan had given me, flourishing it for his benefit. He barked a series of orders and his men saluted with their curved swords before executing a group maneuver in formation that shifted them from facing me to facing the city. Their leader offered an elaborate salute and waved me toward the gate. Clearly, we were meant to follow. But would that be safe for the dragons? I still shuddered at the thought of Raolcan being sucked dry by those horrifying Sentries. 

You and me both, spider. 

No, if it wasn’t safe for them then I wasn’t going anywhere. 

I don’t sense any evil purpose toward us. They are simply curious and following orders. 

A second series of gestures waved us to follow. Reluctantly, I nodded. Let’s do this.

Raolcan strode forward, Ahummal on his heels. He turned, suddenly and roared in the Golden dragon’s face. I flinched, hands clamping down on the saddle. What was he doing?

You don’t know how to bind a dragon and he will cause trouble in a city. I told him to fly to the nearby hills and wait, but he refuses.

How long would he wait?

Until he’s called. I will call him when it is safe again. Or Renn can find him. 

A spout of flame jetted out of Raolcan’s mouth, washing over Ahummal. He sneered, coughing his own fireball, but Raolcan batted it away with a wing. 

He’s putting his own rider at risk with this nonsense.

As if that was all it took to convince him, Ahummal hung his head and slunk off toward the hills. 

See? He just needed a nudge. Now you can negotiate with the Prince without a dragon under your authority accidentally burning the whole city down. 

He turned around again, but our host, pale and wide-eyed held up a hand. So, our offer was rescinded, then? Great. No one was listening to me and now I had a sulky dragon on one hand and an irritated authority on the other.

Don’t call me sulky.

I meant Ahummal! I shook my head. Renn still needed help and I’d come too far for this. Raolcan could just keep walking forward, invitation or no invitation.

Maybe...

This time the decision was up to me. Onward.

Raolcan stepped forward, pushing past the guard waving for us to stop, past the lines of glossy horses and into the cool sanctuary of Bao’hauld. Time to push our luck a little. Where would I live if I was Prince of this place? No, better, where would Rakturan live if he were prince of this place?

There was a single spire in the center, its top like an unopened flower. I pointed it out to Raolcan. That was where he would be. The guards galloped beside us to keep pace as Raolcan strode down the broad city street. He kept his wings tucked in close, but even with that precaution the citizenry of Bao’hauld rushed to pull carts, mounts, and children from the streets, hustling them indoors or into alleys. We paused at a center fountain while Raolcan took a drink. It took all my willpower not to join him. I needed to look calm and in control for this to end with a new ally who respected us rather than in a jail cell. 

There’s nothing like a dragon slurping up water and letting off steam to make people question their own eyes. 

True enough. Steam flowed from Raolcan’s open mouth and rolled across the square. 

By the time we reached the spire, there wasn’t a person in all of Bao’hauld who hadn’t stopped to peer from window, door or alley.

It’s just because Purple dragons are so good looking. Everyone wants to be able to tell their grandkids that they saw one.

I ignored him. I was too busy focusing on the warrior who came out of the spire, surrounded by guards. The helm with the knotted cord hanging down the back was familiar, as was the wide shoulder flares and flowing lines of the clothing, but when this warrior looked up at me, the angry face behind it was female. Her hair escaped from the helm in wisps, floating in the light breeze.

“I have a message for Prince Gahteen and an injured man who needs help,” I said as clearly as I could in my own language. 
I was sick of this dusty country. I was sick of missions that put me on the edge of an unknown city asking for help. Or sneaking in hoping they wouldn’t see me. Or having to convince one group or another to support us or care about the future or anything else. And now here I was all over again in a new city with a new group to convince. I was just too tired to do the song and dance. 

Tiredly, I dismounted, and pulled my crutch down with me, leaning heavily on it. Around me, the sound of a thousand gasps filled the air.

“Yes, I’m crippled. No, it doesn’t mean I can’t ride a dragon. No, it’s not more important than this man who might be dying,” I grumbled, knowing no one could understand. 

Raolcan let his jaw rest on the ground so I could unstrap Renn and pull him off my glorious dragon to drop onto the ground. 

“Now,” I said, still focused on Renn and not the crowd. “Let’s see if we can find someone who cares about a dying man in this hulking rock of a city.”

“I care,” a heavily accented feminine voice said. 

My jaw dropped as I looked up to the smug expression on the female warrior’s face. She pulled off her helmet, letting her curling black hair tumble down her back. 

“I am Jalla, daughter of Prince Gahteen of Bao’hauld.”
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“He touched a Kah’deem,” she said, thumbing back one of his eyelids. Her fierce expression turned on me. “You were trying to steal our kingdom?”

“No!” I raised my hands defensively, fingers spread wide. “Of course not!”

“I only know of one thing that causes this. Touching a Kah’deem – a warder.” Around her, there were murmurs in her language. The crowd watched us cautiously, as if waiting to see what Jalla would say or do. 

“He touched something in the mountains – something that didn’t want to be looked at.”

Her hand leapt to her sword hilt. “And he didn’t know what it was?”

“I still don’t know what it is.”

She relaxed. “That’s probably the only reason he’s alive. You have to touch them with purpose to be tested.” She called something behind her back and one of the guards scurried away. “I sent for a stretcher. We’ll see he gets the healing he needs. It’s no small thing to touch a Kah’deem. Our ancients set them up when this land was still known as Bao’queea. Our prophecies tell us that the one who opens it and takes an artifact is our great leader and under him, the peoples will unite and join together to fight the Great Battle. He is not the first fool to try his hand at that.”

I nodded. “There were blood stains at the base of the thing he touched.”

“All our would-be Princes offer blood there as a sign of our dedication. Some try to open the Kah’deem. Some are killed on the spot or left insane or unconscious. None succeed in opening them. Your friend received the least possible consequence for his foolishness.”

She stood and shook out her hair as the stretcher arrived. “You can follow them if you wish.”

“I’d rather stay with you.” Either Renn would be fine or he wouldn’t be. I was worried about him, but I was no healer. I was a messenger. “I have a message for your father.”

She nodded. “And your dragon?”

“Is fine to wait here. He’s already eaten his fill of people today.”

Nice one.

She stared at me for a moment before laughing. “A joke, I think. But he will be happier in the stables. There are water and food there.”

Did he want to go there?

Better than a dusty street.

I nodded. “Thank you.”

Jalla motioned for a guard to step forward and spoke to him in her rolling tongue. I bit my lip as Raolcan followed him down an alley. He sneezed along the way, letting loose a fireball at the low wall of a garden and making the guard jump, fear etched on his face.

Don’t worry. If they bother me, I’ll just fly away. Dragons are never defenseless.

A flash of memory filled my mind – Raolcan surrounded by Sentries sucking out his life. 

You’re going to throw that in my face all the time now, aren’t you? They took me by surprise! 

If he said so. 

Jalla cleared her throat. “Coming?”

I followed her through the press of guards and onlookers and through a series of massive doors and arches to a clay-tiled courtyard. A fountain surrounded by flowering vines bubbled to one side as people came and went through the courtyard. Jalla led me through a second set of gates to a winding stairway. I followed her from terrace to terrace until we ducked into a stone door.

“You’re fast despite that crutch.”

“Thank you.” I wasn’t as fast as she was. She moved with the speed and sureness of a true warrior.

“How did you come to ride a dragon?”

“I volunteered.”

She stopped and turned to stare at me. “No test for ability?”

“Not beyond whether I could mount and fly.”

She looked shocked. “You come from a powerful family?”

“No.”

“You are bountiful in wealth?”

“Certainly not.”

“Educated, of course.”

I shook my head and she made a sound of horror. “Barbarians.”

Still, she led me through the door into a wide room carved into the mountainside. Along the side of the room, windows large enough for a dragon to squeeze through led to balconies. Inside, rugs were layered across the floor and low tables held food and drink while men and women were arranged in circles, sitting leisurely on pillows of various sizes. We must have stumbled upon a family home celebrating some occasion. I smiled, waiting for Jalla to give apologies, but instead, she pushed forward, stopping to gesture impatiently for me to follow.  

She pointed to an empty pillow with a meaningful look at me and then sat down on a second pillow beside it. 

“Father,” she said, and my eyes grew large as she addressed a greying man across the circle. “This one, Amel Leafbrought, a Purple Dragon Rider, brings a message for you. Perhaps we can use her and the dragon in our war.”

I swallowed. What had I stumbled into this time? And why would she say that aloud, knowing I could hear it?

I think she likes to shock people. Very dragon-like.

“I’m afraid I have my own war to fight.” I pulled the message out of my belt. “But Prince Rakturan sends greetings and this message.” I held it out.

Jalla snatched it from my hand. “She owes us indenture. She traveled here with a man who touched a Kah’deem.”

Around us, everyone gasped. The only sound in the room was the light tinkle of bells as the chimes in the windows sang in the breeze. 

“I accept her indenture and message,” Prince Gahteen said with a wide grin. Beside him, another man chuckled as he drank from an earthen cup. I didn’t see the humor in it.

“I’m only offering the message,” I said. I needed to get this message delivered and get back home. There was a war going on without me. There wasn’t time for jokes – dragon-like or otherwise.

“Our customs are clear on this. Any who challenge the authority of the local Prince and survive are subject to indenture.”

“I’ve challenged nothing.” The hard looks in their eyes were making me nervous. None of them looked ready to back down on this.

“As a gift to my daughter,” Gahteen said, not even looking at me, “as a sign of my favor, I offer Jalla of Bao’hauld the indenture of this woman, the man who broke faith, and their dragons.”

“I gladly accept,” Jalla said with a smile. “Thank you for the honor, Father.”

“What does it mean to be indentured?” I asked.

“It means you’re my slaves until I say otherwise.”
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Whoa. What? Seriously, by the time we’d quelled the Ifrit threat and saved the Dominion from destruction, every single set back possible was likely to happen to me – at least if they kept going at this rate.  But I hadn’t expected slavery. How was I going to get out of this one?

“Ah! The message you bring me is from Prince Rakturan,” Prince Gahteen said, taking a sip from his own cup.

“You may eat and drink,” Jalla said to me with a smug smile. Really? I held back the scowl I wanted to give her, but I didn’t reach for the water in the sweating pitcher nearby. I was thirsty enough to drink the whole thing, but I’d rather be thirsty than drink at her orders.

Imagine what it was like for me when I was taken to Dragon School. Treated like a slave. Given food and drink when they felt like giving it to me.

A stab of ice pierced my heart. I had forgotten what life was like for him only a few months ago. 

And what it will be like for me again when this war is over, and you are a student once more. 

Never again. I wouldn’t allow it. I’d simply have to make full Dragon Rider first so that he never had to be treated like that again. Why had he agreed to it in the first place? I understood that he’d been chosen by Queen Haz and sent as part of our deal, but this deal felt like a bad idea. If I were in charge I’d be sure that only volunteer dragons were accepted at the school. Maybe someday, I would be in charge ...

My vision doubled for a moment and then for a flash of a second, I was watching Shonan speaking to an Ilerioc just like the one we’d seen translate for the dragons before. I didn’t see the dragon he was speaking to. 

“And that’s why we need to renegotiate this treaty. There are many things that have changed since Haz first negotiated with Haz’drazen, the great queen of dragons.”

“We are agreed,” the Ilerioc said, “but we can only negotiate with the rightful ruler of the Dominion – and only Queen Haz’drazen may say who that is.”

“Isn’t that the Dominar?” Shonan asked. 

“The man or the mask?” the Ilerioc asked. He made a strange sign with his fingers, like he was speaking with them. 

“There is no difference,” Shonan said. 

“To us, the difference is great. The mask is but a thing. It is the mind behind the mask with whom we will speak.”

I snapped back to the time and place I was in.

“Drink. You are thirsty,” Jalla said with a frown. 

Reluctantly, I took a cup from her hands, sipping down the cool water. I could have drunk four more, but she took the cup back. This was ridiculous. Like everything else, I’d need to think of some way out of this.

“Ah, Jalla,” Gahteen said as he poured more wine in his cup. “Your cousin asks for our help. He has returned to our lands.”

“We’ll help him, of course, Father,” Jalla replied. She was staring at me like a saddle she was deciding to repair. I shifted awkwardly. 

“An alliance with his tribe can only help Bao’hauld,” the old man to the left of Gahteen said as he helped himself to a bowl of rice. My belly rumbled as I watched, but it occurred to me that they spoke in my language for a reason. Were they trying to make some sort of point?

“I think alliance alone is no longer an option,” Gahteen said, his mouth a grim line. “Tell me about my nephew, Dragon Rider.”

Perhaps this was why he chose my language. All eyes shifted to me. So, they all spoke Dominion. These must all be very powerful, educated people. 

“He has great power. He has married the Chosen One of the Dominion and plans to help her destroy the Ifrit plague our lands suffer under.”

A stream of speech poured from a woman to Gahteen’s right. He responded, still in their language, and then a debate broke out around the circle. I watched expressions and wide gestures, trying to piece together who was arguing what.

“If you were me, Dragon Rider, would you submit your city and tribe to Rakturan?” Jalla asked me quietly.

“Do you want to live? Do you want your people to flourish and this city to stay strong?”

“You may as well ask whether I want the sun to continue rising in the East.”

“Then yes, you should follow Prince Rakturan.”

She tapped her chin with a finger. She was considering. How long would it take for all these bickering people to decide? Hours? Days? Longer? Rakturan did not have that much time.

I stood and cleared my throat. Prince Gahteen raised a single eyebrow in a quizzical expression.

“Men and Women of Bao’hauld,” I said over the arguments. “Prince Rakturan is your only hope. If he can’t unite Baojang, the Ya’kar will let loose a flood of Ifrits across your mountains and plains. They will overrun your city and smash your citizens on the rocks. They will raze your cities and leave nothing but dust and memories behind them. Do you love your oasis here? You must fight to keep it. And if you don’t, not one of you will live to remember my words. I watched Ifrits pour from the ground with my own eyes just south of the mountains. Rakturan has asked for your support to fight this invasion. Will you give it to him?”

Gahteen cocked his head, a small smile on his lips. “He sent you to ask for our help, did he?”

“You read the message.”

“But you are his messenger?” he pressed.

“I am. And so is Renn.”

“But the other rider is incapacitated.” Gahteen’s smile grew.

I nodded. 

“Then you will speak for Rakturan.”

Sudden silence swept across the room and I felt sweat form on my brow. It was never a good thing when these people were silent.

“We require a prince with the strength to lead all of Baojang – like the Great Leaders of our ancestors. Is Prince Rakturan that man?”

“He is,” I said firmly. I needed to show them I was certain.

“We need a leader who has the power and fortitude not to shirk when sacrifice is required. Is Rakturan that man?”

“Yes.” I pushed my conviction into my words.

“We need a man willing to prove himself in the fires of trial. Is Rakturan that man?”

He’d certainly already proved that time and again. “Yes.”

“Then it is agreed,” Gahteen said with a devious smile. “Rakturan will go to A’cauib - as it is written - and open the Kah’deem there. Let our ancestors decide his fate.”
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Chapter Ten 
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“Wait. What?”

“You spoke the words of ceremony on his behalf. The covenant has been made,” Gahteen said with smug satisfaction. “I will send my own messenger in reply – the fastest we have – and also messengers to all the tribes of Baojang. Not all will have time to arrive, but some are close enough. We will meet together at A’cauib and see if Prince Rakturan is indeed our leader.”

“But the Crescent Prince-”

“Will also submit to the will of the ancestors,” Gahteen said smoothly. What had I done? “We leave as soon as our forces can be mustered. Akbar,” he turned to one of the men eating with us. “Prepare the Salah and Elah divisions to accompany us. Ashreena,” he turned to a grizzled woman who promptly assumed an alert expression. “You’ll keep the Telah division here to defend the city. When Abin returns, you may also take command of the Yelah division for defense.”

The two of them bowed curtly and scrambled to their feet, hurrying out of the arched doors. He must be serious about leaving immediately. I sucked in a breath of air to calm myself, coughing as incense filled my nose.

“I beg leave to prepare for the journey, father,” Jalla said. 

“Go, daughter.”

She stood, crossing her arms as she looked at me. I stayed where I was. Despite what she thought, I was no slave.

A rasping sound made me turn to look and I sucked in a second incense-laden breath as the remaining people in the room drew curved swords and knives. 

“Have you no honor? Shall I not trust your master, Rakturan?” Prince Gahteen asked me.

“I think you have the wrong idea. I am only his messenger.” I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like speaking up with all those weapons drawn, but if I didn’t say something, then I might as well just resign myself to life as a slave. 

“Then you have no honor?” There was a glitter in his eye. Something told me that any answer other than ‘I have honor’ would be bad for me.

They have one way of dealing with the honorless – instant death.

I swallowed. “I have honor.”

Swords and knives slid back in their sheaths, but all eyes were still on me with deadly glares in them until I stood shakily on my crutch and followed Jalla out of the room.

“I hear your message, slave,” she said. 

“Message?”

“In our lands, we have an expression, ‘Aim your Sentry in the way you wish to travel.’”

“Sounds like common sense to me,” I said, hobbling after her as she led us back out to the stairways and terraces outside and wove us along the cliff face to a wide terrace with vines growing along it and up the wall. A quick duck around the corner took us to a narrow set of steps and up to a carved doorway.

“I know you will be a headstrong slave and prone to trouble – because you showed me that in the haz’tarac.”

“The place where everyone was eating?”

“Yes. Thank you for honoring me with that message.”

I blinked. They had a very strange code of honor. She thought I gave her an honor by refusing to be her slave until I was forced to submit by violent threats? 

Giving the truth to someone is always giving them an honor. Some people are worthy of that honor. Some people are not. The people of Bao’jang acknowledge that in a way the Dominion does not. But you know Hubric lives by that code. He loves truth – but who he gives it to is up to him.

Hmmm. Perhaps I would find a way to work with Jalla – at least until we met up with Rakturan. Then he could explain all this and get me out of it. 

I don’t know if he can...

Of course, he could. He was a Prince. And once he led them all, it would be a simple thing to clear up this misunderstanding. I just needed to get everyone there first so that Rakturan could make it all right.

“Welcome to my home,” Jalla said as we entered the door to a sumptuous dwelling with wide open-arched windows and woven tapestries and rugs across the stone floors and walls. It was cool and shady, and a vine grew across the tops of the windows, shading the room even more. Pottery vases as tall as my knee were filled with dried waving grasses or collections of edged weapons, while smaller basins sat on shelves or low tables, laden with small red fruits the length of my finger. “Are you ready to fly as you are?”

“If I could refill my water skins that would help,” I said. “What about Renn?”

“His dragon is waiting in the hills outside the city?” Jalla asked. “Don’t gape at me. We post a watch. We know what happens around our city.”

“Yes, he is.”

“But a wounded man is not a great choice to take to a meeting of leaders.” She pursed her lips. “No, we shall leave him here. I would like to try riding one of these dragons. I shall take his beast.”

“It doesn’t work like that. He won’t let just anyone ride him,” I protested. 

“But he will stay in place waiting here?”

Would he?

Yes. Until Renn recovers.

“Yes,” I replied.

A small woman with long dark hair emerged from deeper in the house and Jalla barked a series of orders at her. She set down a basket of flatbread, bowed and rushed away.

“Then I shall ride with you. Surely, you can keep your beast under control.”

“He’s not a beast,” I tried to object, but she was already on to the next thing, a flurry of energy and intensity. 

I struggled to keep up as we raced through her house, packing food, supplies and a small bag of personal things for her. She barked orders at everyone she met – servants perhaps, or family, I couldn’t tell which – and asked me a series of questions. 

“Rakturan – he is changed since his time in the Dominion? Tell me how?” Before I was even finished answering she was on to the next question. “But how did his eyes begin to glow. Don’t tell me you didn’t question him. I would have had a million questions. Who is this wife of his? Is she likely to survive the conflict she is a part of? A young prince like Rakturan – especially if he is the leader of all Baojang – would make a fine husband. Did he ever mention his uncle’s household before? Perhaps he mentioned me.”

“Aren’t you his cousin? You couldn’t marry him even if Savette died.”

But my objections had no effect as she bustled from task to task. She stopped, suddenly, and turned to me.

“That should be enough packing. Fortunately, you will be with me through the whole journey. You can finish answering my questions then.”

If I’d thought traveling with Renn was troublesome, traveling with Jalla was bound to be much worse.
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Chapter Eleven
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“But why is Savette the Chosen One?” Jalla asked again. 

It had taken only a few hours for the troops and retainers to assemble in front of the city for the journey ahead. I was shocked at how quickly they could assemble, but Jalla kept saying they were the best in Baojang, and maybe she had a point.

“Because the Ibrenicus Prophecies say she is. She’s fulfilling all their signs.”

“And this is what ... a code of honor, perhaps? It is to your honor to trust this book?” She had Talsan’s book in her hands and she poured over the text from her place behind me in Raolcan’s saddle. As soon as the massive caravan had started to move she’d given loud instructions to Raolcan to circle the group, so she could keep an eye on things. And for some reason, he’d obliged. Why he would do that when he usually didn’t like being ordered about was beyond me.

I like her.

Of course, he did. Just like he’d liked Savette when I still wasn’t sure of her. He seemed to like arrogant girls.

It’s why I like you.

I gritted my teeth. I was not arrogant.

“So, if I fulfilled these prophecies, would that make me the Chosen One?”

“Well, you haven’t, so it doesn’t matter.” The constant questioning was wearing on my patience.

“I could try. Some of these don’t seem very hard. They’re all about bringing light here and there. I could just wander around with a lantern and fulfill half of these.” Because that wasn’t at all insulting. “Or you could. Would you like to be the Chosen One?”

Unbidden, a flash of Savette came to my mind, clear as a reflection in a still pond. Two men who looked like Castelan’s kneeled before her, swearing allegiance. I leapt when I heard her voice in my mind. ‘Amel? Is that you?’

The vision snapped away, leaving me gasping. I’d seen her again. And this time, she had sensed me, too.

“Amel? Did you hear me? Would you want to be the Chosen One?”

I sighed. “I think I’d just like to be anything other than your slave.”

“Ha! I’ll let you think about that for a minute. Anything? There are a lot worse things to be than my slave. I’m good company, incredibly adept in the arts of war, an excellent leader to my people, and destined for greatness. You’re going to get to join me for all of it. Oh, and I speak the language here. Which is something you’ll need to learn now that you are going to be living with my people.”

I ground my teeth together. Gritting them just wasn’t helping me keep my frustrations inside. How could Raolcan like this?

It’s very entertaining.

“Can I ask a question?” I asked.

“It is to your honor that you requested my consent first.”

I rolled my eyes. At least she wouldn’t see that from behind me. 

“What sort of test will Rakturan have to pass when he gets to A’cauib?

“The same test your friend Renn failed.”

“You mean he’s got to grab that thing and hope it doesn’t kill him or drive him insane?”

“If all he has is hope, then it will certainly kill him.” She sounded indifferent.

“Well, what else could he have? There’s no test to pass or trial of skill. Who would even want to try that?”

“Ha! Well, you’re an unambitious people in the Dominion, aren’t you? Many of our young men and women want to free our ancestor’s artifacts and take a chance at becoming ruler of all Baojang. And they do a lot more than hope. The test involves more than just grabbing those handles. It will plumb the depths of the one who challenges it. It will only open for the pure of heart. It will only open to the one who holds truth in his palm and wisdom in his heart. It will only open for the one who passes a test of the mind.”

“Well, I’m surprised no one has opened it yet if that’s all it takes.” I wasn’t usually sarcastic, but Jalla was bringing out the worst in me. The more confident she was, the more irritated I became. After all, if she was as capable as she claimed, I would never be free of her.

“Those things are not so simple, slave.” She shifted behind me. “Tell me more about this book. I’m not sure I like this part.” She began to read from Talsan’s book again. “And one will come from the north, burning, burning, Judgment and Wisdom borne by the flow of spirit to spirit, Do not speak to us of the times that follow, For they shall be as a dream of death as a nightmare walking.”

“I’ve read that one before,” I said, noncommittally. I was watching the caravan below, noting how the horse divisions reacted immediately to any command, how the shoal of Sentries in the air flew in perfect formation, how the retainers even marched like soldiers. These were formidable people. This dry, rocky land was no match for them.

“Nightmare. In our language, that is ‘Ya’kar.’”

“Your version of the Dusk Covenant. The arrow through the spiral.”

“Very good, slave. Yes, it says the times that follow will be like the Ya’kar walking. I don’t like that. I think that part should be ripped out.”

I heard a tearing sound and spun in the saddle. My head felt light. She hadn’t actually torn the book, had she? I snatched the torn page from the air as she let it go. We’d almost lost a page! Quickly, I grabbed the Ibrenicus Prophecies back from her.

“Don’t be so touchy about a book,” Jalla said, her mouth quirking with humor.

“You tore it!” There was accusation in my voice. Gently, I replaced the page, but now it was torn, and I would have to be more careful with it. I wouldn’t find another copy here.

“I didn’t like what it said. I don’t think it’s a very good holy book.”

“Because it doesn’t say what you want it to? I’ve seen the prophecies in this book come true. I’ve seen the warnings come true. What you think about it has nothing to do with that! Don’t ever rip my book again!”

“That’s not a very respectful tone, slave.”

I made a frustrated sound through my teeth and quickly tucked my book away. From now on, I’d need to read it in private where Jalla couldn’t destroy it.

“Do you happen to have a deck of cards?” She asked. “Let’s fly up ahead and pay a few rounds. I’m bored circling the army.”
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Chapter Twelve
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We sat on the highest peak of the mountains close to A’caiub – the cursed place where Renn touched the handles and doomed me to a life of slavery.

Dramatic much?

Our playing cards were laid out on a boulder where we could play and Jalla could drink wine from her waterskin – she hadn’t even brought water it turned out – while I could give her frequent reports about the approaching armies.

“How is our caravan?” she asked, playing a Dominar card. “My but your ruler card is plain. It needs some astral signs to liven it up a bit.”

“They are progressing the same as they were an hour ago,” I said. “I think they’ll arrive at the bowl of A’cauib tomorrow morning.”

“They’ll camp for the night. So, they won’t make it until midday.”

Why did she even ask me if she already knew?

“And the others?” She asked, clearing the boulder and reshuffling the cards. She’d won that hand, too. She won nearly all the hands and she was not a courteous winner. “You should practice this more. You’re terrible.”

“There is a large caravan from the East. I can finally make out the banners – crescent moons on a field of green.”

“The Crescent Prince. I wondered if he would really come. I like that kind of confidence.”

“But we didn’t invite him ... did we?”

“We invited everyone,” she said, dealing the next hand.

“Even our enemies?”

“He’s not my enemy yet. We shall see what happens at A’cauib.”

“There are two other caravans from the west. They don’t seem to be traveling together although one is much larger than the other.”

“And A’cauib?”

I turned to look in the direction of the bowl. It was hard to make out specifics without Raolcan’s help. 

Stragglers continue to wander in from the mountains. There are perhaps a hundred gathered in the bowl now.

“About a hundred gathered.”

“Good.” She took another sip of wine. “When our caravan makes camp, we will join them.”

“Shouldn’t we be doing something productive right now?” I was itching to be active. Too much was depending on us. I didn’t want to cool our heels playing cards.

“I am doing something productive. I’m teaching my slave to be a decent card player. At this rate, it’s going to take all day.”

I sighed.

“And then we’ll work on weeding out those sighs. They don’t make you a more attractive companion. They don’t actually do anything.”

I was getting better at playing cards by the time the sun began to sink low in the sky and Jalla’s retainers started to set up camp. I’d won a half a dozen hands and even surprised Jalla once. 

“There’s hope for you yet!” she’d said as we packed up our things and remounted Raolcan. We’d wasted an entire day sitting in the sun playing games. 

I never call a day sleeping in the sun a waste.

“My retinue will want to see me. They’ll have my tent ready,” Jalla explained as Raolcan kicked off the mountain. I was watching the Crescent Prince’s caravan. The dust cloud following it looked larger than I would have expected from a caravan that size. 

“How many people in that group are yours?” I asked, absently. Were they riding fast? Was that why there was more dust? Or was it a trick of the wind?

“About sixty retainers and three hundred soldiers.” Jalla tone was indifferent.

“Three hundred?!” 

“I told you, I am a war leader. What did you think that meant? I don’t play cards all the time. It’s just wisdom to know when to push and when to have a few drinks and play a round of cards in the sun.”

Truth.

“Stop gawking,” she said indulgently. “Everyone will think you’re a fool.”

We landed beside her pavilion – which she planned I’d share with her – at the same time that the sun finally dipped over the horizon. I couldn’t shake the idea that there was something more to that dust cloud than I thought. It haunted me as I joined Jalla for dinner. It bothered me as I attended to Raolcan’s needs. It filled my thoughts as I drifted off to sleep.

Why couldn’t I put my finger on what it was?
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Chapter Thirteen

[image: image]


My dreams were torrid and troubling. I slipped several times into raging battles featuring Savette at the heart of the battle, her light of Truth bursting Ifrits into shadowy rags and leveling ranks of savage Dusk Covenant soldiers as they charged her. Around her, loyal Dominion soldiers fought on foot, on horse, and on dragon in massive waves of hot human passion. Savette looked faintly ill as she fought and no wonder. I tried not to see the broken homes and shattered walls around her. I tried even more not to see the shattered and broken bodies of men and dragons. Twice, she looked me right in the eye. 

“Amel,” she said the first time and then the second time her bright eyes – no blindfold on them when she was fighting – pierced mine and she said, “Bring me allies. We fight and die without them.”

I woke from my dreams gasping, sweat pouring down my brow. I drank a little from the waterskin by my bed, the night air chilling my sweat and making me feel clammy. I didn’t like sleeping in Jalla’s regal pavilion. It would be far more comfortable cuddled against Raolcan’s side.

And then maybe you wouldn’t wake me with your dreams. I have my own dreams troubling me.

What was he dreaming about?

Shonan has brokered his treaty with Haz’drazen. Neither my kin nor your friend are entirely pleased. This treaty will mean change. Change always hurts – even good change.

So, he at least had fulfilled his mission.

Not quite. The treaty must be ratified by the Troglodytes. They may have their own provisions to add.

I swallowed and rolled over, trying to fall asleep again. It was long hours before I managed it. The Troglodytes gift to us was both a blessing and a curse.

This time I dreamed of Leng. He flew above a sea of soldiers marching over a grassy plain. They seemed to be together and I almost smiled before I saw his feverish face. He clung to Ahlskibi’s neck like a child to his mother. 

“I feel you out there, Amel. Return to me,” he muttered. “Where are you?”

Not close enough. Never close enough when he needed me. Was he ill or injured? Worry gnawed at me.

I gasped as the vision faded, morphing now into Shonan flying on the back of Rasipaer. Around them were more dragons than I’d ever seen in one place in every color known to me. And was that a color I’d never seen before? He looked worried, his neck stretched forward as if that could bring him to his goal more quickly. Where did Shonan fly with so many dragons?

I saw that, too. He flies to ratify the treaty with the Troglodytes. 

But he wasn’t underground. He’d been flying over a long archipelago of islands. 

There are things you don’t know about the dragon lands.

I would have asked what they were, but I was pulled away by a vision of Hubric standing on a stool in a dark room. Hundreds of people clustered around in silence as he spoke urgently and then the door broke in and screams filled my mind. 

This time when I woke, I didn’t bother going back to sleep. There was no rest for anyone who was forced to watch the perils of their friends. All the dreams told me was that we must hurry. Playing cards and sipping wine was so far removed from what my friends were doing that I wanted to pull out my hair and scream. How was I going to bring them the help they needed? How could I steer this to that goal? 

I slipped out of the tent, wandering between the banked fires and silent tents of the camp. It was cool here at night and I wrapped my arms around myself. I stopped at the edge of the camp, looking up at the foreign moon – so different and yet so the same as the one I had seen from my home. How many people had watched the moon in hope or fear or suffering? How many had poured out their hearts under that solitary cold eye in the covering darkness of night? 

With our friends fighting desperately to the south, and Rakturan and I stymied here in the north, it felt so hopeless to even try to win this battle. Even if Rakturan won the artifact and claimed it and the people rallied to him, what then? Would the Crescent Prince just let that go? What if he fought back? How long would we be embroiled in battle here? Even if we won it might be too late.

What if we returned to the Dominion only to find a smoking wreckage where once a thriving land stood? A place with no skycities or Dragon School, no Castelans or rules. I chewed my lip. What would I do to prevent that? What could I do? One crippled Dragon Rider could only do so much, but if I could do more, I would. If I could speed up our mission here so that we could bring Savette the support she needed – if I could just press my finger in the right spot so that everything rolled back into place... 

I had a sneaking suspicion that the Troglodytes’ gift had given me the information I needed to do that, if only I could figure it out. I needed to think and then I needed to act – and to hope that I had chosen wisely. What had Jalla said about hope? That if that was all you had then you were a fool. But maybe hope was stronger than she thought if it was combined with gritted teeth and an absolute certainty that I would do whatever it took to save my friends, my family, and my Dominion.
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Chapter Fourteen
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It was almost as if fate had a hand in when the caravans would arrive. 

“How could they all know so quickly?” I asked aloud as Rakturan’s caravan and the caravan from the Crescent Prince converged on the bowl below where Raolcan circled. Gahteen’s caravan had arrived only an hour ago, warriors forming up into deadly patterns along the edges of the bowl and retainers quick to set up tents and begin cook fires. 

“My father sent pigeons, and you stated that Rakturan was already on his way here. The timing is simply coincidence.”

Raolcan dove toward the bowl, spiraling down toward the wide platform where Gahteen waited. Rakturan’s caravan was already slowing their approach, dust kicking up behind them.

“And the Crescent Prince?” The dust trail behind his caravan still troubled me. It seemed strange – larger, perhaps.

“He must have spies watching,” Jalla said, avoiding the question, though I was sure she’d admitted yesterday to telling him about this meeting. She was sharpening a knife as Raolcan landed beside Gahteen. “Tell your dragon to stand to the side so he doesn’t accidentally flame someone he doesn’t like.”

Well, that was just rude.

She understands me too well.

I needed to get out of this enslavement, and fast.

Have you noticed that ‘slavery’ with her isn’t that bad? She treats you more like a protégé than anything else – eating with her, playing cards with her, sleeping in her tent. It could be a lot worse.

I waited nervously, bouncing up and down on my good foot and leaning into my crutch as Rakturan approached with two dozen guards. The rest of his entourage waited at the back of the bowl – and so did Enkenay, strangely enough. I would have expected him to approach the ledge with his rider.

He is an odd one, even for a White. And he is free. He is not bound to Rakturan.

Overnight the center of the bowl had filled with people. 

“The warriors of lesser tribes and communities,” Jalla had explained. Whoever they were, they waited with the tense look of expectation. Whatever happened here, they would be witnesses.  “If Rakturan succeeds in winning the artifact, he will rule Baojang as the leader of leaders. Only those in attendance today will be considered for lesser positions – the ruling of tribes or leading of armies. Everyone who came hopes that if he succeeds they will gain honor, too.”

It seemed like a silly way to do things, but everything here was the opposite of how I would do it. If I kept complaining about it, I’d have to complain all day. At least they wouldn’t all become slaves just for showing up ... I hoped.

“You will stay beside me, slave,” Jalla said. She was going to have to start calling me by my name. 

At the same moment, Rakturan leapt up the stairs leading to the platform, two at a time and seized Gahteen’s hand in a warm clasp.

“Uncle,” he said, “I trust my message found you well?”

“Well enough to watch you grasp the thorns, my nephew.” His grin was smug.

Rakturan startled before grabbing hold of himself. “The thorns? I was not certain that would be-”

“Your representative has sworn on your behalf.” Gahteen smiled, but his eyes were watching Rakturan like a desert hawk’s. “By honor, you are bound.”

Rakturan bowed stiffly, sparing me a baleful glance. “By honor, I accept.”

“Prince Rakturan,” I began but he cut me off with a chop of his hand. 

“The Crescent Prince also approaches.”

Gahteen nodded. “Then take your place beside the Kah’deem. Jalla may serve as your second.”

“Amel will be my second,” Rakturan said icily. There was no approval in his eyes when he looked at me.

But he still wants you to be the one to back him up.

“Your messenger is now my daughter’s slave,” Gahteen objected. Rakturan’s eyebrows rose over the white blindfold he wore, but his features softened. 

Exactly, Rak. You aren’t the only one thrown into a ridiculous situation based only on someone else’s traditions.

“I would be honored to have Jalla as my second,” he said, but he looked away from us coldly, moving to the side of the strange metal contraption. I tried not to look at it as he took up a place beside one of the handles. 

Sweat dripped down my spine but I had no real reason to be upset. After all, these people could only take me as a slave once.

But they could kill you. They haven’t done that yet.

Thanks for the reminder. 

Jalla stood at Rakturan’s back, snapping her fingers at me when I wasn’t quick enough to join her.

Gahteen stepped between the strange machine that held the artifact – the Kah’deem – and the crowd gathering in the bowl.  He looked almost as if he were conducting a wedding when he raised his arms and began to speak.

Rakturan interrupted him, “If it pleases you, could we speak in Dominion?” 

Gahteen looked surprised, but he nodded and began again. Rakturan was still my ally, despite our mutual predicaments.

“We have gathered here under the burning eye of the sun and in the presence of all who could be quickly gathered, to witness the trial and winnowing of Rakturan, Dark Prince of Baojang. We will witness this day and give true testimony to any who asks of what we have seen here. Are we agreed?”

There was a roar from the crowd and I watched as many warriors produced spears and began to wave them in the air as they screamed their approval. A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed. 

A simple ‘yes’ would not express their feelings on this. This is a sacred ceremony to them.

“Does any here wish to stand against the Dark Prince and be tried alongside him?” Gahteen asked in a deep musical tone. This must be part of the ceremony. There were shouts of denial as a cloud of dust rolled into the bowl.

I coughed, clutching my sides as Rakturan doubled over, coughing, too. Coughs sounded around us and as the dust began to settle a man with a sleek face and oiled hair emerged from the dust on the back of a black stallion. I shivered as his face became clear. The last time I’d seen it, he had sentenced me to death.

The Crescent Prince had arrived. And he was not alone. Not all of the dust settled. Instead, along the southern rim of the bowl, a long line of warriors stood, watching their prince with eyes like fiery infernos. With a sinking sensation, I realized why those dust clouds had looked too big. They were filled with Ifrits.
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Chapter Fifteen
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“I’ll stand against the Dark Prince,” the Crescent Prince said, with a predatory look in his eye as he leapt down from the back of his horse. His horse pawed the ground until a retainer rushed forward to take him by the bridle. He was almost as fiery-eyed as the Ifrits – and no wonder. No horse would want to ride with real demons on his trail.

Gahteen’s mouth twisted, but this was obviously part of the ceremony, so he said, “What is the reason for your challenge, O Prince?”

The Crescent Prince’s men rushed to fill the remainder of the basin as he spoke to their booming cheers. “Bao’jang needs a leader who leads from strength and protects her interests. We need a Prince to rule all Princes who will make us strong and powerful, unable to be conquered or dictated to by foreign nations. I am that man, and I will prove it on the thorns of the Kah’deem here today.”

He stepped forward to stand at a handle opposite to Rakturan’s and my gaze skittered across him as much as it slid off the Kah’deem. He left an aftertaste of fear in my mind even when he wasn’t speaking. 

“Have you a second?” Gahteen asked, loudly.

“I need no second, for I shall not fail.”

“The Crescent Prince – Rhuti Alandim – is accepted as challenger. Let the winnowing begin,” Gahteen said. “What our ancestors set in motion, let no man or woman interfere with. The Kah’deem shall test each heart and mind. It shall plumb you to the core. Only the one who opens the Kah’deem will claim the Pipe of Wings as a symbol to us all that he is our rightful ruler. Do the participants accept these terms?”

“Yes,” Rakturan said, his eyes locked on the Crescent Prince’s.

“Yes,” the Prince echoed.

“And do the people accept these terms as witnesses?” Gahteen asked the crowd. 

There were cheers of assent.

“And if the men here fall today, their blood is on their own heads, for they chose this test. Their seconds – if there are any – will lead their people far from here in great haste and never again will either man have the right to challenge the Kah’deem again. Are all agreed?”

I saw Rakturan and the Crescent Prince agree, but the sound of their voices was drowned out by the screaming of the crowds and my eyes were distracted as they flickered over to the Ifrits again. I did not trust them so close to us – not even when they were silent and staring like they were right now.

I don’t trust them either. They will pounce on us all the second they can.

“Remember honor,” Gahteem said, and then he lowered his hands and walked to Rakturan. “I shall confirm your grip on the arm of the Kah’deem.”

Rakturan was sweating as he grabbed the spiked handle, letting the metal thorns dig hard into his hand as he gripped it. Drops of blood dripped onto the rock beneath it and my breath caught as I watched him. He never broke eye-contact with the Crescent Prince even as his body shook slightly – no doubt from the pain that had stunned Renn when he grabbed that same handle. Jalla made a noise of approval in the back of her throat.

Gahteen nodded his head and raised a hand to cheers from the crowd. He circled to where the Crescent Prince stood. “I shall confirm your grip on the arm.”

Once again, he raised a hand as the Prince tightened his grip over the metal thorns and his blood joined Rak’s in spattering over the rock. Rhuti Alandim also shook with the effort. 

My belly churned as my gaze slipped over the eight other handles around the Kah’deem. What would it be like for ten people to try this at once? I could already feel energy sizzling between Rakturan and the Crescent Prince as they battled both the machine and each other. How did the machine test them? What, exactly did it do to see their value?

“I think you chose your Prince well,” Jalla whispered beside me. “It is rare to see a contest like this last so long.”

“It just started,” I whispered back, surprised. 

“How long did your friend Renn last when he grabbed the handle?”

He’d been knocked unconscious immediately, hadn’t he? And here they were, locked in a duel against each other and the machine. Rakturan’s light seemed to be growing, swelling outward as he focused on the task at hand. But, as his light grew, a slippery feeling of darkness rose up from the other side of the machine – like the taste of bad fish long after you spat the piece out, but the slick oil remained to coat the inside of your mouth. I swallowed down bile at the analogy.

We waited for the first hour in silence, but eventually, the crowd began to lose focus and cookfires sprang up and tea was made. Around us, the only ones still vigilant were Raolcan sitting on his haunches to one side and the long line of soulless dust demons on the other. Which was hardly a fair balance. Enkenay slipped along the edge of the gathering, joining his vigil and Raolcan gave a grunt of approval.

You don’t think we could take them all?

As much as I wished we could, I’d seen them fight. 

I’m not afraid.

That part, I believed.

As the hours passed by, eventually food was served to us and we ate.

“They are in an immense struggle,” Jalla said. “There will be legends of this day.”

“What if they are too well matched?” I worried as I ate. Jalla had been clear. We could eat and drink and take care of necessities, but we could not leave. 

“Someone is always stronger.”

“What if Rakturan fails?” I hadn’t thought he would, but now I couldn’t help but worry. What if his opponent was truly stronger?

“If they both fail, we will tend them. If they live, I will take up his sword and fight for him as the leader of his people. That is what a second is for.”

“And if only Rakturan fails?”

She shifted, made uncomfortable by the question, but I pressed on. 

“Jalla?”

“Then I will take his place at the machine.”

“Your father didn’t mention that in the ceremony.”

She looked around like she was afraid of being overheard even though it was only the two of us and the battling princes. Everyone else had spread out. 

“My father doesn’t know everything.”

“But is that allowed?” I pressed. 

“Anyone can join at any time.” She licked her lips. “If that person dares to take on a fight this big, that will be respected.”

My gaze wandered to the extra handles. At any time. What if Jalla and I both took handles to help Rakturan right now. Could we turn the tide in his favor?

“It’s better if it doesn’t happen. Better if it is just them,” Jalla said, as if reading my mind. “If anyone joins this battle, they will be compelled to fight until either the machine opens up, or everyone else is incapacitated. If I grabbed a handle now I could hurt Rakturan’s chances as much as help them.”

So, all we could do was sit and watch under the heat of the sun. 

I was almost certain that Jalla didn’t know that I could hear her when she muttered, “It might be worth it.” 
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Chapter Sixteen
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At dusk, they lit fires all around the platform as the other princes who came to witness the battle ate and drank together. Despite the line of terrifying Ifrits frozen into place along the bowl, people were beginning to loosen up. Proximity had eased their anxiety about the Ifrits. There was even the occasional laughter from around cookfires. But all eyes were trained almost constantly on us.

Twice, I almost thought I saw an Ifrit twitch as if he might take a step toward us. I hadn’t eaten a bite. I couldn’t shake the feeling that they might descend at any time and dash our bodies on the rocks. I’d seen it before. It was no idle imagining.

The Crescent Prince still stood tall and straight, his eyes fixed on Rakturan, but I could sense something had changed in him. I squinted my eyes, trying to determine what it was. Was it his posture? One of his feet had moved to behind him, perhaps simply to adjust his position. They must both be feeling stiff and tired by now.

It was, perhaps, an hour after dark that the first vision flashed in my head. The armies Leng was flying with had crossed into the plains west of Dominion City. He was seeing the city in the fading light of sunset. I could almost taste his excitement at seeing the sprawling sky city after traveling so far. He was speaking to two men – Castelans, and a gorgeous young woman in battle armor. I felt a twinge of envy at that. Did he see how easily she moved despite the weight of her armor? Did he ever think that maybe he would be better off with a girl who was so healthy? She could give him so much more than me-

“Amel,” Jalla whispered from beside me. I ignored her, trying to pull the vision back as it escaped me. No use. I sighed. Her voice turned to a hiss. “Slave!”

“You called?” I clenched my jaw in irritation.

“Don’t drift off! We can’t afford distraction.”

My visions were not distractions. Somehow, they would help me fight with my friends. I just needed to trust that. I sank to the ground, sighing at the relief in my leg. Standing all day on one leg was exhausting. Jalla folded her arms over her chest, not willing to give in to weakness like I was. But as the minutes wore on, I saw her gaze linger on me more than once before she sighed and sat, too.

“This is the longest battle I’ve ever heard of.”

“Maybe this time someone will open that machine up,” I said. I could almost swear that something was moving inside it now, but the way my gaze slid over the actual structure made it hard to be certain. A very faint whirr seemed to linger in the air.

“Unlikely.”

“Why battle at all if no one believes it can be opened?” I asked.

“It’s important – traditional. Traditions have a weight of their own, whether or not they are true.”

“But-”

I had meant to say more, but a vision hit me so hard that I nearly fell over – maybe I did fall over. Shonan’s face in the last light of dusk looked desperate. He clung to the neck of Rasiapaer as they flew. Behind them, gouts of fire and screams followed.

I sucked in a breath, shuddering. Maybe Rakturan’s relic could stop visions. I would pay good money for that. 

“Amel!” Jalla’s tone was so full of hope that my eyes shot open and I scrambled back to a seated position. I really had been knocked over. 

I followed her gaze to see the Crescent Prince sink to one knee. I gasped, gaze rushing to Rakturan. He leaned forward, sweat dripping on the machine as the whirring noise grew louder. There! Something was moving in the machine! With a rapid series of clunks, a set of cage supports opened outward like a blooming flower. I squinted, forcing myself to look at the cage. It wasn’t fully open, but the outermost layer of the cage had opened outward, forming a flower-like shelf around the rest of the cage. They’d done something!

“It’s working,” I breathed.

When Jalla didn’t answer, I risked a glance at her. Her mouth was open in a silent “O.”

“Jalla!” I nudged her. “What happens next?”

She was shaking like a leaf. Jalla! The crazy war leader with the big sword and the desire to take people as slaves. She shouted something in her own language. There was a cry from across the bowl and then a rush of feet as people hurried to where we were. I stood up, excitement filling me. Rakturan was going to win! He was going to do this!

A gust of wind made me sway against my crutch, but my eyes were fixed on Rakturan. He looked undaunted. His features were set in determined lines as he stared across at his opponent. He had the strength for this. His opponent had dropped to both knees now, almost hanging off the handle to keep him from slumping to the rock floor. 

I almost cheered, the excitement was so heady. Jalla was explaining something in her quick, consonant-heavy tongue and then all of a sudden, she screamed. I looked up just in time to see a massive Ifrit cross the last foot to the Kah’deem and grab one of the handles in a smoky palm. His form flickered and coalesced only to spread out in a cloud of dust again and reform. But the smoke never left the handle.

No wonder the Crescent Prince hadn’t brought up a second. He had a whole line of them and they were massive, otherworldly, and terrifying.
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Chapter Seventeen
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The next few minutes were measured between heartbeats. The Ifrit turned his gaze on me, his furnace eyes making my knee like jelly. I swayed on my crutch, gasping for a breath. My lungs were frozen. They wouldn’t take a breath.

Thud.

His gaze swung to Rakturan, and before my eyes, the Dark Prince crumpled like a mighty tree falling. He swayed, back and forth, starting small and then rocking further and further, side to side, and then dropped to his knees, both hands wrapped around the handle of the cage. 

Thud.

Rakturan clung to the handle as the Crescent Prince finally lost his grip, splaying across the rock, his face falling with a smack into the small pool of blood that had gathered beneath the handle. I watched with horror as he twitched, spreading the blood across the rock in fast-drying trails.

Thud.

My vision blurred for a moment as I steadied myself on the crutch. If Rakturan let go of his handle, there would only be the Ifrit left. Would that mean the Ifrit was now the leader of Baojang? What other power might that artifact give him? But what would it mean to challenge a dust demon in this test when a mere man was such a difficult opponent? I swayed a single step forward.  

Thud.

Jalla yelled out something and I looked over my shoulder to see people packed around the platform, shoulder to shoulder, body to body, their faces displaying multiple iterations of the same gasp of horror.

Thud.

I snapped into a vision of Savette - in a white tabard now, edged with gold – fighting in the moonlight on the top of a hill. Her people were surrounded by a grim army below. The light in her eyes was fainter. She turned to me, as if she could see me there in spirit. 

“Help him,” she said, her expression desperate.

Thud.

I gritted my teeth and took a second step forward. 

Thud.

“The Dark Prince needs our help,” Jalla screamed, rushing forward. She was going to grab a handle, wasn’t she? But she wasn’t up to this challenge. I knew that, without knowing how. I knew that if Rakturan – loyal to Savette as no one else was, and with the light of Truth in his eyes – if he couldn’t fight off the Ifrit, then Jalla certainly could not. 

Thud.

Or at least, not alone. I took a third step, this time with purpose in my heart. My palm tingled at the thought of grabbing that spiked handle. Fear shot through me, cold and acid. I swallowed it down, wiped my palm on my thigh, and seized the handle. 

Thud.

Pain burst through me and I gritted my teeth as I tightened my grip. I wouldn’t let go now. Not until it was done. Jalla was yelling something, but I didn’t even listen. There was work to do now. She could call me “slave” and order me around when this was all done. 

Thud.

My vision went white.
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I was in a camp sitting beside a fire with a ring of others. Everyone looked tired as they sipped hot drinks from battered metal cups.

“Even with our forces combined, our numbers are even with theirs,” one of the women said eventually. Her clothing marked her as a soldier – high ranking, I thought.

I reached for my own cup and startled. My hand was much larger than usual. Calloused. Manly. 

“If we attack before first light, we run the risk of losing men in the dark,” a second woman said. She looked like she ate dragon scales for breakfast. “The sky is heavy with clouds and torches would give away our positions.”

“But we can see the fighting on the hill,” one of the men said. A Castelan by his fine clothing and armor. “Those are our allies. If we delay, they may not survive until morning.”

I followed his gaze to a hill in the distance where light flashed from time to time.

“It only started when we pitched our tents – less than an hour ago,” the first woman said. “We don’t really know how many allies are there – our scouts didn’t see them. We only got a good look at the enemy camp.”

“But Leng Shardson said the Chosen One fights with light. What if that is her out there? What if she needs us?” the Castelan asked. He looked at me. “Do you think it is her, Shardson? Should we attack tonight?”

I was in Leng’s body! Somehow this machine had taken it over! In the distance, I saw a flash of light – definitely Savette. Was the Ifrit being asked to make choices on the other side? What devilish plans would he approve?

I needed to speak up. Everyone was looking at me. But I was no military leader! I had a sudden feeling that my answer would make a difference not only for Leng and Savette but also for the test back at the Kah’deem. I swallowed. 

“We need to risk it. By tomorrow, it might be too late.”

Pain shot through me, so powerful that I couldn’t see, couldn’t think, couldn’t even scream. There was a flash and I was back on the platform in the bowl, facing the Ifrit. His eyes were wilder than usual, flame bursting from them. I sucked in a gasp of breath. The pain was dulled. Still there. Not gone. But not as sharp, either.

I was there with you. I felt that.

I wasn’t alone! But how could Raolcan be there, too?

“You can’t fail us, Amel, straighten up. Fight!” Jalla was as enjoyable as ever. But I noticed that she hadn’t grabbed a handle. I sensed her beside me and out of the corner of my eye, I could see she was bandaging Rakturan’s hand. He was sprawled across her lap, unconscious, the light in his eyes so faint that even though the blindfold had slipped off, it hardly seemed to matter.

I think your choices are being judged. Choose well and you are rewarded. Choose poorly ... well, even the reward hurts. Try to see if you can open that cage somehow. I wonder if those handles do anything.

I gritted my teeth and twisted at the handle, gasping when something clicked, and a second layer of the cage opened up like a clock-work onion. 

Yes!

I tried again but it wouldn’t budge. My victory was short lived.
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At least I was expecting it this time. 

When I shifted, my first reaction was to take in clues, but I’d expected a battlefield or at least some place I could identify and this was neither of those things. Around me, everything was black with the thick blackness of suffocating darkness. Only faint outlines in a light blue so faint I could barely make it out showed some sort of landscape. It was like the shadow of a light after the light was extinguished. I tried to keep my breath even as I grew used to seeing the world in shades of black. There were walls around me – pretty far away, like I was in the center of a large room – and they went up, up, up until I couldn’t make out the blue outlines anymore. It was like I was in the world’s most massive underground cave. I thought I heard the trickling of water and then a shuffling sound drew my attention. I gasped as a single Troglodyte walked into view, his glowing, translucent skin bright as the moon in this black world.

ARE YOU AGREED, THEN? YOU WILL REMOVE THIS PRETENDER?

They must be speaking to Shonan about the false Dominar! Shonan hadn’t been decided on that when last I saw him, but my own mind was made up. Still, I hesitated. I shouldn’t answer on his behalf, shouldn’t take his free will. Hadn’t Rakturan been angry with me for making promises on his behalf about the Kah’deem? What made this any different?

WELL?

“Yes,” I said. It was best for him and best for everyone. I screwed up my courage. I was the one making the decision at the moment. I would make the right one, even if it wasn’t the one he would want me to make.

AND WILL YOU TAKE HIS PLACE?

Something shoved me out of control of Shonan so suddenly that I was still reeling when he said, “No.” Was that what he really wanted? What was happening? A feeling of malevolence reached out to me from his direction and in horror, I realized what had happened. The Ifrit was here in this test, and he had wrested Shonan from me and answered on his behalf. 

NO? YOU INSULT US!

I pushed back as hard as I could. Whatever Shonan wanted, he wouldn’t want to be taken over by a demon. I had to stop this. I hit up hard against something, mentally, and then pushed a second time, feeling it give against my thrust. 

“No insult is meant,” I gasped. How did I recover from this without losing the dragons as allies? “I will remove him so that the person of your choice may take his place. The Troglodyte Elders should choose.”

Was it enough? They seemed mollified, but I didn’t get to hear if they were. I was snatched away, gasping as I gripped the pain handle and wracked with shudders of bone-breaking pain rippling through me. Across the Kah’deem, the Ifrit rocked in fear. I wasn’t the only one experiencing this pain. Maybe the pain was even worse if you didn’t get your goal. 

There was a snick sound from within the cage, but nothing else happened. I took a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for the next trial. What if the Ifrit was stronger this time? What if I couldn’t keep him away? What if the stakes were too high and something terrible happened? I wasn’t ready. I needed a minute to breathe.

Just breathe. It will be okay.

I was plunged head-first into someone else’s consciousness. We were running over the rooftops in a strange city. Far out on the horizon, light flickered and flared like a battle was being fought. My lungs ached with every breath like I’d been running so long I’d worn them ragged. Behind me, someone half-sobbed and her footsteps skidded. There was a strangled cry and I spun to see Haskell slip on the roof tile and slide over the edge of the roof. I scrambled down to where she was, my old joints aching, my muscles stiff. She’d caught the edge of the roof and was hanging, mutely, on the edge, her teeth gritted in fear.

My eyes widened at the drop. We were on the very edge of a sky city. In the dark, I couldn’t even see the ground below her. I stabilized myself and crouched down to grab her wrist. Wind buffeted us, rocking her feet as they hung limply beneath her. I could already hear the sounds of our pursuers growing louder, but there wasn’t time to think of that. Somehow, I knew we had something important with us – I had something important with me – that couldn’t get into their hands. 

“Leave me,” Haskell whispered, but I shook my head, grabbing her arm tighter and pulling upward.

“Never.” 

Her other hand slipped and she lost her grip, sending me sprawling forward at the sudden weight. I caught my balance and pulled, the grip of my hands on hers the only thing holding her from death.

I felt a mental nudge against me and I gritted my teeth, pulling harder. Another nudge - rougher this time – left me seeing stars and grunting as I fought dizziness and Haskell’s weight all at once. I couldn’t drop her. I couldn’t let that happen. 

The next blow hit me so hard that I spun wildly from Hubric’s head. I seemed to be looking from far away. Hubric lost his grip and Haskell fell away, silent still despite her fate – like an angel flying in the wrong direction. 

The look on Hubric’s face tore through me like the tip of a spear. Horror and loss left his eyes hollow. His hand reached up to clutch his chest, his mouth working though no words or scream escaped it.

I blinked, and I was back to the Kah’deem, tears streaming down my face. I was on both knees, shaking like a leaf, but this time the physical pain was nothing to what I was feeling in my heart. I’d betrayed him. Unwillingly, certainly, but I had. No wonder so many leaders had gone insane gripping these handles. No wonder some had died. 

Hold on, Amel. Don’t give up.

But I had to give up, didn’t I? Because who was left? Only Savette. And if I let the Ifrit take her choices from her, then all was lost. 

But if you give up, he will be the only one left to make those choices. You have to stop him!

No. I couldn’t. I needed to just let go.

STOP HIM

Was I imagining things, or had a Troglodyte just spoken to me?

I didn’t have time to find out.
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I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it.

And then I was standing on a hill, the wind whipping my hair around me as my soldiers fought on every side. We were outnumbered and surrounded. Cold wind and rain slashed through my light dress and tabard, but I stood tall. They couldn’t see me flinch. It would make them quaver, too. 

An Ifrit attack plunged deep into the heart of my lines around the crown of the hill. I heard the shouts first and then the clash of metal on metal. I spun, raising my hands, feeling the truth fill me. This must not hap- 

Control was wrested from me by the Ifrit, but I fought back. How did he do it the first time? He’d nudged me. The battlefield was in chaos as Ifrits burst up from all sides. Soldiers – some Dominion just like us, others Baojang – attacked, rolling over our battle lines and breaching the defenses. Screams surrounded me as our men and women fell before them. A burst of Red dragons swooped past, flaming at the Ifrits in a complicated maneuver as beautiful as it was useless, against the terrifying foes. If the Ifrit had Savette there would be no hope.

He doesn’t have me. He is simply blocking me. 

Was that her?

Who else would it be?

But she was fading. She fell to her knees, sweat breaking out along her forehead. As the light began to fade from Savette’s eyes, I pushed back mentally as hard as I could, thinking about Savette. She thought of the world in complicated tangles. She saw truth in everything. What was the truth here?

Unbidden, the words of the prophecy came to me, In the dark of night in the heat of battle, in the fire and flood, mercy comes. The strength of a friend to fight off demons, at the push of an ally, the enemy runs.

There was a prophecy about me! How could it mean anything else? I pushed with all my might, thrusting the Ifrit aside. Savette – me – surged to my feet, light springing to my fingertips. I directed it at the nearest Ifrit, not pausing to watch him explode to dust before focusing on the next, and the next, and the next. I felt the Ifrit battering at my mind, but I didn’t need to work to keep him out. He was never meant to be in this mind. He had no place here. I did. I was the friend who was here to lend strength. 

Minute flowed into minute as I fought, watching as our people rallied, surrounding a white banner. The golden sun rose over a hill on the field of white and as it rose back into the air, our soldiers pushed back at the enemy. There were still too few of us – far too few. I slammed the force of Truth into the last Ifrit, a slight smile spreading across my face. Better to die here than anywhere else. Wait. That would mean the Chosen One would die. The smile faded.

A cry rose up from our flank and I spun to see what it was. A new attack? But no, that sounded like cheering. I spun in the other direction as a burst of cheers broke out in front of me. All along our perimeter, groups of people were joining us. They materialized out of nowhere like sudden rain on a sunny day. I didn’t have time to marvel, didn’t have time to join the cheer. I glimpsed – far away – a familiar face – Leng! – before I was swept back to my own reality, the Kah’deem.

I knew I was still there because of the pain washing over me. But no. I couldn’t look, couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything more.

Open your eyes.  

It was too much. I couldn’t handle even one more thing.

Open them!

Opening my eyes was like trying to pry open a chest. Eventually, they opened to a slit just in time to see the Ifrit opposite me burst into a cloud of crystalline dust. Dawn was creeping up over the horizon. It had taken us all night. I opened my mouth to cheer or speak – or do something – but it was dust dry and all I made was a quiet croak. 

Hurry!

Why hurry now? My opponents were gone. Collapsed, or disintegrated. But I couldn’t ignore the urgency in Raolcan’s tone. I twisted the handle, feeling the spikes dig deeper into my tender hand. The last cage around the artifact fell free and with a shing sound, the artifact sprang up out of the rock. I reached out my other hand and grabbed it. 

Use it! Use it now!

And then, finally, I looked up. 

Raolcan was at my side, hunched low as if to defend me. Someone had thrown Rakturan over his back. Jalla stood beside him, spear and sword ready, eyes full of violence. And no wonder. Her warriors surrounded the platform, but the men brought by the Crescent Prince had their own weapons drawn.

I drew a breath. Had there been blood shed yet?

Any moment now....

The first Ifrit in the line of Ifrits took a step forward and as if it was the sound of the trumpet, there was a cry from the Crescent Prince’s men and they rushed forward to clash and clatter against our warriors. 

I let go of the spiked handle, tearing up at the pain in my shredded hand. No time to bandage it. The Ifrits rushed toward us – a line of dust and horror. I lifted the artifact. Now that it was free it felt - strange – almost as if it were alive. I could almost swear it was moving in my hand. But it was still a musical instrument. 

Without knowing what else to do, I lifted it to my lips and blew a single note. Though I didn’t know what to expect, if I had guessed, it would not be what happened next. There was a roar of wind all around us. Sand whipped up, clogging my eyes, filling my ears, I pulled the artifact from my mouth and covered my face with my arm, holding my elbow over my eyes. 

The howling seemed endless. Minute flowed into minute until the roar stilled and the battering of the wind died down.

You can open your eyes now.

The Ifrits had disappeared. Their human allies stood gaping – as shocked as we were.

Jalla snatched the instrument from my lips, a smile on her face. “I’ll take that, slave.”




Dragon School: Pipe of Wings

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter One
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I looked down at the instrument – a pipe? - in Jalla’s shaking hand and up at the empty spot where Ifrits had been descending on us like an avalanche only moments before. 

I had blown a single note. I hadn’t even known what it would do and now the Ifrits were gone. The humans who had supported them were backing up slowly, conscious that they were now outnumbered.

I could still feel the Pipe in my hand as if I were the one holding it, still feel it on my lips as it had been only a moment before. But Jalla was the one holding it above her head, a triumphant look filling her face as her long curly hair swirled in the breeze. Around us, cheers broke out.

“Praise to Jalla,” Prince Gahteen yelled, pride in his eyes.  “War Leader of all Baojang, bearer of the Pipe of Wings and Champion of the Kah’deem!” 

From around us cries rose up, “Praise to Jalla! Praise!”

Skies and stars! Rein in the dragons! It wasn’t Jalla who opened the Kah’deem and took the Artifact! That was Rakturan and me! I was the one who snatched it up and blew it. I was the one who suffered. Look at my hand!

I was worried this might be the case.

I thought that if I won, that I might also win my freedom. How could Jalla keep a person as a slave who had saved them all? I stumbled over to Raolcan. He was steadily watching the fleeing men of the Crescent Prince, like a cat watching a mouse scurry away. There were no Ifrits with them and some of the men at the back of the bowl had saddled up horses and were already chasing them as they fled. 

The thing about slavery in Baojang is that anything good you do will be credited to your master – Jalla. 

If I’d known that, I would have done things differently.

Would you? You were trying to save your friends – including Rakturan.

Where was Rakturan?

Look behind you?

I strained to look past the cheering, dancing crowd as they lifted Jalla up on their shoulders. Someone had set a pallet against the rock cliff and Rakturan was draped across it, still unconscious. He could wait a moment.

I hobbled to where the Crescent Prince lay beneath the Kah’deem. It wasn’t as impressive now that it had been opened. The magic was gone with the artifact and my eyes had no problem looking at the cage that once repelled my gaze.

He was breathing. I knelt down before him and checked him over. His head bled freely from a wound and he wasn’t conscious. A pair of men pushed past me, heaving him up in the air and carrying him away, but I couldn’t stop watching him as he was swallowed by the crowd. They were sweeping us all away now that victory was achieved – both victors and defeated.

You’re in shock. Go sit down somewhere. 

What was Raolcan going to do if I sat down somewhere?

Enkenay and I want to make a sweep to be sure they’ve all left.

I didn’t even know what happened to the Ifrits.

You blew them away with that pipe – like a dream that disappears in the morning. 

But how?

I’m not sure... There were wings – like a million dragonflies flew past. But they only took the Ifrits. I blinked, and it was over. I’m not sure what to think of it. This Pipe is not in dragon legend.

I wasn’t sure what to make of it, either. It was all as unreal as a dream. I stumbled to Rakturan’s cot and sat down on the edge of it.

We’ll be back soon.

I did feel shocked. My hand hurt. I looked down to see it was lacerated and bleeding. The thought of gripping anything with it made me wince. I salvaged a strip of cloth on the pallet for a bandage and wound it carefully around my palm. 

It was morning, but I hadn’t slept all night. The battle was over, but I felt like victory had been snatched from my hands. Almost automatically, I found water, wet a cloth, and dabbed Rakturan’s forehead. Jalla had bandaged his hand, but his face was battered from his fall and dirty smears streaked his face. Cleaning was a good idea. Good for him and good for me.

My hand shook more than I’d expected it to as I cleaned his face. 

You’re in shock. You need rest. See if there is any tea at the fire there. You need something to eat and drink.

I hobbled over to the fire and poured tea, sipping it slowly. I felt so tired that it was hard to think. I couldn’t even be upset when they finished carrying Jalla around and formed a long line, so they could take turns swearing loyalty to her. I sat down beside Rakturan, leaning my back against the rock wall and slowly sipping my tea. 

In the camp, they were slaughtering an animal and building a fire. They would feast soon, despite the early hour.

No signs of hidden enemies. We are safe for tonight.

I watched someone open a crate of pigeons. They flew out in a burst, the light of the morning sun catching the edges of their feathers as they flew out in all directions. I smiled. Flying felt so good. They must be happy to be free.

By nightfall, all of Baojang will know what happened here. Those pigeons aren’t really free. They fly to serve a purpose ... just like us.

I needed Raolcan. I needed a safe place to close my eyes and ... 

I set the mug down beside me. My eyelids were heavy. Just one moment to rest. I closed my eyes.

Sleep carried me away.
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Chapter Two  
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I woke, rubbing my eyes blearily. Pain shot through my hand.

Awake?

I had fallen asleep on the rock beside the pallet Rakturan had been lying on - but now Rakturan was gone, the blankets rumpled and empty. Raolcan’s back was to me, the end of his tail flicking back and forth.

“I’m awake.” Where was Rakturan? Was he safe?

He woke a few hours ago and Jalla called him to her Council. She named him her Kadesh – Right Hand War Leader. That’s like a second in command.

And he was fine with that? After everything? He basically had what he earned stolen from him!

He doesn’t see it that way. He thinks like everyone here in Baojang does. They have a strange code of honor based on years of tradition and careful negotiation. It’s not even written anywhere, people just learn it from growing up in it. Even reading minds, it’s hard for me to grasp all the nuances.

I thought Purples didn’t like listening in on people’s minds unless it was “their” person. 

There was a feeling of chagrin through our mental link. I stood up, awkwardly, my leg stiff and painful from lying on the rock. I eased up on my crutch, shifting my weight until it fit right and cinching the strap before hobbling out to join Raolcan in what he was doing.

The thing is...  he began awkwardly. I tousled my hair and tied my scarves again, limping to where his head was so that I could see him while we spoke. ...the thing is, I’ve grown a little too used to humans. I find myself dipping into their minds by accident.

You do? I was stunned. I followed his gaze jumping backward when I realized the area in front of him was completely filled with Sentries, their riders nowhere to be seen.

I’ve grown tame. He flamed, blasting the closest Sentry, which yelped, zooming away to the other side of the make-shift corral. Someone had set up a net around it. On the other side, Enkenay was grinning, his jaw pressed flat to the rock floor so he could watch the Sentries.

He called that tame?

Yes. It is a shame to all dragons everywhere that I accommodate humans so much. You won’t mention it to anyone, will you? That Enkenay knows is bad enough ...

I laughed. He’d just flamed a Sentry for no reason and he called himself tame? I rested a hand on his snout. 

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“Secret?” I hadn’t heard Jalla sneak up. When I turned, she was standing behind me with her hands on her hips. I didn’t like that look. With her shoulders thrown back and her head held high, she looked like the Great Leader she was. I swallowed.

“Raolcan thinks the Sentries would taste good.”

Nice cover. It has the added benefit of being true. They smell like fish. I love a good salmon, roasted to perfection a second before eating it ... or raw. Really, I’m an easy dragon to get along with.

Jalla laughed. “Tell him to leave them alone. They are your allies now.”

“My allies?” My eyebrows rose.

“I heard what you told me at the Kah’deem.”

I thought hard. What had I said? I couldn’t remember.

“Don’t play coy now,” Jalla said. “When you grabbed that handle instead of me, you told me – loud and clear – that you would die to keep me safe, that you would sacrifice yourself for my fame and honor. I heard you, Amel. I honor your loyalty. You shall be my X’erac.”

“What is an X’erac?”

“My Wing. You will carry me everywhere I need to go and you will be ranked higher than all other flying things in my army – dragons, Sentries, anything else that flies.”

“Mosquitos?” I quipped.

“If we find a way to organize them, then yes.”

Didn’t she know a joke when she heard one? “I need to get back to my land. Savette needs me.”

“Don’t worry. We’re already headed there,” Jalla said. She was holding the Pipe of Wings in her hand, twiddling it back and forth as if she were nervous about something. “First, we will gather at A’beranza so that all the Princes may pay homage. Then we will move to the Dominion and fight back the Ifrits as your Dark Prince promised the Troglodytes. After that, we’ll conquer the Dominion for Baojang. Everyone wins!”

My mouth fell open. “You can’t!”

Her eyes narrowed. “Then you underestimate my capabilities. Don’t make me take back your new role, X’erac. There are other ways to live as my slave. I require someone to lick my boots clean. Would you like that role?”

I gritted my teeth and shook my head.

“And with that useless leg, you can’t march anywhere. As the X’erac you won't have to. I will fly everywhere on the back of your dragon. I’ve taken a liking to him. Oh, and you’ll be happy to hear that the Gold Dragon Rider has recovered and will be joining us on the journey. Though he won’t have your prestigious role as my personal mount’s driver.” She smiled widely. “Eat something. We leave in an hour!”

I watched her go, energy sizzling in her every movement. Around her people came with questions and left with orders. It was easy to see why she was accepted as their leader – if you assumed all the nonsense of getting any honor your slave won was acceptable, that is. What worried me was that she was a force to be reckoned with, she was widely regarded as my owner, and she meant to invade my land and subjugate it. Whenever I thought things couldn’t get more complicated, they did.

Welcome to life. It’s a wild ride but it’s better than the alternative.
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Chapter Three 
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It wasn’t until the third day of travel that I managed to catch Rakturan alone. Every moment from dawn to dusk had been filled with Jalla – transporting her, carrying her things, helping to set up her tent and prepare her food and “polishing” Raolcan’s scales.

“I want him to shine,” she said. “He is the mount of a Prince of Baojang.”

“Aren’t you a Princess?”

She sniffed “I was a Princess, but that doesn’t sound tough enough for the War Leader of all Baojang. I have ordered my followers to address me as Jalla, the Winged Prince.”

My eyebrows rose before I could stop them.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Jalla said. “The Pipe of Wings is mine and it is the symbol of my authority. Best to use it, don’t you think?”

“Have you tried to use it again?”

She flushed and left in a hurry. She’d been trying to use it when no one was looking. I’d seen her doing it. I still wasn’t sure exactly how it worked, but I knew one thing – it didn’t work for Jalla. 

Even at dusk, when Jalla was finally out of my hair for a few hours, she was meeting with her war leaders – and that included Rakturan. Which had made it hard to find a chance to see him. It was only now, as I gathered water at a tiny spring that poured from a rock in the desert that I finally caught him alone. 

He was retying his blindfold. His eyes were brighter than ever. I probably should have asked him how he was – or awkwardly tried to find out if he had endured the same horrors I had in the Kah’deem’s trial – but I was worried about being interrupted. What if I lost my chance to talk to him?

“How are we going to get Jalla to support Savette instead of chasing her own agenda?” I asked, abruptly. I finished filling the first waterskin and grabbed a second. I wanted to be sure no one suspected I was having a conversation with Rakturan and our waterskins always needed refilling. Except for Jalla and her wine, people drank water here constantly. There was something about the desert that made the water taste so much better.

Rakturan frowned. “Jalla is the Winged Prince. All of Baojang kneels to her authority. It’s not for us to question her.”

I made a tsking sound behind my teeth. “That doesn’t sound like you, Rakturan.”

He grabbed my forearm, getting my attention. I wished I could see his eyes, but the lines on his face were pronounced with the tension behind them. 

“I didn’t beat the Kah’deem and Jalla did. That means I serve her, Amel.”

“She didn’t beat it either,” I hissed. “I did.”

He swallowed. “I didn’t know that.”

“She claimed it because I am her slave.”

He looked away. He knew as well as I did that I was in this position because of him. 

“Which means that it’s up to you as her second in command to find a way to convince her to support your wife, not invade and destroy the Dominion,” I said. I looked around worriedly. I didn’t see anyone listening, but that was the problem with eavesdroppers – you never saw them.

Rakturan’s voice was rough when he spoke. “She could support Savette and help her and still take the Dominion in the end. We are sworn to destroy the Ifrits and Savette is the Chosen One – an enemy to Ifrits. The goals are the same. Who owns a piece of land means very little compared to that goal.”

“That piece of land is my home!”

“So what? As Jalla’s personal Dragon Rider you have a position of power. You can live happily in your home under her rule. You’ll be fine and the Dominion might be better with a code of honor brought to them. I have to go.” He glanced around just as I had. “You should know Savette is still my heart and my life. But now I am also loyal to my cousin, Jalla, the Winged Prince. You should be, too. It is a matter of honor.”

But I was not loyal to Jalla. I was loyal to Shonan. I’d made promises to him and I meant them. Maybe Rakturan was just saying those things for the benefit of anyone who might be listening.

Or maybe he is from a different culture than yours. Maybe loyalty and honor look different to him than they do to you.

I ground my teeth. 

You shouldn’t do that. It will give you jaw problems. You don’t want to be forced to eat gruel for the rest of your life, do you? 

I didn’t care what I ate. I cared about the Dominion. Freeing the land of Ifrits wouldn’t be much of a relief if I was handing it over to Jalla.

I like Jalla. That doesn’t mean I think she should get everything she wants.

I began the long, dusty walk back to camp, juggling the waterskins and my crutch while trying to avoid pressure on my injured hand. Doing things with only one leg and one hand was harder than it looked.

There was a line of caravans snaking to Jalla’s pavilion. As we traveled, local dignitaries congregated anywhere we stopped to pay her their respects. She had already appointed authorities and tax-gatherers at every stop we’d made. I was surprised no one had tried to kill her yet. In my experience, people didn’t like having their money taken.

People like to think they are a part of something important. Maybe they live small lives and their dreams never come true, but if they can just get close to someone who is living her dream – who is everything they wish they could be – well, it makes them feel like they’ve achieved something by proximity. They forget these people are at their very best only people – with all the flaws and aches that come with that. And yes, they will pay for the privilege of that proximity. It’s worth it in their minds.

Were dragons ever so stupid?

Have I mentioned that Ahummal is driving me crazy? Just keeping him from flying off and flaming a caravan is taking all that Enkenay and I can manage. Have you checked on Renn lately?

I hadn’t. Supposedly, he had recovered fully and was in the caravan, but I’d been avoiding him. I’d been avoiding everyone. Jalla kept me busy enough that I didn’t even need to work at it.

As if thinking about him called him into being, Renn stepped out from behind a rock on the trail in front of me. He leaned against it, waiting as I slowly limped to his spot on the path.

“Can I help you with that water?” he asked, eyeing the four heavy waterskins slung over my shoulder.

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said tersely. “Just don’t touch anything that looks strange. I don’t want to be made a slave twice because of you.”

He chuckled. “Wow, you are bitter! I would have thought you’d be excited. You’ve been granted one of the highest political positions in all of Baojang, rubbing shoulder to shoulder with the Winged Prince!”

“Are you fully recovered, Renn? You looked pretty beat up back there.”

“Fit as a fiddle!” He straightened up, squaring his shoulders as proof. 

My hand shot out and shoved him. If he was fine, he could take a little roughing up.

“Hey! What was that for?!”

“If it wasn’t for you, I could fly where I wanted! I wouldn’t be a slave right now.”

He laughed – again! As if that was okay.

I told you he’s only a pretty face...

“At least tell me she made you a slave, too,” I said. Maybe he was just better at handling difficulty than I was.

“No, she made me her cultural advisor. I’ve been meeting the greatest people. I love the way of life here! Did you know that they’re bringing it to the Dominion? Everyone will get to enjoy this kind of freedom.”

“Freedom?” What was he talking about?

“In Baojang no one is limited to the challenge of a meritocracy.”

“What does that mean?”

“They don’t have to constantly earn their places! It’s so freeing! Positions are granted by the favor of the Princes, so it has nothing to do with who works the hardest or has accumulated some sort of social stance based on unfair physical and mental attributes. You should appreciate that with your leg. Would a Dragon Rider with one leg be the highest Dragon Rider in the Dominion? I doubt it! But here you are – the X’erac! Everything is based on their honor system and honor is granted equally to all. It’s really wonderful. Jalla is letting me devise a way to bring the Dominion under the honor structures.”

I gasped. “You know her plans for the Dominion?”

“And I couldn’t agree with her more. She’s so fierce! I love it.”

My mouth was still hanging open when we reached the camp and parted ways, but the shock of his treason reverberated through me for the rest of the day.

And yet, by Dominion standards, your loyalty to Shonan over Iskaris is just as treasonous.

But unlike Renn, I was right.
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Chapter Four
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As we reached A’beranza, the pomp of the ever-growing caravan grew to proportions I had never dreamed possible. By night, feasting filled the caravan and soldiers were added by the hundred to the army that marched West. Eastern tribes sent pigeons saying they were following and hoping for the chance to pledge to Jalla when finally they reached A’beranza. The entire nation was swept with a sort of almost-fanatical devotion to their leader that took me by surprise. 

Well, they have been waiting for her for hundreds of years, Raolcan reminded me when I pondered why a nation of warriors – capable and fierce - would be so willing to throw their authority under Jalla when she was nothing more than a common tribe sub-leader in their society. She is their Chosen One just as Savette is ours. 

I briefly considered finding a second Kah’deem and opening that, but I doubted that would give me freedom. Jalla would just take anything I found inside and the price to open them was much too steep. Never again.

By day, I flew Jalla over the rocky scenery and played cards with her on mountaintops when she was bored. At least cards were easy on my healing hand. I was still favoring it as the deep wounds healed.

“You’re actually getting good, Amel, though you should win less often. It’s irritating to lose to you,” Jalla said on the last day of the journey when A’beranza was in sight.

“Not as irritating as it is to serve you,” I replied, taking the trick. I’d started to weave in the language of the cards to see if she noticed, but she said nothing, so it was possible that they didn’t play that way in Baojang.

“Renn Woelran seems to like serving me,” Jalla said with a smile. “I plan to appoint him war leader over one of the provinces of the Dominion when those lands belong to me.”

I dropped the cards, my hands suddenly awkward as rage burned through me. She was far too casual in how she spoke about taking my land and country for herself.

I never suspected that you loved the Dominion so much. 

And if I was being honest with myself, I hadn’t suspected either. I knew I loved Raolcan and my friends, but it had taken this experience of being in a strange place among people so different from me to teach me what I loved about home. The Dominion was my home. Maybe I wasn’t important to the Dominion – I was just a Dragon Rider trainee, and only one among many – but it turned out that the Dominion was important to me. 

“And Amel,” Jalla said with a tone of warning in her voice. “I gave you this esteemed role. I can just as quickly take it away.”

And that was the thing with Renn’s beloved system of Baojang. If my place was granted to me by someone else and not something that I could earn or win or work for, then it could be snatched away just as quickly. That would be fine if it was someone I trusted granting me this – Hubric or Raolcan, but with a leader like Jalla? Maybe I started with a disadvantage, but that didn’t mean I wanted what I’d fought for taken from me on a whim anymore than I wanted things just handed to me that I hadn’t had to build for myself. I just wasn’t wired that way.

I took a sip from the waterskin as I considered her words. I’d drained most of it over the course of the afternoon, though Jalla was sticking to wine as usual.

“I’ll remember that, Jalla,” I said, dealing the cards. Ironically, she had become my only friend here other than Raolcan and Enkenay. Renn made me sick and Rakturan’s betrayal stung every time I laid eyes on him. The hurt of it made me draw back from them. At least Jalla was barefaced about her Jalla-centered view of the world. At least she didn’t try to pretend she was something more than that. I didn’t feel the same hurt being near her. But with everyone else my hurt led to bitterness and bitterness to isolation until some days, despite traveling with over five thousand soldiers, retainers and servants, I felt like the only person on this dusty trail.

“Good, because I have a mission for you,” Jalla said, rearranging the cards in her hand. “When we arrive in A’beranza, I will have many official meetings, including the Great Ceremony of the Ancestors to install me as the head of Baojang. I will be busy. But, as soon as all the ceremonies are finished, we will march on the Dominion. And you know how quickly I can get people moving. It will be days, not weeks before we embark. I want you to fly on ahead and scout for me. You will find another Dragon Rider and return to me with him or her. I will need more than one of you to help deliver messages back and forth to my armies.”

“You expect me to spy on my own people? And then trick someone into following me here?”

“Trick, kidnap, convince – you decide how to do it. I can’t do everything for you.”

“I would never do that!”

“Not willingly,” Jalla said, handing me the waterskin. I drank again, grateful for the water in the heat of the afternoon. “Despite your willingness to die for me, you still have a strange obsession with your former home. But that water you’ve been drinking is Baojang water and it contains Silla. Don’t ask me what it is – a mineral maybe? Or a spice? It’s in all our water and it’s very addictive. Have you noticed how good it tastes? You’ll crave it when you leave, and because of that, I know you will return to me. And you’ll do what I ask because I know you – despite all these protests, your loyalty has already been confirmed.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. “Rakturan lived in our lands for weeks without those effects.”

“He brought water from home with him. All of us do. And we can go for a while without it – just not forever. You will see.”

“He didn’t have it when we were traveling together.”

“You mean after his eyes were changed? I think that changed something in him. Maybe it took away the addiction. I don’t need you to trust me, Amel. It’s true whether you believe me or not. And because it is true, you will never leave me.”
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Chapter Five 
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I stewed on Jalla’s threats as we approached A’beranza. I needed to get Rakturan or Renn alone to ask them if these things were really true. Raolcan didn’t know.

It seems unlikely – but this is a land of secrets. 

But he’d traveled there before and didn’t show signs of addiction.

Drugs of any kind don’t work on dragons. We burn off toxins.

Which actually made a lot of sense. Only, that wouldn’t work for me. If she was right, then I really was stuck with her. That didn’t mean I needed to bring someone here against their will.

But you will need to find someone to bring here. Perhaps you can find a volunteer – someone willing to work with you to preserve the Dominion. Someone trustworthy ...

He sounded like he had someone in mind.

I can think of a great candidate. I’m just not sure if we can find her – and you won’t like it.

I didn’t know enough Dragon Riders to have opinions on most of them. 

“You’d better fly faster,” Jalla counseled from behind me. “We need to enter the city at the same time as the caravan. You will fly me to the steps of the Cha’leef – the palace at the top of the hill – and then you will immediately depart on your journey. I have already ordered a division of Sentries to escort you to the city wall. You will speak to no one about your mission – especially not my other councilors or War Leaders. This mission must be kept a secret.”

She’d thought of everything! It would be impossible to get confirmation from Rakturan or Renn if I couldn’t speak to them! Unless Raolcan could read it in her thoughts...

I can only read what she is thinking. She’s certain you will obey, but she shows no hint as to whether the threat is real. 

Maybe if I dug a little. “I have no funds. I’ll need coin for a journey like that. And if I’m going to return I’ll need to be recognized by the guards.”

“I’ll give orders to receive you if you return with another Dragon Rider. And yes, you will need funds.” I heard a clink and then she shoved a silk bag in front of me. I took it awkwardly. “Don’t open it now. The coins are gold and it would be a shame to lose any. Don’t fail me in this, Amel. But of course, you won’t. That has already been proven.”

She put far too much confidence in her own interpretations of my actions. With a frown, I tucked the gold away. I would need it. And I would need a plan. Maybe we could take Raolcan’s suggestion and find someone willing to return who would undermine Jalla’s plans for the Dominion.

“If it takes you more than a day or two, we will be following. Meet up with us on the road when you’ve accomplished your mission.”

“Do you really think you can muster an army and start marching in just a few days?” I asked. “That sounds unreasonable.”

“I am Jalla, the Winged Prince. The people of Baojng stand ready for my decree. I don’t plan on being reasonable.”

Clearly. I supposed that in Jalla-language she’d already told me she wasn’t reasonable by taking me as a slave and then taking my victory from me. That’s how this worked, right? I heard a whistling sound and turned to make sure it wasn’t some baggage flying loose. It was only Jalla – still trying to make the Pipe of Winds work for her. She scowled at me and shoved it guiltily into a saddlebag.

“I think it only had the power to work once and you wasted it on those dust devils.”

“You mean the ones that were going to kill us?” I let my tone be as dry as the landscape below us.

“Yes. You should have saved it for something massive – like the battle we are marching toward.”

“I’m sure I would have done that if I’d thought of it.” Sarcasm dripped from every word, but she ignored it – as usual.

“That’s why you should leave the thinking to me.”

We were circling the city now as Raolcan chose the best spot outside the Cha’leef. I let my gaze take in the city. As usual, I wouldn’t be able to explore it. When all this was over Raolcan and I were going to go on a tour and explore every city in the world. 

Yes!

Even the ones in hostile places.

Those are the very best ones!

Until then, I could only enjoy looking. The city was laid out around the hill that the Cha’leef stood on. The peaks of the palace looked like they were dipped in gold that ran in drips like melting wax from the tip and down the white stone walls. The gold reflected the bright sun in painful sunbursts. Around the Cha’leef were long ramps that pierced through the wall ringing the base of the hill. The wall was also made of smooth white walls frosted with gold. 

Roads spread out like streams in a delta from the ramps until they reached the city walls and between the roads homes, inns, taverns, warehouses, and mercantile buildings rose and fell in peaks and valleys, built from yellow and pink earth. It gave the impression of a particularly fertile field of lilies. If it wasn’t so hot and dusty here I could circle this city all day.

The gold hurts my eyes too much for that.

Our circle grew tighter until I could see the leaders of A’beranza clustered around the base of the Cha’leef, bedecked in colorful silks and bearing the curved ceremonial swords of their people. There were dancers and swordsmen already performing to the beat of skin drums and slender pipes. 

Timing his landing perfectly, Raolcan dropped into an open space on the wide stone courtyard at the same moment that Rakturan and Prince Gahteen arrived with the dusty caravan they led through the inner wall and up the ramp. I could just make out Rakturan’s calm expression as Raolcan’s feet set down on the stone. 

Good! There would be time to speak to him. I began to smile as Jalla dismounted, but when she cleared her throat I turned to her and the smile froze on my lips.

She hissed her last order with her dark, lash-rimmed eyes narrowed to a tiny slit. “On your honor, do not fail. Speak to no one. Go!”
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Chapter Six
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She smacked Raolcan’s flank dramatically and I gasped. Who did that to a dragon?

Jalla.

He almost sounded like he was laughing as he leapt into the air, swatting Sentries away with his wing tips as they clustered in too close. Jalla had been truthful when she said she’d given orders for a gnat-like cloud of the creatures to escort us away. Their riders squinted eyes told me they weren’t happy, even though scarves covered the lower parts of their faces making it impossible to see their expressions.

I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Rakturan as we flew away. There was something in his eyes – as if he knew exactly what was happening and was trying to tell me something, but it was too late. We were past the inner wall when I lost track of him. A gout of fire marked the beginning of the celebration for Jalla at the Cha’leef. 

Eventually, I lost track of even the flames when we passed the outer wall and the final Sentries stopped – in that eerie way of theirs where they just slowed to a silent, hovering stop – in a perfect line along the wall. The road west was clear to see, the clouds of dust that traced it snaking away toward the mountains. I sighed as we soared up into the clouds above it. I didn’t know if I was relieved to be on our own again, or distressed at the thought of serving as Jalla’s agent in the Dominion.

We have six water skins in the saddlebags, if I counted right. Assuming they all have Silla in them, that’s quite a bit. Maybe, just to hedge our bets, we should try to keep as much Baojang water as we can for you.

I still didn’t know if I believed her about the Silla or not.

Which is exactly what she’s counting on. 

I worried at the edge of the saddle all through the afternoon, picking at the stitching, until we landed in a small village at dusk. 

See if they have anything to eat and stock up on food. You should be safe enough here. I saw an interesting sheep in those high hills just north of here.

By the time I had the things I needed and Raolcan had eaten, there was no daylight left. I didn’t stay in the little town. Bargaining had been hard enough with nothing but gold to pay with and no understanding of the language. We needed to leave Baojang as soon as we could. 

I’d had to accept three scarves along with the food – the only way to make up the difference of a single gold coin. They were silk and I’d insisted on purple so that I could tie them around my neck and at my elbow and knee. The images printed on them – swirling birds, an intricate pattern of rings and knots, and something that looked like swirls of sand in the desert – were so like Baojang that they’d remind me not to get myself enslaved to anyone else. 

You’re not supposed to add scarves to your collection until you’re a full Dragon Rider. Not unless a full Rider gives one to you.

If they didn’t want me taking on full Dragon Rider privileges they shouldn’t have shoved me into full Dragon Rider responsibilities.

Touché. We can fly through the night if you want. I could use some exercise.

And I didn’t feel like sleeping. We flew until dawn, my mind circling round and round and my temper growing hotter and hotter as I thought about the impossible situation I was trapped in. I hadn’t seen visions of my friends since the battle at the Kah’deem and worry for them infected all the rest of my emotions, leaving me an indecisive mess. 

Seriously, you need to stop. You are exhausting me, Raolcan said as dawn lit the sky. Let’s rest on the top of this hill. You can sleep under my wing. I don’t mind the sun.

Sure. He should probably rest. I didn’t know how I would sleep, though. If only there was some sort of good news to counter all the bad news.

I can help with that.

What could he possibly know that I didn’t know?

I know that Jalla left that Pipe in my saddle bags.

I gasped, reaching into them as he settled us down on the hilltop. Just as Raolcan said, the Pipe was there.

See? Now, do what you promised and stop worrying so I can get some sleep.

I unloaded him in a trance. We had the Pipe. Us! I could spend the next few days trying to figure it out instead of Jalla. A grin spread over my face as I pictured her expression when she realized that I had it. Of course, owning an entire kingdom was significantly more important. And she owned me, too, but...

Sleep!

I crawled under his wing, rolled out my bedroll, curled around the Pipe, and promptly fell asleep. Was it my imagination, or had I heard wings flapping in my mind as I fell asleep?
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Chapter Seven

[image: image]


We reached the ocean the next day while I was still chewing on dried meat for breakfast and rubbing my eyes. I hadn’t realized we were so close. 

No point sticking to the land when we can fly. Just a hop and a flap and we’ll be at the Ruby Isles. I seem to remember having fond memories of that place...

It was probably all the molten honey I’d snuck him while we were there. 

Ah yes! The honey! It tastes slightly salty there, like a hint of the sea was captured within it.

I ignored his honey reminisces as we soared out over the sea. Raolcan flew so close to the mirrored surface that his feet and the tip of his tail sometimes skimmed the waves. I enjoyed the slight spray that created – finally something cool instead of the land of heat and dust. 

I turned the Pipe over and over in my hands, studying the writing – which I couldn’t read – and the strange arm along the side of it. I wasn’t musical. When I thought about it, it was amazing that I’d made a tune come at all. I played with the arm, moving it gently and checking to see if anything moved or clicked within the instrument when it was adjusted. It was hard to tell. The arm moved smoothly, but it was like the Kah’deem had been – it skittered from my view when I tried to focus on it. There was no flop or give to the arm or the pipe, no moving parts except for the arm. There were strange little figures that seemed to swirl between the words carved into the Pipe shaft – almost as if the artist had taken the time to work in depictions of small winged beetles crawling along the length of the Pipe. 

If only I knew what it did. I had been far too tired when I blew it to grasp what was happening.

It wouldn’t have mattered. No one really knew.

There had been a wind, I thought.

Yes, a wind. And so much dust that it obscured everything.

But was the dust from the wind, or the Ifrits, or part of what the Pipe did?

No way to tell except to test.

I swallowed. I didn’t like the idea of blowing it again without knowing what it did. What if Raolcan turned to dust and blew away like the Ifrits did?

I assure you, I am no Ifrit.

Of course not, but the point was that we had no idea what it did. And what was the point of the bugs on the pipe shaft? There had been an insect on the Kah’deem that held the Pipe as well. Had there been any insects when I blew it before?

I have a faint memory of wings – but I’ll admit I was distracted by the thought of my friends dying.

I held up the pipe and thought of blowing it, sweat beading on my forehead and my mouth growing dry at the thought. I licked my lips. I was going to do it eventually, wasn’t I? So, it might as well be now. After all, if I didn’t know what it did, I couldn’t use it.

It might not work for you. It didn’t work for Jalla. 

But it would work for me. I knew as surely as I knew it when I raised it to my lips the first time.  All I had to do was try ...

I raised the pipe to my lips, took a deep breath and blew a note, moving the arm slightly as I blew. It gave the sound a warbling inflection. The breeze around us swirled.

I tried again, playing a different note. This time, a spray of water kicked up, swirling around us and then dissipating as the breeze blew it away. So, maybe it didn’t work for me, either. Maybe Jalla was right and it would only work once. I brought out the water and took a sip before returning to my study of the Pipe. Maybe if I tried a different note.

I tried again, playing one note after another rapidly. Wind swirled around us, but not in the power it would take to destroy anything. My brows knit in confusion and then, out of nowhere, Raolcan began to buck and heave, flapping madly to gain height over the rising waves. Color filled the sky and blocked my vision, I swatted at the air before my eyes to clear a swath of it.

Hold on!

We rose quickly up through the air, Raolcan’s mighty flaps bringing us higher until we were finally clear of the cloud of flapping, muffling, suffocating wings. 

Butterflies!

I could see them now that we were above them. A swarm of butterflies filled the tumultuous air beneath is in a cloud so large it could have covered a city. Where had they come from? They swirled in ripples of orange and yellow weaving in and out of each other’s paths.

They migrate over the ocean.

But all at once? In a massive cloud? How had they all arrived so fast?

I think you know what that Pipe of Wings does. It calls up winds and insects.

I didn’t remember butterflies being at the Kah’deem.

I think it just calls whatever is nearby, drawing them undeniably to itself. 

That wasn’t much of a weapon.

Isn’t it? We barely clawed our way out of that cloud of them. I couldn’t see. We could have drowned under a cloud of gossamer color. Imagine what it could do with locusts.

Eat up clouds of dust?

Precisely. 

Mosquitoes could get interesting. Or June bugs. I shivered.

Or wasps. We had a story when I was a hatchling called “The Lame Piper.” There was a man, lame in both legs, but possessing the most amazing of instruments. When he played the pipe, it made a sound that filled the world – a sound so magical that it was irresistible. But not irresistible to just anything, but only to dogs. They would come and he would ride them through the countryside. 

Well, one day, there was a pack of wolves coming into the town and they were stealing sheep and rabbits and whatever else it was that mattered to the townspeople. So, they sent word for the Piper and when he came, he blew his pipe and all the wolves left the town. But the children of the town were spoiled and they mocked the lame piper because he rode on the backs of dogs, so he turned around and sent the wolves back. They tore the town to shreds and no a single person survived. The end.

The end? What a terrible story! Why would it end there?

It’s a warning.

Not to trust people who ride dogs?

Not to be an ungrateful little foot-eater.

I tucked the Pipe carefully back into the bag. Next time I used it, I’d better have a good reason to try it.

I second that.
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Chapter Eight 
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Raolcan had been right about it being a short journey to the Ruby Isles. 

I’m always right.

It was long past midnight when we found them - the familiar landscape of tall totems on rocky isles bringing back memories of my time there training. Tiny lights outlined the landscape as they had then – but there were patches missing as if huge chunks of the islands hadn’t bothered to light their watch fires or the small lights they usually hung between the platforms and ledges that formed the island cities. 

Best to set down on one of the cliffs. We can see more in the morning.

He was right, of course, but worry filled me as we found a familiar cliffside – the very same one where we had regrouped after Savette was kidnapped – and settled into sleep. I unloaded Raolcan with care, not wanting to disturb the Pipe. Almost a full day since calling up the butterflies made me feel like I had overreacted to them, but I didn’t want to accidentally call up something greater.

Trust me. That was no overreaction. There is power in that little pipe.

I ate dried meat for dinner, slipping a few pieces to Raolcan who claimed to still be full from the sheep – was it crazy to hope there might be real food in the chalets below tomorrow morning? – and fell into a fitful sleep. Worry laced my last thoughts as I slipped into sleep – and right into Leng’s mind.

“Pasca will be their contact in Dominion City,” Hubric was saying to Leng. I felt a burst of joy at seeing him alive. After Haskell, I’d been worried he wouldn’t survive either. “He has been organizing the Lightbringers. There weren’t many true Lightbringers still alive, but people are flocking to join the cause. The Dusk Covenant hasn’t been making friends in the twin sky cities. I think you’ll find the help you need.”

“And do you really think any Lightbringers have survived in the north?” Leng asked. “With battles raging as far north as the Ruby Isles, there can’t be many survivors north of here.”

“We had some strongholds. All we can do is hope.” He looked worn, twisting and untwisting a scarf in his hands. It was purple with silver flowers stitched across it.

Leng reached out a hand and clapped him on the shoulder. “Maybe in the north—“

Hubric shook his head. “I don’t dare to hope for that. There’s been no word from the Dark Prince or Amel. If she survived the journey ... well, she cares about us. She was a loyal, faithful girl. She wouldn’t have left us guessing.”

Leng pulled his hand away like he’d been bitten. “There are other reasons she might not have returned. Perhaps she is needed there.”

“More than here?” Hubric’s tone was gentle, like he was trying not to break Leng.

I watched as my – Leng’s – hands moved to grip his knees. His knuckles were white – as if he was channeling all his worry into their grip. 

“We don’t know, Hubric. And until we do ... Amel is strong and Raolcan will fight to the death for her.”

I woke with a start, turning in my bedroll. There wasn’t a comfortable place on this hard rock and there was no way I was going to go back to sleep. I sat up, my eyes blurry with unshed tears. They thought I was dead because I hadn’t returned. I should be leaving this morning to find them. I shouldn’t even be thinking of obeying Jalla.

They still need Jalla and her forces. A few Lightbringers in various cities aren’t enough to end the war. Not even if more people are joining daily.

He saw that?

I see all your visions now.

But if I listened to Jalla, it would be weeks or months until I saw them again. There had to be a way to keep her on our side and still fly south to find them. I twisted my own scarf back and forth, thinking of Rakturan and Jalla, of whether her clumsy lie about the water was true, and of if it even mattered compared to returning to help my friends.

Hubric was heading north. Perhaps, he may travel as far north as here.

Through all those cities ravaged by war? No. He’d stop to help people. By the time he made it this far north, Jalla would be here, too. I either needed to fly south and find him or to find an answer to my Jalla problem before then.

Perhaps there are Lightbringers in the Ruby Isles who could help you.

Now, that was the first sensible thought we’d had!

Well, it’s hardly the first. I was thinking that perhaps one of Leng’s friends from Vanika might be a good choice.

I hadn’t liked them at all. No, we’d fly into the city at dawn and find a Lightbringer and see if they could help us hoodwink Jalla and save the Dominion! I smiled at the idea of returning to Jalla with a whole group of like-minded Dragon Riders. 

There was a snap of a branch and Raolcan snarled. I grabbed for my crutch, fumbling in the dark, when a foot stepped on my hand.

“Stop.” That voice was so familiar. Feminine but sharp. Something about it irritated me. “Bring the lantern!” 

There was a flurry of footsteps and then a lantern was unshuttered and light spilled over me splayed over the ground and Raolcan crouched in an attack position.

“No need for flames, Raolcan,” the woman said in her clear, frustratingly confident voice. “You’re outnumbered anyway.”

Wings flapped suddenly as two dragons rose behind her. The sun was coming up and it was easy to see the green of their scales in the morning light. I looked back at my captor.

“Ephretti,” I said. “Just the woman I was looking for.”

Not quite. But she would have to do.

See? I told you she’d be a good fit.
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Chapter Nine
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I looked back and forth between Ephretti – arms crossed and a determined set on her face – and Lenora who was holding the lantern – complete surprise forming her mouth into a perfect “o.”

Ephretti moved her foot off of my hand and I grabbed my crutch, scrambling up so I could meet her eye to eye. Last time I’d seen her, she was the Dragon Rider and I was nothing more than an Initiate. I couldn’t let her get the first word in or she would push me around. 

We spoke at the exact same moment. “You need to come with me.”

Ephretti frowned. “I hardly think I’ll be following you, Initiate.”

“I’m a Color now,” I said, pushing my shoulders back and standing as straight as I could with a crutch under one arm. 

Ephretti waved a hand like it didn’t matter. “Whatever that means now. I know you haven’t been properly trained. I know that you haven’t passed the proper-”

“Ashana Willowspring gave me my first scarf.” I objected.

Ephretti sighed dramatically. “Amel, I won’t argue with you. Where is Leng? Is he with you?”

I felt my face heating, remembering the way she looked at Leng last time I saw her. She was looking at me expectantly like she was owed an explanation. I gritted my teeth. Why did that rub me the wrong way so badly? It wouldn’t hurt anything to tell her, but I found that I suddenly wanted to keep anything about him to myself. A sudden longing filled me. I needed to get back to Baojang and sort out Jalla’s situation so I could return and find Leng.

Are you sure that is why you are longing to return to Baojng? Maybe you should take a sip of water.

“I was sent here by the Winged Prince of Baojang to find a reliable Dragon Rider,” I said, rummaging in the baggage for the waterskins. “Baojang marches to help us overthrow the Dusk Covenant and the Ifrit invaders, but they require Dragon Riders to help them.”

“Baojang?” Lenora asked. “But they are the ones who attacked the southern cities. And they half-demolished the Ruby Isles!”

She flung a hand out toward where the dawn was creeping over the sleeping island. Outlined in the gild of morning, I could see what she meant. I gasped at the sight of broken Asha poles and ruined buildings. Where there were once chalets, bridges, and boardwalks there was now heaps of broken wood as if an Iftit had bit the island, his teeth tearing right through it.

“Which is why we don’t ally with them. We fight them. And we start by striking the heart of the enemy’s power,” Ephretti said, her eyes narrowing. 

I couldn’t agree more. “We can’t just do that without a plan.”

“I have a plan,” Ephretti’s tone was full of frustration. “But I need help. Lenora and I can’t just do it alone.”

“Well, of course not. We need the southern and western armies, help from Haz’drazen and as many of the Lightbringers as we can find,” I said. Maybe she would see sense. “We need the armies of Baojang to swoop down so we can catch the enemy in a huge pincher maneuver and squeeze. But we have to make sure that we aren’t left so vulnerable that Baojang takes over the Dominion afterward.”

“No,” Ephretti said and I could have sworn her face was darker with her irritation at me. She took a step closer so that all I could see was her face right in front of me in the harsh light of the rising sun. “We need to go to the Healing Arches south of here and stop what they are doing. They’re pulling demons out of the ground there, Amel and they are overrunning our country. Demons! They’re made of dust.”

“One Ifrit outbreak is bad, but you’re talking about a small piece of the puzzle. I’m saying that we need to focus on the whole picture!”  I stepped closer, too, our gazes locked on one another. This was too important for distractions. Here she was – the perfect person for the job! – and she was talking about a tiny Ifrit outbreak where we needed to deal with the whole problem.

“Enough!” Lenora’s shout from beside us made us both jump. I scrambled back a step, barely catching myself as my crutch skittered on the slick rock of the cliff. “Can’t you hear each other? You’re saying the exact same thing!”

I took a deep breath. Maybe she was right. We both wanted to fight our enemies. We both wanted to see the Dominion free again. She’d said the Ifrits were just south of here. Fine. We could sweep up that problem and then move on to bigger things.

“If I go with you to deal with this Ifrit threat at the healing arches, will you go with me back to Baojang to serve the Winged Prince?” I asked.

“That’s ridiculous,” Ephretti said. “I won’t take orders from a trainee.”

“Not even for the Dominion? Baojang is coming, one way or another. They have asked for Dragon Riders. If we are there right now, we can influence their leader so that she doesn’t take over the Dominion for herself – which she is planning to do. If we aren’t there, then this war against the Dusk Covenant and the Ifrits might be won, but the Dominion will be destroyed forever.”

Ephretti swallowed, looking away. Was she taking me seriously?

“Baojang has many Princes. They’ve never had just one.”

“They do now.”

“Did someone obtain an Artifact?”

“Yes.” Good. She was thinking, finally!

“Did Baojang unite under this leader?”

“Yes!”

“And who was it?”

“Jalla of Bao’hauld.”

If Ephretti had looked upset before she looked like she might be chewing on dragon claws now. Her face went red, her mouth working like she was going to speak.

She’s met Jalla before. Perfect.

I felt his humor when eventually Ephretti managed to speak.

“Skies and stars! That woman!”

“Yes, that’s her,” I said.
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I helped Lenora build a fire while Ephretti went to get their dragons.

“It’s so good to see you again,” Lenora said as soon as Ephretti was out of earshot. She gave me a quick hug. “She’s been wound up tighter than strings on a fiddle since we left Gerdath.”

“I was worried about you,” I said moving to gather loose wood from the bushes near the cliffside. “Especially once the invasion started.”

Lenora dragged small rocks into a ring for the fire. “We’ve been helping the Lightbringers across the north. Mostly it’s been assisting refugees reach safety or serving as scouts for groups of Reds. I think Ephretti is getting anxious to be more involved, though. She looks to the south a lot and talks about Leng.”

I bitter taste filled my mouth, but I kept my thoughts to myself, piling up loose brush in the circle Lenora had formed.

Jealous much?

“I almost thought that finding this Dusk Covenant stronghold was a good thing. I mean, if that’s where all the trouble is coming from, then maybe we could make a difference if we could just stamp it out, but now that’s caused new troubles,” Lenora said, deftly starting a small fire with a handful of twigs and her flint and knife.

“What new troubles?”

“Well, we can’t do it on our own and Ephretti combed the Ruby Isles looking for help. No one will come with us. To be honest, there aren’t many people left here who can fight. Most of them died when the fighting broke out here.” Lenora’s big eyes were sad. “The ones left are just trying to salvage what they can from the wreckage. Trying to save wives and little ones. Trying to find food and fresh water in this mess. That’s all scarce, by the way, so I hope you brought your own.”

I nodded. But no one would want my water – not when it was laced with Silla. I dragged a few larger branches over and offered my kettle. Lenora smiled and began to brew tea with water from her own waterskin and a handful of tea leaves. 

“There are a few Dragon Riders here – mostly Blacks, but a White or two as well. They can’t fly further south because anything south of here is occupied by our enemies and north there is nothing but Baojang. They won’t leave. Not even for a day and certainly not on what they call a ‘suicide mission.’”

“And is it a suicide mission?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. It was funny, but the thought of fighting a handful of Ifrits didn’t seem like sure death anymore.

Dragon-level overconfidence at its best. Yep. You are right on track to be a full Dragon Rider before the year is out. Maybe after that, we’ll promote you to honorary dragon.

Lenora shrugged. “Maybe. But I wouldn’t want Ephretti trying to kill me, let me tell you! She’s only trying to train me and that’s tough enough!”

I laughed and she joined me.

“What’s so funny?” Ephretti asked, appearing from over the cliff side with Lypukrm, Bellrued, and Tyalmae. They settled in beside Raolcan, growling and snapping at each other. I watched them out of the corner of my eye.

They’re stressed. They haven’t been with other dragons for a long time and they tire of one another’s company.

“Nothing, master,” Lenora said.

My eyes grew wide now. Hubric hadn’t asked for that kind of formality from me in a long time. Lenora began to pour tea as Ephretti sat down by the fire. 

“Do you need to go into the city, Amel?” she asked.

I looked down over the heaved rubble below, at the solitary dragon I saw circling the sky where hundreds had been only a few months ago and at the empty streets that had bustled with people. There were only two ships in the harbor – one without a mast. I swallowed, blinking back extra moisture in my eyes. To me, the Ruby Isles had been a magical place. If they were ever going to be magical again they would need people like me – and if I was being honest, Ephretti – to make it safe for them to thrive again. But I did need to find help. Maybe one of those Dragon Riders would leave for something other than a suicide mission – whatever Ephretti thought of them.

“I’d like to,” I said, meeting her eyes. 

She sighed. “You don’t need to go there. I’ve decided I will help you with Jalla of Bao’hauld, Amel Leafbrought. But only if you first go with me to the Healing Arches south of here and help me purge the Ifrit threat.”

“Agreed.” After all, we could clear out a few Magikas, right? We’d done it before. She began to smile before I spoke again. “Can we get anyone else to help?”

Her smile vanished. “It’s up to us now. Trust me, no one else has the stomach for what’s coming next.”
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We set out as soon as we were done with breakfast. Ephretti rode Bellrued while Tyalmae carried their baggage. 

“Is it strange to be her apprentice?” I whispered to Lenora while we loaded Raolcan.

“She’s very strict, but very good at her job. I’ve learned so much about being a Green! Ephretti says she’s sure I’ll qualify for a Color once we find enough Greens for the ceremony. And ... well, I don’t know if you know but she has other very important interests, too.”

“She’s a Lightbringer,” I said with a nod. 

Lenora nodded. “She has me copying out a book although I’m only about a third of the way through.”

I pulled out Talsan’s Ibrenicus Prophecies and showed them to her. “This book?”

Lenora laughed. “I guess we’re on the same track.”

“Did you see them calling up Ifrits from the ground at the Healing Arches?” I asked. For some reason, it seemed strange. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why.

“No. She spoke to another Dragon Rider who had seen it. Ephretti is ... high spirited. She doesn’t turn down a challenge. I don’t think she could walk away from this, even if it was only her and me who were going.” 

It was strange that she was willing to put so much trust in me – a Purple trainee was hardly a warrior. 

“And you?” I asked. “How are you?”

Her face turned pale. “I’ve seen things ... War is not something that should ever happen, Amel. No matter how hard Ephretti works there are always things we didn’t do, places where we didn’t arrive on time. Things that slipped through. Every time something like that happens, it’s so hard to pick up and get going again. Maybe someday I’ll be tough like her. Right now, I’m just holding on and trying to survive this war. Our generation of Dragon Riders is going to be like no generation before us. We weren’t trained in the halls of Dragon School. We were forged in the fires of war.”

She looked off into the distance like she was seeing the future. 

“I wonder what the school will be like when all this is over,” I said, mounting Raolcan and strapping my crutch in. 

“Better, I hope.” She smiled and opened her mouth to say more, but at Ephretti’s whistle she gave a quick wave instead and ran to mount Lypukrm. Ephretti sure was strict.

She is tough. But I think she is hiding something. Why would no other Dragon Riders go with her to these Healing Arches? Surely, they aren’t so beat down that they are war-weary already. Why did she make such an effort to keep you from talking to anyone else in the Ruby Iles? She and Lenora were clearly watching for someone like you to fly in so they could pounce on you before you spoke to anyone else. If a small effort could make a big difference you’d think at least some would be willing to go. I see Reds in the distance, just a few, but she said there were only Blacks and Whites here. Reds are usually the first to wheel into battle. 

Perhaps her dragons would explain what was happening.

They don’t know. They are just excited to be flying on a new adventure. The wind feels good beneath their wings and they are spoiling for adventure. Greens. It’s all about what they can feel and see in the moment. They’re very sensual creatures.

I wondered, briefly, what had happened to Olla and Orra in all of this. They had always struck me as being just like their dragons – in the moment and full of the joy of living. 

We left the Ruby Isles without speaking to a single other person. There was no guard flying around the Isles as there had been before the war, and now that the sun was up there were small wisps of smoke coming up from the islands.

The conflict here ended two weeks ago and the Baojang invaders moved south. Fires still smolder in parts of the city. The conflict was brutal. These people are just holding on to what they have. Ephretti was right about most of it. These are survivors just trying to stay alive. But those Reds ... Reds would never say no to a fight. Even injured ones. What do they know that we don’t? Hmmmm...

Are you saying we should stay here instead of going with her?

No, just keep your eyes open.

Our flight took us over the ocean for the rest of the day and Raolcan and I were left to our thoughts. We were both on edge, both nervous about how to fulfill Jalla’s mission while still keeping her overall scheme from happening, both concerned for the survivors on the Ruby Isles and helpless to do anything for them, both trying to guess what surprise Ephretti might have for us. 

We were halfway across the ocean bay when I heard Savette’s voice in my mind. If I hadn’t been strapped in, I would have fallen off of Raolcan’s back. As it was, I slipped, just grasping my straps again in time. 

Amel, Savette said in my mind. I think you can hear me now. Sometimes. You must hurry. Bring our allies to Dominion City before all is lost.

Savette? There was no reply. Perhaps this communication only went one way. I bit my lip and thought about the map in my head. How soon could Jalla’s armies arrive? Could we get them there in time?

Perhaps. Keep focusing on what you are doing. We need Ephretti’s loyalty and help for our next step. For that, we need to deal with her situation here. 

I was still worried about it when we made camp on the dark beach that night. The rolling breakers crashed so loud that our voices were lost to them, but even with that to cloak us, Ephretti insisted on whispers and no fires.

“We are in enemy territory here,” she whispered to me. “You’ve been lucky to be so far away. You haven’t seen what has happened to our land and our people. But now that you are here, it’s up to me to keep you alive and that means you play by my rules.” 

I unloaded Raolcan and gathered my bedroll to curl up beside him. Lenora was already setting up a low tent beside Lypukrm. Ephretti surprised me by stepping out of the dark and pointing to my finger. 

“Whose davari is that?”

Uh oh. Why didn’t I realize she would ask that? “Leng gave it to me.”

She sniffed and stalked off. 

She doesn’t like obstacles. Her usual way of dealing with them is to smash right over them.

And I was an obstacle on her way to Leng. I made my bed uncertainly. How should I handle this? I couldn’t – wouldn’t – give her what she wanted, and it was obvious that she just wasn’t going to let it go. I needed her, too. With a sigh, I curled up against Raolcan, but sleep did not find me. I felt a keen longing for Baojang and the wide-open spaces that made thinking so easy. I couldn’t fall asleep until I’d had a sip of water from my waterskin and even then, it was with a sinking heart as I realized that Jalla probably hadn’t been lying after all. There was no other reason for me to long for a foreign country that had brought me nothing but grief, was there?
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Chapter Twelve  
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“You didn’t say anything about an army,” I said as we crouched on the edge of the hills surrounding the Healing Arches. I wiped my hands on my pants. Nerves made them clammy. The battered one had new bandages, but it still ached with every task and the deeper cuts still left blood on the bandages.

Like the Healing Arches I’d been to with Savette, these ones formed a ring of huge stone arches. There were large stone steps leading up to the arches on every side so that they formed a circular stone platform. I had expected that. I’d even expected the Magikas sitting and standing on the stone steps, their pavilions arranged near to the arches. Magika apprentices ran through the camps with baskets or rolls of messages in their hands.  What I hadn’t expected was so many. There must have been hundreds of them. More Magikas than I’d expected to see anywhere - ever. 

Just as Ephretti said, they had torn the earth in a long seam leading out from the Arches inland. Along the seam, Magikas stood with arms raised as a steady stream of Ifrits marched out from the rip in the ground and sped south like stones launched from a catapult at the landscape beyond. 

I’d been to a potter’s shop in our village once and I’d been fascinated by how his family worked – one spinning pots on a wheel, while the next added the handles and a third set them into an oven. A little further down the shop, a daughter took hardened pots from the oven, setting them on a shelf to cool while another daughter painted color onto the fancier pots and dishes. This was just like that – but rather than a shop for clay pots, it was a shop for dust demons. And my mouth felt dry as I watched them steadily march from the ground to the lands beyond. 

“It’s not exactly an army,” Ephretti said, but she didn’t sound as confident as usual. Her eyes, oddly enough, lingered on my finger until I tucked my hand out of sight. I didn’t like the way she was looking at my ring. She was too distracted when she needed to be focused.

“What would you call a few hundred Magikas?”

She shrugged.

“Or those soldiers posted as guards all around the perimeter?”

There were probably a hundred of them as well, posted in rough-hewn wooden towers that had clearly been made from trees in the surrounding forests. They kept watch around the Healing Arches and around the rift in the ground. These Magikas were no fools. They knew how badly their enemies would want to see this stopped. 

This was a job far beyond three Dragon Riders. Even if we’d managed to bring every able-bodied dragon and rider from the Ruby Isles it wouldn’t have been enough. 

The landscape around the arches was heavily forested and we were perched on a rocky hill nearby, watching to see what we could before making a plan. It occurred to me, that Ephretti was here more out of desperation than any sort of rational thought. After all, no sane person would think they could do anything about this place on their own.

Then she chose the right ones for the job. Neither of us has done anything sane in months. 

And I was her only rival for the man she clearly loved. Did that factor in?

I don’t think she’d consciously risk you for that. She’s not evil, just jealous.

I frowned and studied the landscape below. I was used to being thrust into situations like this or being led there by someone else. I was not used to choosing them for myself. 

Ephretti has a point. If we don’t do something about it, no one will. 

I glanced at her. Her jaw jutted out mulishly and her arms were crossed over her chest as if she expected some sort of argument. Which was strange since she outranked me. Wait. She didn’t have a plan, did she? She was hoping I would. That’s why she was acting right now as if I were the one in charge. All this depended on me. 

Nervously, I played with my ring where she couldn’t see it, studying the people below us. There were so many of them. If we moved from here, they would see us in a moment. There were no dragons, but that hardly mattered with so many Magikas and Ifrits below. The symbols of the Dusk Covenant were everywhere – which was no surprise. Hmmm. The beginnings of a plan were forming.

This morning I had been reading Talsan’s book while we rode here. A phrase came to mind.

In secret, their doom is sealed. 

In secret, it is wrought. 

Evil brings its own demise. 

The dusk may still be fought.

It could be fought, but should we be the ones to fight it here and now when we were alone?

YES.

I tried to hide my startled reaction. Was everyone going to invade my mind now?

I’d hardly call our relationship an invasion, Raolcan said. 

But, of course, I hadn’t meant him. I’d meant Savette and now the Troglodytes - again.

WE WATCH YOU, CALLER. WE DEMAND YOU DESTROY OUR ENEMIES.

Well, that sealed it. I owed the Troglodytes. They’d come to my call when I needed them. But we couldn’t fight this enemy head-on. We needed to be cunning. 

I turned to Ephretti. 

“Ready to attack?” she asked, but she looked uncertain. 

“If we do this, we do it my way, Ephretti. Your way is just going to get us all killed.” 
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Chapter Thirteen 
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We crept back down the hill to where the dragons waited and arranged ourselves in a loose circle. Ephretti’s dragons yawned and snapped at each other like humans bickering.

They’re best friends, but even best friends grow tired of each other from time to time.

“So, what’s your big plan?” Ephretti asked me aggressively. How did she get along with other Lightbringers when she was always so aggressive?

This is not normal for her. She’s even wondering why she’d like this. You bring out the worst in her.

And there was no reason for that. I’d been nothing but reasonable.

Well, she is in love with a man who gave you a silver ring. That’s going to drive anyone crazy. And she can’t understand why he’d pick you instead of her.

That stung.

Why? It’s just the truth. If the truth stings its only because you’ve been fogging your own mind. If you let the truth pierce through that, you’ll be stronger for it. 

I wasn’t Purple enough to want that. When did you get to stop always learning to be better and learning from your flaws? I hoped it would be soon. I was getting tired.

A dragon laugh rang in my mind. That’s what life is, Amel. It’s slowly growing. If you can grow into the true reality, you’ll be full and strong and big of heart. If you refuse to follow that path, you’ll curl in on yourself – stunted and spindly. 

Well, I didn’t want to be stunted.

“Are you done thinking? I’m waiting for an answer,” Ephretti said.

I looked up sharply and caught a look of hurt in her eyes. Did it really hurt her just to look at me? Would I be hurt like that if Leng chose her instead? I would want her to put up with me if our roles were reversed, wouldn’t I? I held back a sigh.

“With a whole army to fight, four dragons and three riders would last about two minutes. This is going to require a more sophisticated plan. We need to wait and watch to see if there is some sort of opportunity to exploit a weakness.”

“The weakness is obvious.” She twitched impatiently. “We don’t need to watch to figure that out. It’s the Healing Arches. They focus the strength of the magic flows beneath the earth. If we destroy those, we destroy their ability to conjure up Ifrits.”

“Are you saying that we should destroy one of our Dominions greatest assets? I’ve seen what these arches can do. They’re miraculous!”

Ephretti snorted. “Right now they are killing people, not helping them. So, yes, it’s a good idea to destroy them. Better to save real people right now than refuse to act for the sake of potential people being saved later.”

That didn’t sound right. You couldn’t make decisions just based on what you needed now. You needed to think about what might come down the line later.

In this case, she might have a point. There are other arches. And how else could you stop the manufacture of Ifrits here? Only by defeating all those Magikas, and there are hundreds of people down there and only four dragons here.

“How would you destroy a massive rock structure at the heart of an enemy camp?” I asked, leaning on the impracticality so I wouldn’t have to talk about the ethics of it.

“Easy. Attach ropes to the rocks and have the dragons pull them down.”

“While under magical fire? And Ifrit attack?”

Ephretti looked affronted, her shoulders drawing even farther back. “I didn’t say it would be easy.”

“It would be suicide,” Lenora said quietly.

Ephretti’s mouth drew a firm line. “In wars, people die. And not just other people.”

Lenora nodded briskly. “I’m not saying I won’t do it. I’m just wondering how to be sure it actually works before we die doing it.”

“Well,” Ephretti said, “Amel wouldn’t be here if she didn’t have some sort of trick up her sleeve. Would you, Amel?”

“What?” 

“Some sort of secret weapon or power or something, right? Otherwise, how would a crippled trainee be trusted to be off on her own and still have survived this far?”

Ouch. My tone was dry when I responded. “I have a great dragon. He’s a prince, you know.”

“It’s unfair to talk to Amel that way,” Lenora said quietly. “She’s already proved that she isn’t stopped by her injury.”

Ephretti colored, mumbling “sorry” before stalking away.

Lenora watched her go. “She gets like that. Hot-headed. She’ll calm down. I know she seems ... terrible right now, but trust me, if anyone can do the impossible, it’s Ephretti. She just ... she just ...”

“I know.”

She met my eyes and nodded. “Okay, let’s watch the camp like you suggested while she cools off. Maybe there will be another way.”

We watched the camp all afternoon but at dusk, when we returned to find Ephretti had set up a hidden camp and cared for the dragons, we had to admit to her that there was no other way. 

“Then we’ll do it before first light,” Ephretti said, firmly. “We’ll take them by surprise.”

I avoided Ephretti and Lenora as I prepared for sleep. They were both committed to this attack, but despite the fact that I couldn’t find an alternate option, and despite the fact that I’d promised to take out this outpost before I returned to Jalla, I was not as certain. I sipped my Silla-laced water as I watched the moon rise and gently turned the Pipe over and over in my hands. I’d seen it shred Ifrits to pieces before, but that wouldn’t do anything to attacking Magikas. This whole plan didn’t sit right with me. There had to be another way.
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Chapter Fourteen
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We were all jittery the next morning and it was coming out the worst in the dragons. Lypukrm snapped at Bellrued when Lenora was saddling him, causing the other dragon to stumble backward into Raolcan who flamed his side so badly that Ephretti’s saddle was scorched.

“Get your mount under control,” she snapped at me. Her own pair of dragons was causing her problems enough. 

I am under control. That was a very controlled flame. I mean, if I’d been sloppy she wouldn’t have a saddle at all ... or that fancy tent she likes to sleep in.

I was too nervous to find his jokes funny. My mouth was dry as cotton no matter how much Baojang water I drank – I was certain that I felt a pull back to that place – and my hands shook slightly when I saddled Raolcan.

Get it nice and tight. We’re affixing ropes to the saddles – thank goodness Ephretti had enough – and if it’s not tight I won’t be able to pull.

I had no confidence in our plan. But I was the only one. I had a terrible feeling about this – and not just because the last time we’d been to Healing Arches Raolcan had nearly died.

Because you’re a perpetual pessimist.

It hadn’t helped that I dreamt all night of Leng – and I wasn’t sure if it was dreams or visions. He’d been helping refugees flee the two sky cities, moving along the edges of their military power to organize chains of civilians to help move people and possessions to safer places. 

Those are visions. I saw them, too. Don’t worry, it’s good work and he suits it well. He has a big heart and an iron spine.

What I had seen still haunted me, even if it was only dreams and visions. Children should not suffer. The weak and helpless shouldn’t be the ones who went without food or stumbled weakly with no one to catch them.

That’s why he is there. It’s why we are doing this ridiculous job for Ephretti – to stop that kind of thing.

No child should cry tears of pain from hunger. No parent should have such haunted eyes.

The Trogs shouldn’t have done this to you. You’re too soft hearted to have to know about pain you can’t fix.

Was that rebellion against his leaders?

A dragon is allowed to have his own opinions – even if he’s bound not to act on them.

I braided my hair sadly and prepared for battle. My heart was so heavy from last night’s visions that I couldn’t think of much else. Maybe that was for the best. I wasn’t sure this was even going to succeed.

Just keep your pipe close and get ready to blow it when we’re working. Your job is simple. Hold on tight. Tie the rope to the stone arch using the knot Ephretti taught you. Hold on again and blow that sky-loving pipe when things get rough.

And what? A thousand butterflies will save us?

Who knows. We do our part and trust that the rest will be taken care of.

I wasn’t the trusting type.

Tell me about it. But I plan to change that, eventually.

I finished the braid and double checked my straps.

“Ready?” Ephretti asked from her perch on Bellrued.

“Ready,” Lenora said. Her head was held high and her gaze was level. That girl had grit if anyone did.

“Don’t pause,” Ephretti said. “Don’t falter. We do our job and we get this done.”

I nodded. I didn’t believe any of it, but I’d done just as many strange one-in-a- million things before. Why would this be any different?

“Let’s fly!” Ephretti said, kicking Bellrued up, Tyalmae right at his heels. Lenora launched with a smile and Raolcan bunched his muscles and then threw himself into the air right behind her. I held on just like I’d promised, but my focus was skittering from sadness over refugees to concern over Leng and nervousness at this mission. Somewhere south of us, Hubric was headed north. Would he get this far in his journey here? Would he find rubble in this place? Or would we fail?

Get out of your head and focus like the Greens.

True to their type, they streaked across the sky like emerald arrows. We raced over the treetops, banking upward to crest the hill, and then elegantly rolling into a dive toward the encampment below. In the dusk before dawn, I could see the last embers of fires inside the perimeter and torches on the guardhouses. They would see us, that was certain, but would they be able to respond in time?

The camp below us slept, only a few figures milling between the tents in early morning chores. A yell broke out from the guard tower as Ephretti streaked past and by the time we reached it a single Magika launched a fireball at us. Raolcan rolled, showing his belly to the ball of flame. It missed us by a dragon-width and we sped on.

A bell was ringing somewhere – unrelentingly – and yells followed us through the camp, but we were too fast. Below me, the encampment rolled out like a map, Raolcan’s belly nearly skimming the tops of tents, swooping up as we reached the Healing Arches and their stone platform. No one within the camp was as quick as that first Magika. Only shouts and cries followed us, not arrows or flames. 

Raolcan reached his feet out and grabbed an arch, like a bird with a branch, steadying himself on the wobbling stone. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as I feared. I leaned down, stretching to wrap the rope around the stone. A clattering sound distracted me.

Arrows. Hurry.

We were taking too long. Someone ambitious had found a bow.

I wrapped the rope around the arch, fumbling to tie the knots Ephretti had shown me – dragon knots, she called them. Made for holding wild dragons down. Raolcan had found that funny.

Focus. There’s nothing funny about what’s coming...

I finished the knot, still dangling from the saddle, fighting to pull myself back to an upright position. Raolcan twisted to the side and I fell back into the right place. I was supposed to grab the Pipe from the saddlebags now. I fumbled for the flap.

Now we pull!

He leapt from the arch, flapping violently. I held on to the saddle with white knuckles. Screams and shouts from beyond me told me we had their attention now. 

We hit the end of the rope and it felt like smacking against a wall. My neck jerked backward and my grip on the saddle completely dislodged. 

I felt a sharp pain in my leg, and a blow to my head and then everything went black.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Visions and dreams tumbled one into another. I rode for a while with Hubric as he snaked his way north, hiding from bands of Dusk Covenant raiders. I wasn’t sure if I dreamed of Shonan or actually was in his head as he flew north, surrounded by colorful dragons. My dreams had a strange flavor to them – like I had eaten bad food before falling asleep or drunk something that had turned. I felt hot and feverish as I fell from dream to vision back to dream again. 

Savette was receiving vows from someone and then laying out a siege plan with maps in front of her. She looked up and even through the bandages I could see she was looking at me. Her expression as unreadable. I fell from the vision into a dream where a pair of Sentries had me pinned down as they digested me alive. 

I don’t know if I screamed only in the dream or with my own voice, but I tumbled from that into Leng’s head. He was talking to someone quietly, but in my feverish haze, I didn’t see who it was.

“This time it will be different. I won’t let him just wear the mask and slip into being someone I don’t know.”

The voice that replied was unfamiliar. “But how could you stop that from happening? The Dominar is the mask. It has always been so. People won’t put up with anything different than that.”

“I’ll find a way to make it work. For someone so important to me ... well, I won’t lose him. We’ll just have to be friends in secret I guess. What people don’t know won’t hurt them. Maybe he could change things. Change what people expect.”

“Perhaps.”

“I can be patient. I can be in the background. I’ve never had a problem with that.”

“Sure.”

I was so desperate to reach out to him and comfort him – to tell him that it really would be like that, and that he would be okay. Somehow, we would make sure he could see his brother when all this was over.

I fell into a dream again and surfaced back into Rakturan’s eyes. Jalla’s face filled his vision, her expression firm. 

“We must march them quicker if what you say is true. The Dominion will be of no use to us if it is destroyed before we get there. I am concerned that Amel has not yet returned to me. Send Renn to find her.”

“I could go,” Rakturan offered.

“I need you here. The Gold Rider is nothing but trouble here. He keeps trying to lock our war leaders into promises for the future. I don’t want our culture changed and I don’t need him to tell me what is right.”

“Then why keep him in your service at all?”

She stared off in the distance before rounding back on Rakturan. “Are you still here? I want him gone by dark.”

I was troubled by what I’d seen. Too many friends faced too many challenges. What could I possibly do to save them all? I felt my body thrashing and sweating, but try as might, I could not open my eyes.

Eventually, I slipped into a deeper sleep and when I woke this time, I was able to open my eyes. The lashes were crusted together, making it hard to see. I blinked rapidly to clear them, but my arms felt heavy – too heavy to move.

I was lying on a stone floor, my cheek pressed to the surface of the rock. It felt cool against my hot skin. Torpor filled me, making any movement feel impossible. Even my thoughts felt too heavy for my mind. It was a long time of lying like that before I realized I was looking at people’s feet and ankles as they walked by me or stood in front of me. I was in a very busy place, wasn’t I? So many people seemed to be coming and going. The edges of their robes were interesting. Where had I seen embroidered patterns like that before? Oh yes. Magikas. They must all be Magikas.

There was sound in the background – too much sound. It hurt my pounding head and spiked through my skull. I couldn’t think of it now.

I took long, deep breaths, focusing on the light between the feet. Something was happening there, at the lip of the stone floor. I felt like I should care about it, but I was just so tired. Which was strange, because hadn’t I just woken up?

I should probably try to sit. Get my bearings. I pulled my hand towards me. It was so slow. So very slow. Just a few inches and I felt too tired to budge it. No, Amel. Focus. Can’t give up on the little things – like moving. Not the time to be lazy.

I pulled my hand to where I could see it. It felt sticky. I blinked, realizing it was red with blood.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Sixteen
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Now was not the time to panic. My head was whirling and my hand fell limp to the ground again. I tried to take even breaths as I brought it back under control and pushed upward. Pain seized me, freezing me in place and I cried out as fire filled my good leg. I fell back to the stone, my fingers curling as if I could cling to the strength of the stones.

“Who was that?” someone asked.

“Just the cripple. She’s not going anywhere.” 

There was a scuffling sound of footsteps as if someone was walking away. I wasn’t tied or restrained. Whatever my injury was, they were certain it would keep me in place. I felt along my back with one hand, clenching my teeth to fight off searing pain as I bent to feel along my leg. There. The shaft of an arrow stuck out of my leather pants. I pulled gently at it, stopping when the pain flared instantly, filling me with nausea and clouding my head with spinning agony. No. I wouldn’t be pulling that arrow out myself. 

I was captured. That was clear. What about Raolcan? Raolcan? I could feel him in my mind but his thoughts were muzzy and unclear. He must be injured, too.  I needed to focus. I needed to pay attention to what I could see. I concentrated on the areas between feet and legs. I was on a stone floor. That meant the Healing Arches. As one figure in front of me shifted his weight, I could see one of the arches. The top was gone, the pillars ending in jagged relief like broken teeth. We’d succeeded in that, at least.

But if we had succeeded, why were they all still here in the Arches?

“ ... wouldn’t have to do this if your friends hadn’t broken the Arches. Calling up an Ifrit takes power. Either the power of the Arches or the power of blood. Just be glad your worthless life was for something.”

I wouldn’t want to meet whoever was talking. I looked from gap to gap, trying to see. Someone was forced to his knees on the stone ground. He was shaking. Or maybe I was. Or maybe everything was.

I couldn’t see his face, but I heard his cry, cut off suddenly. He fell forward and in the gaps between the legs I saw his face in the bright sun. Tomas! I hadn’t seen him since the Ruby Isles when he’d been a servant there. His eyes – once so bright – were glassy in death. 

Horror filled me, washing up in my mind and spreading through my limbs. Darkness slowly stole my vision as my heart pounded like a hammer. The world went black. 

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed when I woke. I felt cold. My legs were still frozen in place. I shifted, trying to clear my head.

You’re awake!

Raolcan! He was alive! Could he help me?

They have bound me. And they have bound Lenora and Ephretti’s dragons. 

He’d have to break those bonds, whatever they were.

They are bonds of magic. The Magikas have magical whips and ties – like what you saw used at Dragon School. We are bound - not just with our word but with ropes of air and magic.

I hated Magikas. They always made everything worse. Why didn’t he just flame them all? 

They muzzled us, too. They know what they are doing.

At least he was alive and well. There was silence.

He was well, wasn’t he? I felt a stab of panic. Are you hurt?

Still silence. He was hurt. He didn’t want me to worry. But now anxiety filled me like a belly of worms, writhing and eating me from the inside out.

See, that’s why I didn’t eat those disgusting worms in Baojang. I never would have got the feel of them out of my belly. Imagine one of them wriggling back up your throat...

Ha! He still had his sense of humor – whatever else they had taken from him. He sounded almost as if he was rambling as his next thoughts spilled out. I recognized them. I’d read them only yesterday in Talsan’s book. 

He loses half the sun to save the world. 

His crown he lays aside to choose one star, from a sky of stars. 

One part, one place, one role: to be a mountain and an anchor in the storm. 

Hope for the hopebringer, light for the lightbringer, wings for the lame.  

It would be ridiculous to think that was about us ... wouldn’t it? Who were we in the grand scheme of things? Just one dragon prince and a crippled rider. 

Don’t stop hoping, hopebringer.

If only I didn’t feel so cold. I summoned all my energy and rolled onto the side of my bad leg. I could see a little better now. The heaps of cloth that I saw in the gaps between the legs were strewn across the stone. There were too many of them. I swallowed at the dark pools surrounding them. How many prisoners had they killed like they killed poor Tomas?

By the placement of the sun, it was late afternoon. I’d been out for most of the day.

Try two days. I was worried about you.

Two days?! No wonder I was so shaky. My mouth was parched, thirst burning in my throat. There had been blood. Wouldn’t a normal person die lying in their own blood for two days?

I think the arrow stopped up the wound. Sort of.

Where were Ephretti and Lenora? I strained my eyes, searching for them. There! They were in a line of captives, tied to a rope and shuffling slowly forward, spurred on by lightning-tipped whips. I scanned the line of people, watching as the Magikas loosened the cords holding the man in the front of the line and shoved him forward. His hood fell back and white hair – some loose and some in braids – spilled out. I gasped as I saw his face. Grandis Dantriet. After all this time he was beginning to feel like memory’s ghost to me.

He was shoved roughly to a place in front of two Magikas. One of them held a blue sphere of light between his hands and the other a wicked knife.

“Blood to dust and dust to life,” the Magika with the knife said. I gasped as he moved, fast as an adder and the Grandis slumped to the ground. 

Fast as thought, I counted down the line of captives to where Ephretti and Lenora shuffled with tears in their eyes. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven.

What could I do in eleven minutes?
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Chapter Seventeen  
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If only I had power like Savette or Rakturan for a moment like this! I called, mentally to the Troglodytes, like I had in the basket with Rakturan, pouring hope into my thoughts as the seconds blurred into minutes. My eyes were screwed up shut. What had I done last time? How had I drawn their attention?

Perhaps they are not close enough this time.

When another scream was cut off too quickly, I opened my eyes again. Well, if no one was coming to save us, I needed a practical solution. Maybe I could find a way to loose Raolcan. Where was he? I twisted and turned, looking for him. 

Behind you.

It was hard to twist that way without feeling the pain in my leg. I pulled my arms under me and crawled in a tight circle, dragging my legs behind me. I could see the area better now. I had been left at the edge of the action, since I was clearly no threat to anyone. The legs I had been looking between belonged to Magikas, distracted by their task calling up Ifrits. They were too busy to notice one of their victims slowly turning in a circle. 

Eventually, I turned enough to see the dragons. My breath caught in my throat, my heart speeding up so quickly that my vision flashed black for a moment. Bellrued was slumped against Tyalmae, his head sideways on the ground and eyes shut. Tyalmae was hunched inward over a broken wing. Both dragons were coated in soot and blood. They were Ephretti’s pair, still together at least. I couldn’t see Lypukrm – Lenora’s dragon. I continued the turn, my neck craning to look for Raolcan. I knew what kind of dragon he was. If Ephretti’s dragons had been in the fight, he would have fought longer and harder.

When he finally came into view, I faltered, slumping to the ground for a moment, too horrified to acknowledge what I was seeing. Raolcan was just as covered in soot and blood. A black, sticky substance clung to him. He was bound tightly to the ground by whatever magic held him, at an awkward angle, his head tilted so I could only see the right side of his face – the side with a dark, gaping hole where he once had an eye.

Sobs wracked me, leaving me coughing and choking on them and taking the last of my strength with them.

I know. It’s quite the blow.

Please tell me it’s only one!

Just the right eye. I’m going to be devastating when I see the lady dragons again. Do you know how rakish a dragon looks with an eye-patch?

What were we going to do? What did we have left? The Pipe! I hadn’t been able to grab it from the saddlebag before I’d been hit. It would still be in Raolcan’s baggage. But he wasn’t saddled now and I couldn’t see the bags.

Behind me on the steps. They tossed the equipment there. By the way, if anyone mentions going to ‘Healing Arches’ again, it’s going to be a firm ‘no’ from this dragon. Have you noticed that they seem to always do the opposite of healing? 

I inched forward, bit by bit, inch by inch. I felt a burst of warmth as my movements sent a fresh spurt of blood from my thigh. My elbows ached at the feeling of the rock digging into them, and my head was so heavy, too heavy, my legs a useless weight as I pulled myself across the ground. My good leg felt like it was in a furnace.

It’s probably infection. You were left there a long time. Our enemies aren’t too worried about you running away.

With good reason. Even crawling was taking everything out of me. When I reached Raolcan’s head, I paused for a moment to stroke his cheek before moving on. I couldn’t see or feel his bonds, but hopefully, he could feel my love through our connection. My heart broke at seeing him restrained to the ground, hurting, broken, and still trying to keep up good spirits. This must have been what he meant when he quoted the prophecy, “He loses half the sun to save the world.” 

You’re a cheerful one this evening.

My mind was racing. If that prophecy had really been about Raolcan – and who was to say it wasn’t? – wouldn’t that mean that we could survive this? That there was still a way to save our friends and save our world from being broken apart from Ifrits. Maybe these Magikas could be convinced that what they were doing was destroying the world they lived in.

They’re murdering people in cold blood and you want to reason with them?

Maybe if they realized there wouldn’t be anything left for them to enjoy when all of this is done they would stop.

You should have heard Grandis Dantriet trying to convince them last night. His words will stay with me forever. They were as beautiful as they were powerful. But that’s the thing about evil. People who do it think they’re doing something good. They excuse killing because we’re the wrong sort of people and killing us doesn’t matter. They think that the demons they unleash on this world can be controlled. To them, there is no risk in what they do. They can’t even conceive of a world where their immediate desires are not the controlling factor.

How could he be so philosophical when he had his eye taken from him?

I’ve always known my life had a purpose. I’d always thought I knew what it was going to be. Right now, in this moment, I’m certain. And nothing our enemies ever do can take that from me.

I wished I felt so certain. I was at his tail now, watching the end of it twitch back and forth as I slowly slipped along the ground, a trail of thick red blood in my wake. I was bleeding too much, the wound reopened from all my movement. Another cry from behind me reminded me that it wouldn’t matter soon. Either I found that pipe and managed to make it do something or we would all die here, prophecies or no prophecies.

Lean into hope. Lean into the light. Our story isn’t over yet.

The stairs were the most difficult part. I eased my upper body down to the next level but pulling my lower body over it led to a painful tumble. 

The arrow shaft snapped in half and I bit my tongue to hold off a scream. I didn’t dare let anyone know I was here. I couldn’t afford to be stopped. I was slick with sweat, trembling as I held back waves of pain. No surrender, Amel. No surrender.

My trembling hand felt for our saddle bags, slipping open the edge of the nearest one and reaching inside. The waterskin! This was the right one. I pulled out a mostly-empty skin of water, leaning against the saddlebags as I caught my breath. I took a long drink, my searing throat easing and a burst of renewed energy filling me. I used it to reach in again. There!

My hand gripped around the pipe, pulling it free. It caught the last ray of light as the sun sank beneath the horizon and night fell. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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Did I need to see what I was doing? Maybe.

I pulled myself back over the lip of the step, clenching my teeth as the nub of the arrow knocked on the edge. I bit back a moan of pain and twisted to look through the bodies in front of me. 

The Magikas all had their arms raised, dark light pulsing from their hands and combining in the air to feed the glowing ball in the hands of the Magika at the front. Between their bodies, I saw the line of captives. There was only one person still in line before Ephretti. They loosened her bonds and tugged her forward. 

I put the pipe to my lips, trying to play it, but from this angle I couldn’t get a full breath. I rolled onto my back, gasping at the agony in my leg. Inhaled slowly – was there something wrong with my ribs, too? – and raised the pipe to my lips, blowing a single note through the reed. I couldn’t tell if anything happened, but I kept blowing, adjusting the lever as I blew. 

There was a scuffling sound and then a face loomed over me.

“What’s she doing?” a voice called.

“Playing a flute.” The man above me frowned, adjusting his robes. He was Shonan’s age, but with a wicked twist to his mouth and a gauntness to his long pale face that made me want to shrink into the ground. 

“Ha! Tell her to play something that sounds good or she’s next. I could use a distraction. My arms are getting tired.”

The gaunt man grabbed one of my arms and dragged me roughly to the dried patch of blood where I had been before. The moon, spilling through the arches as it rose, lit everything in stark relief so that the blood stood out like a living thing.

“Stay put this time. We’ll get to you eventually,” he said, his face uncannily bright in the light of the moon. “And if you plan on blowing that thing again, at least play a tune.”

I sucked in a deep breath, trying to push back the pain and fear. If men like that were the future of this world, death was a better option. But I wasn’t willing to give in yet. Too bad I didn’t know how to play a flute. I only had one more shot at this before they took away the Pipe. 

We’d done so many things already, destroyed obstacle after obstacle. Couldn’t we find a way out of this one, too?

An irritating buzzing filled my ears and I swatted at a sting on my face and then another.

Black Flies. They’re everywhere. Clearly, your pipe still works, but I’m not sure that irritating pests will be enough to stop them. 

“Which one of you called up these flies?” 

I felt a shiver of terror as I twisted my head to see the Magika with the knife walking down the line of captives. Lenora shook at his gaze, flinching as he stepped beside her.

“Was it you?”

“No,” she gasped.

“How about your master?”

“If I had the power to call on nature for help, do you really think I’d choose black flies?” Ephretti’s voice dripped with disdain. Couldn’t she hold back her attitude even for a moment?

“I think you’d do anything you could in your last attempts to save your pathetic life,” the Magika scowled as his gaze ran up and down the line of captives. “Bring one of her dragons here.”

Two Magikas broke off from the group, angling towards Tyalmae. They pulled magic whips from their belts, cracking them as they released the bonds and whipped the wounded dragon forward. I flinched as I watched him shuffling along, favoring one foot. Was Raolcan in danger? I glanced back at him, pinned to the ground, unable to see what was happening.

But I hear everything. I don’t know what I’ve done, but I can’t shut it off.

Shut what off?

Their voices. I hear them all.

I shivered.

“If a human life is enough sacrifice to produce a dust demon, I wonder what a dragon life would give us,” the lead Magika asked aloud. “They say that knowledge leads to power. Let’s see if we can add to our accumulating strength.”

His hand shot out and Tyalmae reared back with a horrifying cry. I clenched my eyes tight, gripping the Pipe with all my strength. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. I could see Raolcan on the backs of my eyelids as clearly as if I was looking at him. If they could kill Tyalmae they could kill him. Would kill him. 

Ephretti was screaming in the background. Interlaced through her screams were the high-pitched shrieks of Bellrued. His cries bit down into my brain, shaking thoughts from it and leaving me breathless, only fear still remaining.

Trembling, I gently adjusted the arm of the pipe, hoping beyond hope that it would change the outcome. Black flies would not be enough to stop this horror. Please, please, please be enough! 

“The other one!” Bellrued’s cried continued, piercing the air as they whipped him across the stone floor.

I put the reed in my mouth and blew, letting all my desperation fill the tiny instrument. This silly artifact was such a small thing to put all your hopes in. It was too small to hold our futures ... but there was nothing else and I was out of time.

The Troglodyte visions told me my friends were far away, engaged in their own battles. Even Jalla and her army were still days away from here. We were outnumbered, overpowered and the Troglodytes were ignoring me. If Raolcan’s prophecy was really about him – if it really had a chance to come true – I needed it to come through for me right now. I needed Truth. That magic Savette used that brought everything in line with what really was. If this little Pipe could only help with that ... if it could make this reality line up with what this world, this story, was meant to be ...

I blew as hard as I could, not caring about the tune. I moved my fingers on the tiny holes, trying every one. I adjusted the wing-like arm back and forth, hoping beyond hope for something greater than flies and butterflies, something greater than anything I could imagine, because that was what it was going to take this time.
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Chapter Nineteen
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I heard Lenora’s crying as she was dragged forward, but I couldn’t look. Why her and not Ephretti? Were they still trying to get some information out of her master?

I’d seen things I’d never wanted to see over the last months – things I wished I could forget. I wasn’t going to watch this one. I wasn’t going to burn it into my brain with the other horrors. I didn’t dare look.

I lay on my back, staring up at the full moon in the velvet blue-black sky. I was very cold now, and movement was hard, as if my life was slowly seeping out of my wounded leg and with it every drop of warmth and energy. Tears fell – icy cold – from my eyes, running down the sides of my face and filling my ears.

At first, I thought it was the tears that made such a strange sound. It sounded as if I was surrounded by wrens, their wings beating so hard and fast that they filled my mind. And then the sound grew louder. And louder.

Desperate for hope, I grabbed the Pipe again and blew and blew and blew. I couldn’t hear the sound of the Pipe, but I could feel vibrations in my hands as the wings beat so strong and so loud that they filled my mind. 

Help, I cried in my mind. Help us! But who would come and how could they help? Even birds could only do so much. We were just a few small people in a huge war full of desperate fighters and hopeless mothers crying for help. Who would save us all and would it even be fair for them to save us when so many people needed their help? Who were we to even ask? 

A dragon flew across the moon and I gasped. Someone was here! And then another and another and another until I realized that I couldn’t hear anything else because the flapping of their wings was so loud. 

I gathered the strength to roll onto my belly and look. Lenora tumbled backward through the air as if she had been tossed to the side– alive and whole – falling into Ephretti. In front of her, a huge Red dragon grabbed the Magika leader in his powerful jaws. I couldn’t even hear the snap as he bit down and then tossed the broken man aside.

My breath whooshed out of me at the sight. 

Magikas scattered, throwing fireballs and weapons at the surge of dragons. Someone kicked me in the face as he ran and I reeled back, moaning in pain and spitting blood. I blinked hard trying to push the pain back far enough to process the chaos around me. 

Ephretti grabbed a whip from the ground, adjusting it somehow and waving it toward Raolcan who roared to life like a river when a beaver dam is removed. He surged up, tearing at the fleeing soldiers around him and blasting flame into their ranks. Beyond the great Red and out over the moonlit vista, dragons in massive school-like clouds shredded Ifrits to pieces, bursting them into dust. 

It was as if the Pipe had called every dragon in a hundred miles just like it had called up those butterflies.

It did – though not quite that far. Most of these dragons stayed here in the north after they came to my summons along the coast so long ago. Others were in the warrens moving into place to support our new treaty with the Dominion.

Dragons fought and won everywhere that I looked – a cloud so great that it felt as if an entire city’s population had come down on this one place. My head swam, and I rolled on my back, trying to clear it. I couldn’t feel my leg anymore.

I’m here.

He stood beside me, crouched down as if he were protecting my fallen body.

It will take Ephretti a while to get untied and organize the remaining captives.

And, of course, she would. If anyone could whip frightened people into a formidable force it would be Ephretti. But her dragons were dead. 

What did it mean that the dragons had come for me?

Nothing winged can resist that Pipe. I feel it pulling at me, even now. You are like the Lame Piper from the story, playing a song too beautiful to resist.

I didn’t like that. I didn’t want him to be a captive to anything - not to Dragon School, not to me, not to the Pipe.

We all serve something, Amel. And you know I’ve been clinging to that prophecy. But have you realized that if it is about me, then it is about you, too?

“He loses half the sun to save the world.”

That’s my eye, obviously. And worth it, by the way. 

“His crown he lays aside to choose one star, from a sky of stars.”

That’s you. My guiding star.

He had that backward. He had always been a guide to me, not the other way around.

Everyone needs a purpose. You guide me by being my purpose. Keep listening.  

“One part, one place, one role: to be a mountain and an anchor in the storm.”

See? What’s better than holding on to you when you’re always so set on flying right into danger? 

“Hope for the hopebringer, light for the lightbringer, wings for the lame.”

That’s me – but that’s also you. You’re not just a Lightbringer, Amel. You’re a hopebringer, too. As we fly south with this army of dragons, you’re going to bring hope.

He was nice enough not to mention the ‘lame’ part. The thing I loved best about Raolcan was that he was always so full of hope and faith in me. Who would still have a faith like that after losing an eye? While he watched his person slowly dying on a cold rock floor? Only Raolcan. 

I could feel that I was slipping. I could feel that the wound was worse than we thought. My strength was ebbing away. I couldn’t lift my head anymore. 

I saw a vision of Leng and Hubric. They were together! And then it was gone again. Even the gift of the Troglodytes was fading. 

I’d blown the pipe. I’d saved my friends, but it was too late for me. 

That was fine. I’d lived a good life. I’d played my part. I was never meant for more than a supporting role.

No.

Wait. That wasn’t Raolcan. A vision of Savette swam – gossamer and unreal – before my eyes. But just like before, she was looking right at me, speaking as if I was there with her and not the shocked people staring at her from around a map.

You’ve misread the prophecies if you think that. Your time has not yet come. We need you, Hopebringer.

I felt her stretch, saw her raise her arms. Light filled my mind and then I realized it was real. It filled the Healing Arches around me, shook me like a Magika in the jaws of a Red Dragon and spat me out. Could the visions of the Troglodytes link us beyond just seeing what each other was doing?

You are healed.

Could it be true? I lifted my head, surprised to see Tyallmae lifting his, too. I could move again. I had enough strength. He surged forward, barreling almost into a stunned Ephretti and with that, hope burst into my heart with the power of floodwaters. She’d healed him! Even though she was nowhere near here, somehow her power had surged through these arches anyway. Just like the last time when she’d brought Raolcan back from the dead!

I lifted my head and sat up, my breath catching in my throat and fear – fear that I might be wrong, that it might not be true – filling me. The bandage had fallen off my hand, but the skin was flawless, whole and beautiful. I ran my hands down my leg. It was fine, the arrow lay broken on the ground beside me. 

Trembling, wide-eyed, I looked to Raolcan. I couldn’t see his face from here. He was gazing out beyond the arches. Wait until he saw me!

I scrambled to my feet, pitched forward, and crashed to the earth. My lip split on the stone and I spat blood as heavy realization filled me. 

The arrow wound was gone.

Healed with the power of the arches.

And something else felt different.

You’re healed of the effects of Silla. You are free of Jalla’s hook.

But my leg ... my bad leg. It was exactly the same as it had been all along.  And the other one hadn’t taken my weight, either.

Bitterness filled me. Was it some kind of joke? Because I certainly wasn’t healed. Lying here on the ground, my mouth full of blood and dirt and now BOTH legs ruined. I was certainly not healed.

Give it time. Who knows what Truth has come through your healing?

It wasn’t supposed to work that way! It was supposed to give me what it gave everyone else – instant and complete healing! I rolled onto my back, staring up at the sky and laughed until tears rolled from my eyes. 

As if this was healed! If I’d been given my choice I would have drunk Silla for the rest of my life and lived in those ridiculous deserts with those insane people and their multipuses - just not this. Not both my legs. It was the cruelest joke I could imagine. The cruelest thing anyone had ever done.

And you have the Pipe now. You are the Piper of all Winged things.

Me. The most immobile person in the Dominion was now the commander of the most mobile and glorious creatures? I bit my lip, tasting blood, and I wasn’t sure if I was despairing or laughing, or furious.

Roll over! This time it was Raolcan in my head. Savette was gone, like a puff of smoke.

I rolled over.

Look. 

As far as I could see across the wooded valley rank upon rank of dragon stood, wings tucked to their sides, heads bowed low to the ground. The fighting was over. They had won, and they waited for me now.

They honor you. Our Piper.

I owed it to them to keep on hoping and to find a way to end this war. I looked up at Raolcan.

He looked back at me with a single, burning eye.

I’ll be your wings, Hopebringer.

At least he didn’t call me ‘Lame Piper.’ I didn’t like that name.

I think I’ll call you Dragon Piper when we’re being formal, and spider all the rest of the time.




Complete the journey in Dragon School: Episodes 16-20.
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