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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Each step was pure torture as if a sharply-honed lance pierced him with each footfall, but the monster doggedly, ponderously hauled itself up the incline, dragging a useless and withered leg behind him. His bent and shattered leg was full of grinding pain that never left and which only intensified his hate, his unquenchable thirst for revenge on those who had left him in his miserable, tortured state. With each step, he vowed blood for blood, life for life, an agony ten times ten what I suffer in mind and body will I visit upon you, no matter where you are on Erdron. 
 
    Around him the smoke, flames, and haze lifted, curled toward the ceiling only to die and quieten for a few brief moments before the thunder rose again, a never-ceasing chorus of hissing and sizzling that echoed in the chamber. If there was a Hades on Erdron, this was it, the beast’s lair. 
 
    He swung himself onto the pinnacle that jutted out over the great chamber, drew in a deep breath of the sulfur-tinted air, and stared at the seven who assembled at his foot. He let a small leer lift his lips. Before, he was nothing, a mere speck, an inconsequential piece among the many that the gods used to play their Great Game. 
 
    However, starting now, that was all to change. His pieces were finally in play, the intolerable waiting now at an end, everything was in readiness for Erdron to have a new master—him.  
 
    What’s more, there were none to challenge him, nor dare to try, none to make him afraid or strike fear in his heart. No, that was what he was about to do to the whole world, and it would be a magnificent thing to see. His own Great Game played out across all Erdron, only unlike the gods’ game with its innumerable possibilities, his would have only one conclusion.  
 
    Him as the Lord and Master of Erdron, to reign for a thousand years. 
 
    The seven below stared up at him, waiting. He took another step so that they would have to crane their faces even more, know fully that they were in total subjugation to him. 
 
    “I have had a Sight!” he boomed, his voice echoing like thunder off the cavern’s craggy walls. “All is in readiness for us to go forth. No longer do we need to slink about in the shadows, waiting for our time. It is now! Go forth and do not fail me, or the consequences will be more than you can bear. Accomplish your tasks, and the rewards will be more than you can imagine.” 
 
    He drew in another deep breath. “Go!” he thundered. “Victory is ours!” 
 
    “Victory is ours!” they shouted in return and turned to hurry away. The clouds curled where they passed through, and moments later they were lost in the mist and fiery smoke. 
 
    The beast’s lips curled in a leer as he stared at the boiling, churning clouds. “Fools,” he whispered to himself, “do as I command, but know that I will never share my power with you. The only thing I will give you is a miserable, grinding death.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed to mere slits, and his voice was low, menacing. “But not before I drink the sweet cup of revenge. Sweet, for it will slake my thirst with the blood of those who left me with this torn and twisted body, and denied me my realm.” 
 
    With his lips curled in a cruel scowl, he muttered low to himself, “I shall have my throne, my dominion, and more—much, much more.” 
 
    His eyes began to glow a blood red as if revenge itself poured into his eyes and he stared long and hard, thinking of all the different ways he would exact his foul vengeance, each more cruel and evil than the last.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The wooden, etched door to the pub slammed open, the wind catching it, rain spraying those who sat closest to the door, which was not Princess Reyna, who sat at the back next to the fireplace’s roaring fire and its welcome warmth. Framed in the doorway by the dreary grayness stood a craggy-faced man, dripping wet, his eyes as wide as one of the clay saucers that lay on a nearby slatted wooden table. His teeth chattered as if he couldn’t control his jaw muscles, but he finally blurted out, “The—the thing took her! The queen! On the hill. She—she’s gone!” 
 
    Captain Wald, leader of the King’s Own, sprang from his table. “Hess, what are you talking about? What about the queen!” 
 
    “I . . . I,” Hess babbled, “did as Her Majesty ordered—after dropping Princess Reyna off here I went back and waited with me carriage at the base of the hill for Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Wald growled, “we know that. What of the queen, fool!” 
 
    “It . . . it . . . it took her,” Hess keened, clutching and wringing his sodden hat in both hands. 
 
    “It?” Wald demanded. “What do you mean by it?” 
 
    “A . . . a darkness, like a black haze or mist that slithered out of the forest,” Hess wailed, his voice and body trembling, “I blinked, and then—the queen and the thing were gone! Vanished!” 
 
    “Let’s go, men!” Wald thundered and then reached out for Hess, grabbing him by an arm and pushing him toward the door. “You’re with us!” he snarled, and towing the terrified royal carriage driver, bolted through the open doorway into the gray day and its windblown rain.  
 
    A dozen legionnaires drew their swords as they raced through the pub, throwing aside chairs and tables that blocked their way. Within moments, except for a few wide-eyed patrons and Reyna, the pub was empty. 
 
    Reyna, momentarily taken aback by Hess’s jarring news, waited until the last knight rushed past before she rose from her chair and with a hand to her throat, clutched her plum-colored cloak with its gold trim. She hurried down the aisle, out the still open doorway, and into the soaking rain. 
 
    She glanced up the road that led to Monument Hill, its sides dark not just from the wan light but from the black spruce and birch trees that covered its flanks. Wald and his men were already on their mounts, barreling up the road toward the high knoll. Right behind them splashed and bounced the queen’s carriage over the muddy and rutted way, Hess cracking the whip over the six-horse team.  
 
    Reyna stomped a foot, causing a small squirt of mud to shoot out to one side, and placed both hands on her hips. For a moment, frustration drove the scare out of her eyes. Wald and his men had utterly forgotten about her and left without a way for her to reach the hill other than sloshing the half league or so through the goop and rain.  
 
    Knowing that it was fruitless to try and yell for them to come back, she stood there, lips pressed tight in both anger and concern, the wind and rain whipping at her cloak and heavy funeral dress.  
 
    Reyna stared at the swirling mist that curled about the hilltop where she had left her mother only a short time ago. What happened? What was that fool Hess talking about—a black cloud that slithered out of the forest? Clouds don’t slither! 
 
    “Reyna, you idiot,” she groaned, clenching her hands into tight fists, “you knew better than to leave her alone up there.” 
 
    At a nicker behind her, she spun and saw a lone horse tied up to the hitching rail. The black mare was a beautiful steed, sleek with fine lines, a small head, and obviously well-bred and well cared for as she showed no ribs, only lean muscle over her flanks.  
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip and eyed the horse, hesitant to grab its reins and make for the knoll. Not only was she wearing a sodden, heavy dress, totally unsuitable for saddle riding, but she had never attempted to ride such a powerful animal before. Her previous mounts had usually been broad of back, slow of foot, and stodgy in temperament, which suited her riding abilities.  
 
    However, her mother might well be in trouble and that called for taking a risk or two, something she shied away from most times. Still, she couldn’t just stand there, bedraggled and wet, hands on hips like some petulant child. 
 
    She took a few steps toward the mare, murmuring to herself, “Can’t be that hard, right? She’s just a bit more fleet of foot than my other rides, that’s all.” 
 
    Not recognizing her, the horse danced a little to the side and snorted loudly, so Reyna stepped back, a bit fearful that the horse might try to kick her. “Easy, girl,” she crooned with a hand up, palm open, “I just need a short ride up to that hill. My mother’s in trouble, surely you can understand that?” 
 
    The horse craned its neck around to eye her. Reyna stepped closer, still murmuring, “Easy . . . easy.” She ran her hand down the horse’s wet neck, feeling the mare’s muscles quiver under her gentle touch. Sensing the horse was not going to fight her, she reached past the mare’s head to untie the reins from the hitching rail.  
 
    Reyna’s breathing came quick, and her heart beat hard in her thin chest. Fear for her mother pushed her to reach out and touch the horse’s wet and shiny coat, otherwise the thought of what she was about to attempt would never enter her mind.  
 
    As the horse’s flanks shuddered under her caress, she reached up to grab the saddle, and managed to lift her heavy dress high enough to slip a foot into the stirrups. She stood on one leg, balancing, took a deep breath, and whispered, “I can do this—I can do this.” 
 
    With a lift from her foot in the stirrup and a sort of upward lunge with the help of the saddle, she straddled the horse and then, with a kick and a few squirming motions she swung her other leg up, across, and down.  
 
    The horse, not used to such antics on its back, threw her head up, whinnied and blew several times, and began to dance and jig backward, before Reyna was able to firmly clutch the reins.  
 
    With both feet finally in the stirrups, and a grip on the reins, Reyna pulled the horse up, murmuring, “Whoa girl, easy girl.” 
 
    Just as she was about to bring the high-spirited horse around to point her down the road, two figures burst through the pub’s open door, one of them Kays, the pub’s portly owner, the other a tall, lean, handsome man Reyna didn’t recognize. “Hey! You! Get off my horse!” he yelled. 
 
    “Sorry,” Reyna answered as she pulled the horse’s head toward the road, “I need to get up that hill, my mother’s in trouble.” 
 
    She kicked the horse’s flanks with her heels and immediately the mare bolted forward so hard that Reyna almost came tumbling off, but she managed to hold on to the saddle, saving herself from a nasty and embarrassing fall into the muddy goo.  
 
    As the horse sprinted down the mud-covered, rutted road, Reyna called over her shoulder, “I’ll return her! Princess promise!” 
 
    She watched as the man held his hands out in disbelief before he darted inside the pub—for what, Reyna had no idea. 
 
    The mare flew down the mud-spattered, open highway, and it took everything Reyna knew about horseback riding to stay mounted. The pelting rain stung her pale cheeks, the drops so heavy that it felt as if someone showered her with stones. The raindrops seemed to pop as they struck her sodden black dress. 
 
    She had to keep wiping at her eyes so that she could see, which didn’t help her balancing act staying in the saddle.  
 
    The horse’s hooves pounded the track, sending water spraying to each side when she splashed through a muddy pool. After a short bit, Reyna found that if she leaned forward a little, and pressed her knees tight against the horse, she was a little more comfortable in the saddle, though it was still a constant fight to stay aboard the powerful steed.  
 
    She glanced up at Monument Hill and for a moment, tears burned her eyes, already red from the crying that she’d done over the last several days, and especially at the morning’s funeral service for her father.  
 
    “Mother,” she pleaded, as if to herself, “please, please be all right.” 
 
    The storm’s wind pushed at her, causing her cloak to whip and flap about her. She shivered from the cold but for once ignored it, as getting to the hill’s top was much more important than comfort just then. 
 
    The mare settled into a steady gallop and Reyna, remembering her riding instructor’s constant reminder, tried hard to move her body in time with the mare’s. She held the reins loose, letting the horse have its head, not trying to slow her even a little. 
 
    The half league between the Green Frog pub and the knoll melted away and it seemed that in mere moments, Reyna had the horse off the muddy road and pounding up the trail that split the woods, not slowing even a bit.  
 
    Trees flashed by, the spruces’ dark, pointed tops like spears aimed at the sky, the birches’ blotchy skeleton like limbs rattling in the wind, most of their leaves gone to litter the forest floor. 
 
    At the top, she jerked on the reins, bringing the horse to a skidding stop. She pushed herself off the saddle, tugged on the reins, and led the horse to a nearby birch, where she tied off the thin straps to a low-hanging limb. 
 
    Though weighed down and hampered by the heavy dress and cloak she wore, Reyna hurried through the blanket of leaves and mud to where Wald stood giving orders to a circle of his men, their anxious and serious eyes centered on their leader. 
 
    Her eyes flicked to the freshly dug grave and her tears welled up again. She stumbled just a bit, thinking, was it only yesterday that we buried Father? Was that where I stood and said goodbye to the only man I ever loved? The loving father who read to me at bedtime, who eased my cries when I skinned a knee. 
 
    The first man that I danced with, who took me on strolls along the riverbank to talk about life and his great love for Mother and his family. Who listened to me, to my hopes, dreams, and fears, and took them all seriously. 
 
    And now that man was gone and there was a deep hollow in her heart that she felt certain no other man would ever fill with the same love that she’d felt for her father. 
 
    Reyna lifted her skirt slightly, ran past the grave, and to one side of the imposing Monument to the Four Martyrs. “Mother!” she called out, frantically looking about but seeing only the knights as they pushed aside bushes, looked under the spruces’ low-hanging, dark limbs. 
 
    There was no answer to her call, so she hurried to the other side toward the thick woods to yell again, with the same result. She whirled around, her wet dress rustling, the pleats sticking together as if glued, and the hem sliding across muddy leaves and dirt.  
 
    “Captain Wald!” she shouted. 
 
    The bearded officer finished giving orders to several of his men before wheeling around and hurrying over to Reyna. “The queen?” she anxiously asked, a hand to her mouth, apprehension filling her green eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but there’s no sign of her, Your Highness,” Wald replied. He shifted his helmet to his other arm and wiped a hand over his long, graying hair that was slick and wet. His face hardened, and his eyes flashed in anger and frustration. “I should not have left her alone, princess. It went against my better judgment.”  
 
    “It was against all of our better judgments,” Reyna replied, “but that is what she wanted. To be alone with Father for a bit.”  
 
    “Aye,” he said, “but I should have posted guards, discreet, and out of sight.” 
 
    Wald seemed as heartbroken and as guilt-ridden as Reyna, so to give him and herself some measure of comfort, she shook her head, saying, “You obeyed her command, as did we all.” 
 
    “Thank you, princess, but that gives me little consolation.” He motioned to the thick woodlands that encircled the monument. “My men are spread out, searching, and I’m sending one man back to the castle to bring the rest of the cohort here.” 
 
    Reyna nodded and then ordered, “Have him alert my brothers as well.” 
 
     “Yes, princess,” Wald returned and whipped around to shout at a mounted knight who waited off to one side. “Kreg, ensure that Prince Adrian and Prince Owen know of the situation as well!” 
 
    The man nodded and Wald pointed toward the town and beyond it to Wynsur Castle. “Go!” 
 
    The knight spurred his horse and they galloped down the hillside, his steed gaining speed with each stride. Reyna watched them go for a moment before asking, “Captain, what can I do?” 
 
    Wald eyed her for several moments before answering, “Princess, I know you want to help, but I can’t have you wandering off into the forest, not when I don’t know what I’m dealing with here. So, please, stay in the clearing where you are easily seen and don’t move from this spot, especially not without a guard.” 
 
    Reyna eyed him and crisply said, “Is that why you left me behind? So that I wouldn’t be in the way?” 
 
    Wald shifted uncomfortably before muttering, “I thought you safer at the inn than here, princess. It was not my intention, nor desire, to offend, but rather to protect.” 
 
    “Thank you for your concern, captain, but I want to help—I need to help!” 
 
    “And I want you safe, Your Highness. If you decide to go into the woods to search—that’s six men I have to assign to guard you, six I must take away from the search parties. You stay here, I need only two men to watch over you.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip, chewed on it slightly, a habit of hers, but now it was because of frustration and fear bordering on panic. Fear for her mother, frustration for being told that she was more hindrance than help. But Wald made a good point and she didn’t want to reduce the size of the search party by even one soldier.  
 
    “All right,” she sighed. “I’ll stay right here.”  
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. With your leave?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Wald turned and gestured to two knights who stood nearby and then to Reyna, his silent communique for them to guard the princess. At that, he hurried away into the forest to check on his search parties. 
 
    Reyna watched him go and then wiped at the moisture that beaded her face. At a shiver that seemed to run up and down her lithe body, she lifted the hood of her cloak over her head to ward off the cold.  
 
    Overhead, the thick, gray clouds swept by, the weight of the moisture they carried seeming to lower their swirling undersides to just above the treetops that swayed with every gust of cold wind.  
 
    She eased a little closer to her father’s grave and watched as the raindrops splattered on the mound, carving tiny rivulets in the dirt. Her hand pressed her full lips together, and she sniffed back tears as she thought of a how just a few days ago her father was alive—dying, but alive enough that she could hold his warm hand, converse a bit, help her mother ladle a little soup into his mouth. 
 
    Now, his body lay cold and lifeless under the ground and she would never know his loving touch again or hear his voice. Her mother’s words as she stood by the grave came to her. In a whisper to Reyna only she had said, “It was this way when we buried Hooper, Rainbow, and Scamper, and now the heavens weep for my Tavin.” 
 
    Her father, in most respects a simple man in life, had wanted a modest service and unpretentious burial plot. No tomb, nor royal edifice for him, just a simple grave near his friends, with room for his wife alongside when her time came. 
 
    Reyna lifted her eyes to the unassuming, gray, granite gravestone. When he knew he was dying, her father had called for the town’s stonemason, dictated to him what he wanted on his headstone which now stood upright at the grave’s head.  
 
    Tavin Wynsur 
 
    Man by birth, King by title 
 
    But neither greater 
 
    Than being loved 
 
    By his beloved Cara 
 
    Wetness stung Reyna’s eyes, her tears mixing with the dampness on her face. “Oh Father,” she whispered to herself, “we just lost you, we can’t lose Mother so soon too.” 
 
    She stared for a moment more before she lifted her eyes to the granite and marble monument that crowned the hill. She gazed at the lifelike statues of Hooper Menvoran, the Gem Guardian; Golden Wind, the great Golden Dragon; Rainbow, the wondrous dragon born of Golden Wind; and Scamper, Hooper’s mischievous furry friend. The four stood on a giant stone dais shaped in the form of a colossal dragon teardrop.  
 
    Hooper had his head up and stood between the two dragons, his eyes turned to the east and the rising sun, one arm raised holding Galondraig, his sword born of fire and tears. Golden Wind and Rainbow towered over him, their heads craned to the east as well, while Scamper perched on Golden Wind’s carapace, his face as if to the wind. 
 
    Her mother had confessed to her one night how blessed she was for having known the love of two great men in her life, Hooper, and Tavin, Reyna’s father. She had gently brushed her fingers through Reyna’s black tresses while saying, “Someday, you’ll know the love of a good man, too.” 
 
    “Only good, Mother?” Reyna had teased. “Not great?” 
 
    Cara smiled back. “I meant a great man too.” 
 
    Reyna sighed. “Not at the rate I’m going, Mother. Not many men are interested in a homely, ungainly princess these days. They don’t want me for me, they want the title, the ducats in the treasury, the prestige.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Cara returned sternly. “You are neither homely nor ungainly. You’re still young, you’re just coming into your own. You wait, your father will have to bar both gates at the drawbridge night and day and station a whole cohort of archers on the battlements just to keep off the pack of young nobles seeking your hand.” 
 
    She’d lifted Reyna’s chin, gazed at her lovingly. “And among all those suitors, or perhaps somewhere else, there will be a man who will love you for you.” 
 
    Reyna had smiled bravely, but deep inside she knew the truth. It was evident every time she looked into a mirror. Her mother, Queen Cara Dracon Wynsur was smart, beautiful, graceful, and athletic—everything she was not.  
 
    Both Mother and Father were experts with bow, sword, and on horseback and oh, how they had tried to teach her to be the same—to no avail. 
 
    She could barely string her own bow, let alone hit the mark with an arrow. Trying to wield even a short sword made her look like she had not a single muscle in her sword arm, and she was usually so awkward on a horse that she was consigned to riding what essentially were farm plugs with broad backs, and steady, slow gaits.  
 
    Her parents took great consolation and pride in her brothers’ expertise in most everything they tried, except literature. There, Reyna shone as bright and radiant as the three moons on a clear night and she and her parents often talked late into the night on a recently read book. 
 
    A shout of, “You! Halt!” startled her and she spun around to see a man trudge up and over the hill’s crest.  
 
    At her guard’s yell, the lanky man stopped and held up empty hands, breathing hard as the rain matted his long, dark hair against his head. Dressed in typical woodsman’s clothing of woolen, dark-green hooded tunic, pants, and boots, he carried a longbow and arrow quiver over one shoulder and a belted scabbard at his side—and was thoroughly drenched, not to mention muddied. 
 
    Her guards had their swords out and were about to accost the young man, but Reyna instantly recognized him as the one who had tried to stop her back at the Green Frog. 
 
    “Hold, guards,” she ordered quietly and stepped next to them to say, “He’s only come to get his horse back that I borrowed.” 
 
    “Borrowed?” the man sputtered. “You mean, stole!” 
 
    “Best watch your tongue,” snapped one of the guards, taking a step forward, his sword held low, but ready to strike, “and show some manners. This is Princess Reyna.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrows arched a little as a surprised look crossed his face. He gave Reyna a stiff bow. “Your Highness, I meant no disrespect as I am new to your realm and did not recognize you. I simply want my horse returned to its rightful owner—me.” 
 
    With the man, and guards following, Reyna walked over to the mare. “She is a wonderful animal, swift, yet remarkably steady on the run.” 
 
    “That she is, princess,” the man replied as he gave his horse the once-over to ensure that she was all right after her hard run. He stepped back and gave Reyna a long appraising stare. “In all honesty, I’m more than surprised that she let you on her back. Others have tried and ended up with broken heads after she bucked them off. Until now, she’s been strictly a one-man horse.” 
 
    “Well,” Reyna said, as she stroked the mare’s neck, “maybe she only wanted to expand her horizons and see what it was like to have a woman on her back.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the man grunted. 
 
    “Her name?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “Tam.” 
 
    “Well, Tam,” Reyna murmured, still stroking the mare’s wet neck, “then I thank you for your generosity in aiding me in my time of need and not leaving me with a broken head.” 
 
    She leaned a little closer, spoke low in Tam’s ear, “Which, on a day like today would only have added to the misery tenfold.”  
 
    As the man checked his saddle straps, she asked, “Your name, sir?” 
 
    “I’m called Shap,” he replied, peering at Reyna over his shoulder. 
 
    Reyna hesitated and then asked, “Well, Shap, would you be willing to sell her? You could name your price.” 
 
    “Sell Tam?” Shap snorted. “I would as soon sell my left arm as her.”  
 
    “It was just a thought . . .” Reyna sighed. “Still, I owe you suitable payment for the use of your horse.” 
 
    “Not to me you don’t,” Shap replied, “Tam did all the work. Pay her instead.” 
 
    “Pay a horse,” Reyna mused, “interesting thought. All right, what form of payment would Tam prefer?” 
 
    “She’s very partial to oats and carrots,” Shap said. 
 
    “Done. Two large buckets of oats and all the carrots she can eat.” 
 
    “Two carrots only,” Shap returned with a small smile, “don’t want to spoil her. Give the rest of the carrots to me, I’ll eat them.” 
 
    “If that’s your wish,” Reyna replied. “Come by the castle tomorrow, I’ll let them know to expect Shap . . .?” 
 
    Shap stared at her for a moment, then mumbled, “Uh, it’s just Shap.” 
 
    “Just Shap?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, just Shap.” 
 
    At the sound of raised voices, Reyna turned to see Wald and Hess coming out of the forest. Hess was quite animated, pointing in the direction of the woods to one side, waving his arms wildly about him. 
 
    Reyna spun away from Shap and hurried over to the two men. “Captain, sir,” Hess excitedly said, “I may be an old man, and you may think my eyesight failing but I’m telling you, she was right there, and there was mist curling about, then a black cloud or smoke surrounded her, and she was gone!” 
 
    “Hess!” Reyna called.  
 
    The man spun around, ducked his head. “Yes, Your Highness?” 
 
    “You said that the queen was over here? Not by His Majesty’s grave?” 
 
    “Well, princess, at first she was, then, me horses needed some tending. I took care of them and when I looked up, she was over here. Daisy’s head straps were chafing her ears and it took me a little while to fix them, but then I looked back up again. That’s when it happened, the smoke or black cloud came out of the forest and she was gone.” 
 
    “Wait,” Shap’s voice came from behind her, “did you say black smoke?” 
 
    “Aye!” Hess answered. “That’s what I’ve been saying, black smoke!” 
 
    “In this rain?” Shap questioned. “Smoke from a fire?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Wald declared. “How could there be a fire in this downpour! You were either seeing things, you old fool, or had too much of that spice pear tea you’re so fond of.” 
 
    “You mean, spiked spice pear tea,” Reyna muttered.  
 
    Hess wrung his hat, holding it close to his chest as he shook his head. “Princess, I admit to taking a nip or two, just enough to ward off the cold, mind you, but not enough to affect my eyesight. I know what I saw!”  
 
    “Black smoke,” whispered Shap from behind, as if rolling the thought around in his mind. 
 
    She turned to see the man staring with an odd expression on his face at the forest. He took a few steps, his head slowly turning as he peered from side to side. He stayed that way for a moment before he wandered over to stand staring at the gleaming wet edifice. 
 
    That strange look on his face, Reyna thought, the man knows something. But what? 
 
    Wald and Hess were back to arguing again so she followed Shap. She stood alongside, glancing sideways at him. To make conversation, she asked, “Do you know who they are?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose at that. “You obviously are not from around here, maybe not even from Erdron if you don’t know Hooper Menvoran, Golden Wind, Rainbow, and Scamper.” 
 
    “Ah . . .” he nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    She reached out, touched his arm, causing him to turn his triangle-shaped face with its slightly pointed chin toward her. His blue eyes were striking, almost turquoise in color, and his long, thick hair covered his ears. “When Hess mentioned that black smoke, you acted as if that wasn’t the first time you’d heard that particular claim.” 
 
    “What?” Shap replied, but for the moment, his eyes didn’t meet hers. “Uh, no, you mistake surprise for knowledge.” 
 
    “Do I? Please, if you know anything that would help us find my mother, I would be most grateful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but on that score I’m afraid I can’t help.” 
 
    He motioned over to the grave. “Your father?” 
 
     “Yes,” Reyna whispered. “We buried him yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Then I am doubly sorry for your sorrows.” 
 
    For a moment, the tears flooded Reyna’s eyes again, and she inhaled deeply to bring her emotions under control. Then she gestured toward the edifice. “This,” she explained, “is more than a monument. It’s where my father and mother had them buried, all but Golden Wind. My father was a member of the Company of the Golden Dragon. He wanted to be buried near his former comrades, but not with them.” 
 
    She sighed. “He felt that not even a king had that right after all they did for Erdron.” 
 
    “A noble sentiment,” Shap returned. “So your father was a member of that company, eh? Impressive.” 
 
    “As was my mother,” Reyna replied. 
 
    Shap turned to stare at her, his thin eyebrows rising a little. “You seem surprised,” Reyna said. “Don’t they teach you anything of our history where you come from?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of that company, yes, and the Golden Dragon, but not much else.” 
 
    “Oh. So just where do you come from?” 
 
    “A small place that I doubt that you’ve heard of.” 
 
    “Try me, I might surprise you. I may not be able to ride a horse like you, but I’ve read quite a few books. Most in the Royal Library, in fact.” 
 
    “That’s impressive too,” he nodded. “All right, I’m from the Aris Highlands. Care to tell me where it is?”  
 
    She blinked at him several times before skewing her mouth slightly to one side. “I don’t think I know of that place.”  
 
    For a moment, Shap’s face fell a bit and his eyes grew bleak. “Not many have,” he whispered and turned to stare again at the edifice. 
 
    Sensing that she shouldn’t push the conversation any further on that particular topic, she glanced around to find that Wald and Hess were now a bit farther downhill, still arguing, she presumed, over just what Hess had or had not seen. “There must be something I can do besides just stand here in this drenching rain.”  
 
    She faced him squarely. “I still think you know something. Can that ‘something’ help me, help us, in any way? Please.” 
 
    Shap glanced around at the forest, his eyes seeming to take in every tree, every bush. “Princess, why don’t we take a look around?”  
 
    Reyna shook her head. “Captain Wald would be most vexed with me. Told me to stay put in so many words. He’s afraid I’d get lost in the woods.” 
 
    She frowned just a bit and gave Shap a little shrug. “He’s probably right. I’d be in the way. It’s just that . . .” 
 
    “Just what?” 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears again. “I just lost my father, I can’t . . . I can’t lose my mother too.” 
 
    “You know,” Shap returned, pulling at his short beard a little, “if it were my mother lost in these woods, I wouldn’t be standing around hoping someone else would find her. I’d be out looking for her—doing my part.” 
 
    “Yes,” she protested, “but you’re a . . . a . . .” 
 
    “A what?” he interjected. “I may be a lot of things but let me tell you what I’m not—a Prin—Cess.” 
 
    She couldn’t help herself and let a small smile lift a corner of her mouth. “No,” she replied, pressing her lips together to force the smile away, “I can see that obviously you are not.” 
 
    “But you are, Prin—Cess.” 
 
    The way he emphasized the word made her stare at him. Was he making fun? Mocking her? Mocking royalty? No, she didn’t feel any insult in his words, just a hidden message. Her head snapped up. Of course! After all, he was right, she was a princess and a real princess wouldn’t be moping around wringing her hands, especially not the daughter of Cara Dracon! 
 
    “You’re right,” she declared. She glanced around at the woods. “But where to start looking?” 
 
    Shap gazed at the trampled ground and gestured toward the grave. “I’ve found starting at the beginning is usually a good place. Is this where the burial party stood?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna acknowledged. “The nobles, the town mayor and council, the King’s Own were to that side.” 
 
    She motioned toward the foot of the grave. “That’s where our most honored guests stood.” 
 
    “Most honored guests?” Shap asked. 
 
    “Surviving members of Hooper’s and Golden Wind’s company,” Reyna answered and then with a hand motioned to where each had stood during the short service. “Queen Alonya of the Golian Domain and her daughter, Princess Alessa; Amil Nomas, the Sjef of the Jubian Clans and his wife Lanor; the Askoriia Austrvegr Pimlin, leader of the Dyrfolken and her husband, Pakle. 
 
    “We couldn’t find Marce of the Uhlan, nor Skag of the Lost Forest, nor send a message to Pip, Kyr, or Sim of the Pixie People.” 
 
    She sighed a little. “And of course, we weren’t able to get a message to the dragons that belonged to the company, either.” 
 
    She paused and then said, “After the ceremony, we went back to the castle, had a meal, and before they all started for home, Mother thanked them for undertaking the long journey and then bid them farewell. It was bittersweet for her to once again be with her beloved friends, but at such a sorrowful time.” 
 
    “They’ve all departed then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna sighed. “Well before noon yesterday. This morning, Mother decided that she wanted to come here and be with Father for a short time. Along with her personal guard, I came with her, but this heavy rain thoroughly soaked us so she ordered us back down the hill to wait at the Green Frog. All except her. I tried to stay with her, but she said no, she wanted to be alone.” 
 
    Reyna’s face tightened and she muttered to herself, “I was such a fool! I should have stayed, not worry about the cold and wet!” 
 
     Shap nodded as if to himself and then, pointing at the ground, asked, “And where was Her Majesty when you left her?”  
 
    “Here,” Reyna answered, motioning to the grave’s near side.  
 
    Shap slowly glanced around and then asked, “And no one but the driver saw what happened?” 
 
    “Just Hess, no other.” 
 
    “I see,” Shap murmured and then, studying the ground intently, took a few steps closer to the grave before motioning downward at the muddy ground. “And the queen was standing here when you left her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Shap nodded and then turned, took a few steps away from the gravesite, past the flattened ground. Reyna followed him but stopped when a deep voice called, “Uh, Your Highness, you really should stay close and not wander off.” 
 
    Another voice said, “Yes, princess, and who is this man? We don’t recognize him.” 
 
    Reyna turned to find her two guards standing a few paces away—worried looks on their faces, hands on their sword hilts. “I’ll be all right,” she replied, “and as for this gentleman, he’s, uh . . .” 
 
    “Tracker Shap, they call me,” Shap answered, not looking up from where he studied the ground. “Her Highness enlisted my expert help in finding Her Majesty. Now, you two, stay where you are, I don’t need you tearing up the ground and destroying the trail any more than you metal-heads have already.” 
 
    One of the knights started to take a step forward, anger on his face from Shap’s derogatory comment but Reyna thrust a hand out. “You heard, uh, Tracker Shap. Stay where you are. Like I said, I’ll be all right.” 
 
    The man stepped back, bowed his head. “As you wish, Your Highness.” 
 
    Reyna turned, whispered, “Is it okay if I join you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Shap returned and pointed. “Just stay to this side and try to step where I step.” 
 
    She took the several paces to join him, noticing how intently he stared at the leaves that blanketed the ground. “What are you looking at? There’s nothing but leaves and mud.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what nothing but leaves and dirt can sometimes tell you if you know how to look.” 
 
    “Oh. And have the leaves and dirt told you anything?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he muttered, “but the ground is so muddy and these leaves so thick that it’s hard to make out. Did your mother wear soft-soled woodland boots, not shoes?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother hated the hard-soled castle shoes and much preferred her boots. As I recall, she wore them here. Of course, they were hidden under her long dress. Why?” 
 
    “Umm,” Shap replied and bent down to run his fingers over the ground. “Narrow foot, slightly wide at the toes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Reyna’s eyes widened and she dropped to one knee next to Shap. “You have found something!” she sputtered. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered and stood to take a few more steps, his eyes fixed on the ground. Reyna stayed with him, matching his movements. Shap took a few more paces, edging closer to the tree line. Reyna was about to speak, when she jerked her head around at the sound of pounding hooves coming up the hillside.  
 
    Moments later, three figures on horseback broke across the crest, whipping their horses into a swift gallop. “Have them stop,” Shap ordered, “before they come any closer or we’ll lose the trail!” 
 
    Reyna straightened, saw Captain Wald watching the riders come up the hill and yelled, “Captain! Hold them there! Do not let them bring their horses any closer!” 
 
    The man hesitated, but to his credit, ran forward, holding up his hands to halt the riders and the cohort of knights, pennants flying, that followed close behind. Two of the men, dressed in purple tunics, trimmed in gold, with matching pants, slid quickly off their saddles while the third, stooped with age, and wearing plain woodland clothing, dismounted much more slowly. 
 
    “Reyna!” the taller of the two men yelled. 
 
    “Adrian, Owen!” she called back. “Over here, but stay close to Father’s grave!” 
 
    They hurried forward, along with Wald, and halted near the mound. “Reyna, what’s going on?” Adrian demanded. “What’s happened to Mother?” 
 
    “We’re not sure,” Reyna answered. “Hess came down to the village, claimed that he saw mist or smoke envelop Mother and then she was gone. Wald has his men out searching, but I think we’ve found something here.” 
 
    “We?” Owen questioned. “Reyna, who is that man you’re with?” 
 
    “Oh, right. This is, uh, Tracker Shap. He might have found Mother’s bootprints leading away toward the forest.” 
 
    “Bootprints?” Wald demanded, his hand going to his sword’s hilt. “You follow a false trail, Your Highness, and I would suggest you come away from that man. He’s lying to you and may be dangerous. Her Majesty didn’t wear boots.” 
 
    “Actually, captain,” Reyna returned, “she did and as far as being dangerous, well, if Tracker Shap were, he missed his chance several times, don’t you think? Besides, I—uh—borrowed his horse back at the pub and he’s only here to retrieve his mount.” 
 
    “Reyna!” Owen said accusingly. 
 
    She shrugged. “Had to find a way up here after the good captain left me behind.” 
 
    Wald shifted uncomfortably in his stance and stared at Shap, who returned his gaze rather nonchalantly, seemingly at ease and not bothered by Wald’s hand flexing and unflexing about his blade’s haft. 
 
    Reyna turned, ordered, “Shap, tell them what you’ve found.” 
 
    “It would appear more than I bargained for,” he muttered under his breath, his eyes flicking between Wald and the large knight complement. He seemed to be thinking for a moment before he pointed to one of the soldiers who stood just behind Wald. “You. You look old enough. Were you one of the Dragon Knights I’ve heard about?” 
 
    “Aye,” the older man answered, “in my younger days.” 
 
    Shap motioned to him. “Over here, then.” 
 
    The man hesitated, glancing at Wald, who nodded and said, “Go ahead, Mills.” 
 
    Mills strode forward to join Shap. Together, they started to walk down a fairly straight line away from the trees, bending over at certain points, pushing the leaves on the ground aside as if to inspect particular spots. Each time, they murmured to themselves before rising and continuing. The two men walked the line twice in each direction, before they seemed to huddle together, speaking low and nodding. 
 
    Reyna watched, both perplexed and mystified as both Mills and Shap spoke so quietly that even she, who was closest to them, couldn’t make out their words. 
 
    Finally, they turned and faced the small crowd. “Well?” Adrian demanded. “What have you found?” 
 
    Shap pointed toward Reyna. “Where Her Highness is standing, the prints show that Her Majesty started to run.” 
 
    “Run!” Adrian exploded. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Quite,” Shap replied and then gestured to where he and Mills stood, motioning with his arm side to side, pointing at the ground. “Here, she starts running back and forth, several times.” 
 
    He raised his eyes to meet Reyna’s. “As if she were running from something.” 
 
    “Running from something?” Reyna asked, her voice choking. 
 
    Shap nodded and then motioned for Mills to take up the story. “These prints here,” Mills said in his gruff voice, “next to Her Majesty’s tracks, are dragon talon marks and by the width of their claw marks and how deep they sink into the soft soil, I would say there were at least three, perhaps four dragons here.” 
 
    The silence hung heavy for a long moment before Adrian and Wald raised their voices in disbelief. Off to the side, the older man stood silent, his eyes narrowed, a hand to his gray, thin beard. Reyna remained hushed too, her eyes fixed and wide at the ground at Shap’s feet.  
 
    After a moment, Adrian raised a hand to quieten Wald and turned back to Mills and Shap. “Mills, are you absolutely sure about this? She ran from dragons?” 
 
    Mills nodded slowly. “To my eyes, Your Highness, that’s exactly right.” 
 
    Though Owen remained silent, Adrian’s voice was harsh, angry. “Hess didn’t see a cloud or smoke enveloping Mother, he saw heavy mist stirred up by dragon wings as they flew off.” 
 
    His face was full of fury and rage. “With Mother in their talons!”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The heavy silence lasted but for a moment before the older man, Duke Angus DinBaern, stepped forward and said, “Your Highness, with all due respect, dragons suddenly appear after disappearing over thirty years ago just to kidnap Her Majesty? It seems more than far-fetched, especially when you consider that Queen Cara Wynsur was the greatest of friends to dragons.”  
 
    “The evidence speaks for itself,” Adrian snapped. “They surrounded Mother, she tried to run, one of them grabbed her. Hess said that he saw a dark vapor surround mother and then she was gone. He saw mist all right, churned up by the monster’s wings when they flew off with her.” 
 
    “But . . . but why?” Wald sputtered. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “My exact thoughts as well,” DinBaern grunted, running a hand under his damp woolen cap to scratch at his head. “Why? Why make off with our queen?” 
 
    “The why doesn’t matter!” Adrian barked sharply. “The fact is, the beasts took Mother.” 
 
    Reyna said slowly, “Yes, Mother was a friend to dragons—even after they left she spoke highly and fondly of them.” 
 
     “It doesn’t matter,” Adrian snapped. “If we’re to believe what these two are saying then it’s obvious what happened, is it not?” 
 
    DinBaern brought his hand to his beard, running several fingers through the thinning gray hair, deliberately and slowly. “Perhaps it is obvious to you, Your Highness, but not so with me. I will take Mills and . . . Shap, that was your name?—at their word that dragons were here, but I’m not convinced it was they who took her.” 
 
    “Who else, then, Duke DinBaern?” Adrian blustered. “She insisted on coming here and being left alone—” 
 
    “Though not without argument,” Reyna pointed out, crossing her arms over her bosom. “I should have stayed, not agreed to wait for her down at the inn. This is my fault. I was weak and wanted to get out of the cold rain.” 
 
    “Not any more your fault than ours,” Adrian growled and motioned toward the fresh mound of dirt marking Tavin’s grave, “but she wanted and needed time alone with Father. How could we know this would happen?” 
 
    He turned to DinBaern, his hand pointing to Shap and Mills. “However, I agree with  those two. We may not know the why of it, but the how is quite clear. This must be the work of dragons. Mother was alone and they took her. The tracks in the ground prove that. How much more evidence do you need?” 
 
    DinBaern stared at the talon prints for several long moments before saying slowly, “You three know more than any other how much Queen Cara loved dragons, and how much they respected her. You grew up listening to her tales of dragons both here and in distant lands. It doesn’t make sense that they would do such a thing. To an enemy, yes, but not to one of the greatest friends, if not the greatest friend to dragons in all the world.” 
 
    “Unless,” Shap murmured low, “it was Wilder dragons.” 
 
    Reyna turned to Shap, her eyes meeting his. He’d voiced what she had thought earlier, but had kept to herself, wanting to hear what the others had to say first on the matter.  
 
    DinBaern was quick to point out, “Which, it is believed, were all slain during the Last Battle.” 
 
    Shap shrugged a little. “And what if they weren’t, My Lord?” 
 
    “Yes, what if some did survive,” Reyna said softly, “and like the others haven’t been seen in all this time?” 
 
    All eyes were on DinBaern, who pursed his lip with two fingers, his eyes narrowed in thought before he shrugged, “I admit it would be a valid supposition, and yes, Queen Cara was no friend to Wilder dragons, nor they to her.” 
 
    “And if it was Wilders,” Adrian pressed, “they would have reason to take Mother. After all, she was a key player in their defeat.” 
 
    “True enough,” DinBaern admitted, “and dragons have not only long lives but long memories as well.” 
 
    He turned to Mills, asked, “Can you identify the type of dragon by the talon marks or tracks?” 
 
    “No, My Lord,” Mills answered. “As I said, by the different sizes of the claw prints, I can say for certainty that three or four dragons were here, but not their type.” 
 
    “So,” DinBaern coughed raggedly before going on, “what we really know is that several dragons were here. What we actually don’t know is whether they were here at the same time as the queen or some time beforehand, and we don’t know if they were Wilders or not.” 
 
    “Duke DinBaern,” Reyna said somewhat testily, “surely you’re not suggesting that a black cloud whisked Mother away?” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything, Your Highness,” DinBaern answered, “other than to not lay blame where there is no solid proof of wrongdoing. Give me evidence that it was Wilders and I will be the first to condemn and call for their blood, but until then—” 
 
    He stopped speaking as a knight came running out of the woods, breathing hard, and whispered something in Wald’s ears. Wald’s head jerked up in surprise and he then said, “Beg pardon, Your Highnesses, but one of my men found something that you should see.” 
 
    He motioned off to the right. “Over this way.” 
 
    Wald and the knight led the others through the woods for a distance before the man stopped at a tall birch tree where several legionnaires stood, swords out as if on guard and pointed up with his gloved hand.  
 
    They craned their necks and stared upward. Fluttering high in the tree’s limbs, barely visible against the dark sky was a purple-hued cloak with gold trim. 
 
    “That’s Mother’s cape,” Reyna gasped. She whirled on Wald. “Have your men found—” 
 
    “Nothing else, princess,” Wald quickly replied, “but I will pull in several teams to concentrate just in this area.” 
 
    Reyna’s hand was to her mouth as she peered upward, though Adrian whirled on DinBaern. “Well, Duke DinBaern?” he demanded. “Do you have any more doubts that it was dragons that took Mother? There is your proof! How else could that cloak be up in that tree if not dropped from the air?”  
 
    DinBaern didn’t answer Adrian; instead he turned to Wald. “Have one of your men fetch it down, please.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Shap volunteered, “it’d take one of them half a day just to get their armor off.” He quickly laid his scabbard, bow, and quiver aside and climbed up through the tree branches. He had to stand precariously on a thin limb that bent under his weight before he was able to grab the cloak and pull it to him.  
 
    Coming down was a little more difficult than going up as the large, heavy cloak managed to snag itself on several branches before Shap could jump to the ground and hand it to Reyna.  
 
    She immediately flipped up one corner and showed the others. “It’s Mother’s all right,” Adrian grunted, “those are her initials sewn inside.” 
 
    “Never understood why she had that done,” Owen muttered, “it’s not like anyone was going to wear or steal her clothes.” 
 
    Reyna ran her fingers through the length of the cloak, scrutinizing it, shook her head and said, “It seems undamaged, no holes, rips, or tears, which bodes well.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian agreed, “but how do we find her? It’s not like we can track talon marks through the sky, and even if we knew which direction to strike out, horses travel much slower than dragons.” 
 
    DinBaern took several steps away, his eyes to the sky, his arms folded across his chest. The earlier heavy rain was now a light shower, though the wind still caused the treetops to sway somewhat. “Well, Duke?” Adrian called. “You look deep in thought; do you have an answer as to how we find the queen?” 
 
    DinBaern slowly turned, his eyebrows furrowed. “If it was truly their intent to kidnap the queen, doesn’t it strike you as strange that these dragons knew exactly when to show up, where to find Her Majesty—who was alone and unarmed?” 
 
    Reyna immediately stiffened as the portent of DinBaern’s words struck her. “Not strange,” Reyna breathed, “frightening. They knew just when and where to abduct her.” 
 
    “We have a spy—a traitor in our midst,” Adrian declared. 
 
    At Adrian’s outburst, Reyna’s eyes went wide and she turned to Shap, only to find him gone. She looked around but there was no sign of the stranger. It made her a bit uneasy that he would just disappear like that without a word. 
 
    DinBaern’s voice brought her back to the conversation. “Not just any spy or traitor, Your Highnesses,” DinBaern said, “but someone who apparently can communicate with dragons, perhaps even knows their whereabouts. A secret that so many have tried to uncover for all these years and failed.” 
 
    “Father tried to find them,” Reyna said, “for Mother’s sake. He even had a special Traveler group whose sole purpose was to search for the dragons.” 
 
    “Huge waste of time and treasure,” Owen groused. “He even sent a fleet of ships to the South Ocean and to the Dyrfolken people, thinking the dragons might be hiding behind their Veil, but they weren’t there either.” 
 
    “He would have continued,” Owen said, “if Mother hadn’t made him stop.” He skewed his mouth slightly to one side and grunted, “I admit, I always wondered what she loved most, dragons or her books.” 
 
    “She loved Father and us the most!” Reyna snapped. “And don’t talk like that! You make it sound like she’s . . .” her voice choked, and she couldn’t go on. 
 
    Adrian shrugged a little and shifted in his stance as if he were uneasy. “We have to be realistic, Reyna. I’m sorry, but the truth is, if dragons took her, she’s gone.”  
 
    “Yes, Reyna,” Owen added, motioning skyward at the gray-tinged, heavy clouds. “No one would have seen them fly off or in what direction. Looking for her would be worse than finding the proverbial needle in ten thousand haystacks. Impossible.” 
 
    “No!” Reyna returned sharply, but then her voice faltered, “I’m not going to accept that! She’s still alive and we’re going to find her!” 
 
    The three siblings stared at each other for a moment before Wald stepped up to say, “Your Highnesses, my men wait. Do I spread them out and continue the search or not?” 
 
    “Of course we continue to search!” Reyna declared. 
 
    “Reyna,” Owen scoffed, “of what use would it be other than to wear out men and horses? They don’t have wings, they can’t fly! Those dragons could be tens of leagues or more from here by now. These men need to return to the castle, get some warm food in them.” 
 
    “He has a point, Reyna,” Adrian conceded. “In this gloom and rain, if the dragons dropped her it would be easy to miss—” 
 
    “Don’t say it! Don’t do you dare even come close to saying it!” Reyna bawled, her voice rising in anger.  
 
    DinBaern took a step closer and said softly, “May I offer some counsel?” 
 
    With a glare at her brothers, Reyna said to DinBaern, “Of course, after all, you were Father’s First Counselor.” 
 
    “Then I suggest that the search continue. We can bring up some torches for light when it gets too dark to see, and the captain and I can lay out a systematic search pattern, using this as a center point. Continue into the night and then reassess at first light tomorrow.” 
 
    Reyna let out the breath she’d been holding and quickly said, “Thank you, that makes much more sense than some of the other ideas I just heard.” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “Suit yourself, Reyna. As for me, I’m going back to the castle and get out of this miserable weather, and so should you.”  
 
    Adrian turned to Wald. “Captain, assist the duke with his idea. Report to us immediately if you find anything.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” Wald replied, bowed, and hurried away. 
 
    “Coming, Reyna?” Adrian asked.  
 
    “No,” Reyna replied. “I’m going to stay here for a bit. I’ll wait in the coach.” 
 
    “You’ll get the chills,” Owen said, “and get sick again, just like last time and the time before that. You need to go back. We all need to go back. If you’re so set on a search, then let the men do it. Besides, you’ll just be in the way.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip. Owen was right, she didn’t do well in the cold and wet, and usually ended up sick for days. But she couldn’t just leave, turn her back on her mother. She just couldn’t! 
 
    She brought her mother’s cloak up. “I’m staying. This will keep me warm.” 
 
    Her brothers eyed her and the cloak for a moment before Adrian shrugged, “All right, if that’s what you want.”  
 
    He stepped closer and she couldn’t help but notice that his eyes held a strange look, an expression she’d never seen in his face before. If she didn’t know better, she’d have said that he was a little excited. Over what? Mother’s disappearance? That couldn’t be right, could it?  
 
    His voice was low and husky. “I know this is especially hard just after Father’s passing, but it is what it is, Reyna. We may just have to accept that and get on with our lives.” With that, he turned and with Owen, strode off in the direction of the monument, leaving her with DinBaern. 
 
    Reyna watched them disappear behind the trees, stood there staring for several long moments before murmuring, “Duke DinBaern, Father required of you honest and sage advice, even if it was something he wouldn’t appreciate hearing. I would ask the same of you now.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness?” 
 
    “What just happened? With my brothers, I mean. I’m not sure I recognize either one of them right now. It seems that in just a few moments they changed, and I don’t like what I see—or feel.” 
 
    DinBaern was quiet for so long that Reyna had to turn to face him squarely. “No answer is not a suitable answer, Duke DinBaern.” 
 
    Reyna could see sadness in his aged face, the folds and bags under his eyes hanging deep. His voice was gruff, gravelly. “Your Highness, I am an old man and have seen many things in my lifetime. However, it seems that the one constant that’s always been there is that for too many people, power inevitably corrupts their lives.  
 
    “They begin to see themselves as more important than they truly are, and it turns their hearts into unfeeling lumps of flint, hard and cold. Whereas others use their hearts to bring light and joy, the only spark that matters to those with cold hearts is that they gain more power over the lives of others.” 
 
    “You think this is what is happening to my brothers?” 
 
    “I think that from the time they rode up that hill, like a snake slithers into the henhouse, the thought has slunk into their minds that if Her Majesty is indeed dead, then the realm falls to the eldest, the Heir Apparent and Crown Prince.” 
 
    “Adrian,” Reyna stated. “But that’s always been, that’s not a new notion.” 
 
    “True,” DinBaern replied. “However, your father died relatively young and quickly and there was little talk between your parents and your brothers beforehand concerning succession.  
 
    “For both Adrian and Owen these circumstances change their relationship drastically. Adrian has begun to think in terms of becoming a king, and to Owen, Adrian is no longer an equal, a brother with whom he shared a friendship.” 
 
    He took in a deep breath. “In some ways, he’s become a rival of sorts.” 
 
    “A rival?” Reyna sputtered. “Are you saying that Owen is now jealous of Adrian? That’s preposterous. Those two have been close for as long as I can remember. They’ve competed against each other, yes, but it was always friendly, there was never anything resembling jealousy or envy.” 
 
    DinBaern sighed. “Yes, and I suspect it would still be the same if both of your parents were still alive or even one.” He quickly held up a hand. “I’m not saying that Her Majesty is dead, but you heard your brothers as well as I—that’s how they think of her now.” 
 
    Reyna blinked back tears, brought a hand to her mouth, held it for a moment before saying, “Yes, and I can’t believe that they would be willing to give up on finding Mother so easily.”  
 
     “Their viewpoint changed,” DinBaern stated. “Yesterday they awoke as princes about to bury their father, but with a queen still to rule and reign over the realm. Now, one of them might be a king and the other a king in waiting.  
 
    “Until now, as princes, they had a little taste of power, but now that sip became a full pint and they’ve decided to down the whole pewter.” 
 
    Reyna met DinBaern’s eyes and abruptly realized that his blunt assessment wasn’t just of the moment. “You and Father talked about this day, didn’t you?” 
 
    DinBaern slowly nodded, his gaze wandering as if he were seeing a memory, or several memories of past conversations. “Yes,” he admitted, “it was something that weighed on your father’s mind. Oh, don’t misunderstand me, he loved his sons dearly, as does your mother, but he and your mother sacrificed much for the kingdom and he wanted whoever followed him to appreciate and carefully watch over the realm. 
 
    “To him, the kingdom wasn’t a place where a king ran things, it was a place where people lived out their hopes and dreams, built their homes, raised their families, found and gave love. For your father, it was more than just a realm, it was an idea bigger than boundaries and a king, and only constrained by lack of imagination of what it could be. 
 
    “Oh, he was aware of its imperfections, that it had its share of warts, and I think he knew every one of them, but he wanted it to be a place that people would talk about in glowing terms far after he was dead.” 
 
    He drew in a breath and his face softened. “There were instances when we would sit in front of the fireplace, the three of us, and talk about a time when he would, in essence, abdicate the throne . . .” 
 
    “What?” Reyna sputtered. “I never heard him or Mother ever discuss anything of the sort.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. It was only between us three and frankly, it was more musings and ‘what-ifs’ than actual planning for such an eventuality. You see, your father had this fantastic notion of a government where the people would rule themselves. He even had a name for it—a peopledom. Your mother preferred the name ‘folkdom.’” 
 
    “They always did have a sense of humor,” Reyna replied and then her eyes grew wide as a hand flew to her mouth. “Oh no. I’m doing it too, talking of Mother as if she were gone.” 
 
    “Well, she’s not,” DinBaern growled, “of that I’m sure, just as I’m not as sure as you that dragons are behind her disappearance. However, I am fairly positive that your two brothers are going to make plans to declare Her Majesty dead, and one of them anointed as the next king.”  
 
    Reyna slumped down on a nearby broken stump. “Father’s dead, Mother’s missing, and now my two brothers are going to fight over their throne. What am I to do, Angus? I certainly can’t take sides, can I? I mean, I love both of my brothers. How could I ever hurt or choose one over the other?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can answer that, princess. To walk the middle ground, to remain neutral in such an affair would be a most difficult situation for you. I suspect that if you try, no matter what you say or do, one or both of your brothers will accuse you of favoring the other.” 
 
    “I lose no matter what,” she whispered forlornly. She raised her head and asked DinBaern bluntly, “What of you, Angus? Where do you stand on this?” 
 
    He returned her gaze, held her stare for several moments before saying, “My position is quite clear, Your Highness. My fealty belonged to your father and your mother first. For now, the only side I’m on is your mother’s; finding her safe, unharmed, and returning her to kith, kin, and throne. 
 
    “After that . . .” he sighed low. “Your Highness, I am old, and have been too long away from my Claudia. This weighs heavily on my soul and mind, I will do what I can, but I believe that my time of service to your family is ending.” 
 
    Reyna’s face softened as she realized the import of DinBaern’s words. If Mother were indeed gone, and the ever-faithful Angus DinBaern departed, it would mark the end of a disturbing, though in some ways, a wondrous era. 
 
    She started to reply, but just then, Wald pushed aside several low-hanging spruce limbs and said, “My Lord, I have my men ready for your instructions.” 
 
    Reyna stood and placed a hand on DinBaern’s arm. “I required of you wise counsel, Duke DinBaern, and you gave that and more. I thank you.” 
 
    “Always at your service, Your Highness,” DinBaern replied. 
 
    “Captain,” Reyna said, “for the moment, I’ll be returning to the castle, at least to get into some dry clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll escort you to your carriage, princess,” Wald returned.  
 
    A short while later, Reyna sat in the coach’s cab, swaying a little as the carriage made its way along the road leading into town. She had the short window curtains pulled aside as it no longer rained hard and she preferred gazing out rather than staring at the dark interior. 
 
    DinBaern’s pronouncement regarding her brothers had shaken Reyna to her core. As she sat there she blanched, recalling a book she’d read just recently: Two brothers, One Kingdom by Dev Farley.  
 
    Supposedly the novel had a historical foundation wherein twins, both asserting to be the eldest, laid claim to the throne after their father, the king, died. The issue was that no one knew for a certainty which of the two was born first. The queen had died in childbirth, the midwife and nurse succumbed shortly after to a plague, and the king was off fighting a war when the babies were born. 
 
    Unable to settle the dispute, the two engaged in a bloody and costly war which was the setting for much of the novel. It ended when the two met on the battlefield. One managed to strike a mortal blow with his sword to his brother and as his sibling lay dying, the victorious brother, in a moment of grief and guilt at the sudden realization of what he had done, knelt by his side, his face a tortured mask. 
 
    “Forgive me!” the man wept, sobbing at the thought that he had killed his brother. Only, his brother wasn’t dead—yet. The mortally wounded brother opened his eyes at hearing his wailing twin, took his knife and plunged it into his weeping brother’s heart, saying, “Only if you will forgive me.” 
 
    The story ended with the line, “Two brothers, one kingdom—in Hades.” 
 
    Reyna sat back, wiped at a tear. Will we end up in a bloody civil war, the end of which will be the death of all of us? she wondered. Is that what is to happen to us?  
 
    “No,” she murmured to herself, straightening her shoulders, and her voice firming up. “We’re going to find Mother and she is going to straighten this mess out, just like she always does.” 
 
    Her eyes glanced out as they began to enter the town and what she saw immediately caused her to call up, “Hess, stop here, please.” 
 
    “Here, princess? I thought we was going to the castle?” 
 
    “We are, but I need to do something first.” 
 
    Hess brought the carriage to a quick halt and Reyna stepped down, not waiting for Hess to open the door and help her out. “I’ll only be a moment,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
     She hurried over to Tam, stroked the horse’s neck, and said, “We can do better than this for you, girl, standing out here in the wet and cold.” 
 
    The horse whinnied, jerking a little on the reins tied to the hitching rail. “I’ll be right back,” Reyna said and hurried up the stairs and into the warmth of the Green Frog. She stopped just inside the door, looking around for Shap. However, her eyes caught sight of a dandy sitting off to one side, emptying his pewter, his eyes staring at the tabletop. 
 
    A little surprised at seeing the man there she strode over and said, “Why, Duke Silverdash, I thought you would be on the road to Middleton by now.” 
 
    The duke, as usual dressed in the finest clothing, even on a day like today, almost choked on his drink as he quickly set the large cup down, splashing a little of the amber liquid, and jumped to his feet. He gave a quick bow, saying, “Your Highness, I did not expect to see you in a public place.” 
 
    “Nor I you.” 
 
    “I . . . I was about to leave, princess. You see, uh, uh, my wife, uh, yes, my wife left a valuable brooch in our room in the castle and I returned to fetch it back. I just stopped here to warm up a bit before riding on.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see how you were warming up, indeed. And riding alone, with night but a few hours away?” 
 
    “Well, uh, my wife and our guard wait just a bit down the River Road. I shall be quite all right, I assure you. Thank you for your concern but I must really be on my way now. By your leave, Your Highness.” 
 
    The man bolted toward the door, before Reyna even had a chance to respond. She turned to watch him slip out the door, her eyes narrowing. “What an odd encounter,” she murmured. 
 
    “If you thought that was an odd encounter, let me tell you of the one I had earlier today.” 
 
    She turned at the familiar voice. “Oh, and how odd was it, good sir?” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Shap replied, rising from his chair and giving her a small head bow. “So odd that I doubt anyone would believe it, even if the room were full of jesters and storytellers who know a good story when they hear one.” 
 
    She gave him a small smile and then said, “You left poor Tam out in the rain.” 
 
    Shap sighed a little. “I know, Your Highness, and she was not happy with me, but Kays does have his rules about letting large, four-legged animals inside.” 
 
    He glanced around. “Though, from what I can see of my companions here, he might want to reconsider as Tam has much better manners than some of the two-legged variety he allows in his establishment.” 
 
    His face turned serious. “Her Majesty?” 
 
    Reyna shook her head. “Nothing, but Duke DinBaern and Captain Wald have the men out searching. I was going back to the castle to change into warmer and more suitable clothing when I saw Tam outside. You know I still owe her oats and carrots. 
 
    “And as far as you are concerned,” she stopped and wrinkled up her nose at catching a whiff of what Shap’s stew bowl held. She leaned over just a bit and sniffed again. She grimaced, making a face. “What are you eating?” 
 
    Shap stirred the brown concoction with his wooden spoon. “Sometimes, Your Highness, you’re just hungry enough not to ask what the mystery meat is, nor what are the little bits of white floating about in your stew.” 
 
    “Eww. Really?” 
 
    “You obviously have not been hungry enough.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. Anyway, the royal stable will have a nice stall with fresh hay for Tam, plus her bucket of oats and two carrots, while you shall have as many carrots to eat as you like, or . . . I could have the kitchen prepare you a proper stew and later, I’m sure we could find you a place to sleep in the servant’s quarters.” 
 
    Shap glanced down at the slop in his bowl before quickly saying, “For Tam’s sake, I accept, both the offer of a stall and stew, though hay will suit me fine for a bed.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyebrows rose just a bit at Shap’s declining of a warm bed in the servants’ quarters for hay in the stable. “Suit yourself,” she replied. “Follow my carriage, then.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the coach pulled up to the drawbridge with its guard of four pikemen. She had Hess stop at the guardhouse as the Captain of the Guard came out. “Your Highness,” the man addressed her with a head bow and a clicking together of his boot heels. 
 
    “The man following is my guest,” she stated, “he and his horse will be spending the night in the stable.” 
 
    “Very well, Your Highness.” 
 
    Reyna started to withdraw into the carriage’s interior but at a thought stuck her head out again. “By the way, was Duke Silverdash here earlier?” 
 
    “Not on my shift, Your Highness, but our posting started less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “Hmmm, add strange to odd,” Reyna murmured to herself before nodding to the guard captain. “Thank you.”  
 
    Reyna stayed just long enough in the stable to ensure that Tam got her oats and personally hand-fed her two large carrots. Then she led Shap into the castle, where Otto, the servant meister met them in the entryway. “Ah, Your Highness, we were beginning to worry about you.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Otto, you’ve heard about Mother?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, Prince Adrian informed us when he and Prince Owen returned. Ghastly, utterly ghastly.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Otto, this is Shap, who was most helpful to us today. He’ll be spending the night in the stable with his horse, but I promised him something good to eat, a thick stew perhaps or whatever the cook can manage at short notice.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Otto smiled slightly, “we had venison stew for lunch, and I do believe there are leftovers along with fresh bread just coming out of the oven. I would say that both would make for either an excellent late lunch or very early supper.” 
 
    “Good, will you show him to the kitchen, then? I’m going upstairs to change.” 
 
    “Of course, Princess Reyna, and would you like something brought up to you as well?” 
 
    “Hot cider would be good.” 
 
    “Nothing to eat?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Highness. This way, young man.”  
 
    Shap smiled at Reyna. “Thank you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I always keep my princess promises.”  
 
    “That I can see.” He gave her a slight bow. “Until then, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Until then, sir.” 
 
    With that, Shap turned to follow Otto down a candle-lit corridor toward the kitchen. Reyna watched Shap for a moment, breathed in deeply before she made her way up the grand staircase that led to the second floor and her apartment.  
 
    A little while later, with the help of a chambermaid, Reyna was out of her sodden funeral dress, and dried off. With a cup of hot cider in her hand, she stood at her window looking out. The heavy, dark clouds made it seem as if it were early evening already, though it was still an hour or so before sunset.  
 
    Her eyes stared at the hill and she thought that the men on the search parties must be having a hard time of seeing for there were two dozen or more lit torches amongst the trees. The bobbing lights on Monument Hill called to her like a moth to a flame. She stood there for bit more, before she sighed, “Maybe my brothers can sleep easy in their beds tonight, but I can’t!” 
 
    With that, she hurriedly dressed in a dull green woolen tunic, fitted pants, woolen socks, and soft leather boots. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need for woodland attire, hooded tunic and all, other than that it was her mother’s favorite outfit for riding or the occasional hunting trips she took with Father.  
 
    Once dressed, she rushed down the staircase, heading for the door when a sharp, “Reyna!” stopped her in her tracks.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Adrian demanded, striding down the main hallway toward her. “And what is this getup you’re wearing?” 
 
    Reyna brushed back her dark hair, waited until he was near and then answered, “I’m going back to the hill and this is warmer than anything else I have to wear. I can’t sleep not knowing about Mother and I need to be up there, helping in any way that I can.” 
 
    “Humph,” he grunted. “Well, I guess I’ll have the castle to myself then.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Owen. He left.” Adrian’s face darkened, and he seemed to be mulling something over before he growled, “We had an argument, well, I guess you’ll find out anyway, so I might as well tell you, it was a bit more than an argument.” 
 
    Reyna gasped. “You two brawled?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “It wasn’t much of a fight. I hit him, he hit me and then he left.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “I heard him screaming something about going to Ivins Keep as that was about the only thing he’d inherit.” 
 
    “Oh, Adrian, I can’t believe you two got into a fight. You’ve never fought before.” 
 
    “Times change, Reyna, and so do circumstances.” 
 
    Reyna’s shoulders slumped, she felt weak, drained. That was exactly what Duke DinBaern had said as if he’d seen this coming.  
 
    Adrian and Owen had barely made it back to the castle before the fighting between the two began. She reached out, grasped Adrian’s forearm. “Adrian, please, I beg you, leave Owen alone and let’s just concentrate on finding Mother for now.” 
 
    Adrian returned her gaze, but his eyes were cold, hard, not soft, caring like hers. “She’s not coming back, Reyna! Can’t you get that through that thick head of yours? You’ve always been the dumb one in the family, but now you’re acting just plain stupid!”  
 
    Reyna stumbled back, a hand to her mouth. She felt as if he had struck her across the face with an open palm. He hadn’t, of course; nevertheless, his words hurt as if he had left a deep, purple welt on her face. 
 
    She shook her head and ran toward the great doors that led out to the courtyard. The armed doorman bowed to her as she ran up and opened the smaller inset door and not the enormous oaken doors so that she could pass through. She ran all the way until she neared the stable before slowing. 
 
    Almost stumbling as she approached the large barn, she stopped to put a hand over her eyes, standing perfectly still, feeling the pain wash over her body. “Can this really be happening?” 
 
    She started to take a step toward the stable door when the first massive column of fire blasted the castle keep. Huge pieces of stonework exploded outward, raining down upon the courtyard. 
 
    “Wha—” she gasped spinning around, her eyes lifted skyward. A black, roiling cloud seemed to swirl just above the castle. Another immense pillar of fire roared out of the churning cloud and hit the castle’s midsection, ripping a gigantic hole in the stonework and penetrating deep into the interior.  
 
    Smoke and fire poured from where the two fiery shafts blasted into the keep. As she stood frozen, yet another bolt sizzled through the air, ripping into the castle. As shards and boulder-sized pieces of block rained down, Reyna screamed, “No!” and started to run toward the keep. 
 
    She managed only a few steps when someone hit her, yelling, “Get down, you fool!”
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “What—what’s happening!” Reyna cried as another enormous bolt lit the sky and crashed into the castle, ripping off a whole side section that collapsed in a heap to one side of the broad courtyard. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” Shap growled as he held Reyna down, protectively covering her head, “that’s what’s happening.” 
 
    Reyna jerked her head up, her eyes wide with fear. “My brother!” she screamed and pushed at Shap, trying to free herself from his grasp. For just an instant, she pulled away, struggled to her feet, turned as if to dart toward the fiery maelstrom that was the castle.  
 
    “Stop it, you little fool!” Shap yelled as he grabbed at Reyna’s arms, pulled her toward him and then sent her spinning toward the stable. “You want to get killed?” 
 
    Another blast of fire raked the castle’s keep, shattering the façade’s stonework, spraying shards and chunks of plaster and rock across the large quad. Men-at-arms ran for shelter, covering their heads with an arm as rocks, like sharp, heavy hailstones fell from the heights.  
 
    A second stream of fire scored the battlements, sliced through solid pavers as if they were made of hard cheese. An explosion of stone ripped upward, catapulting the small patrol of guards over the walls to fall, screaming, to their deaths on the hard, rocky ground far below.  
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Shap growled, pulling at Reyna by her hand. 
 
    “No!” she shouted and yanked him around to face her. “My brother is in there!” 
 
    An orange-red pillar of fire erupted from the dark cloud, seemed to poise just above the keep’s highest parapets and then plunged straight down and through the bastion. The structure appeared to shudder and then slowly, a floor at a time, fell inward upon itself, the grinding, rumbling noise sounding as if a hundred wagons trundled along on thick wooden wheels high above the clouds.  
 
    Choking dust billowed outward, enveloping Reyna and Shap. Both buried their faces into their tunics and tried not to breathe in the smothering, gritty powder. Stumbling and coughing in the dark haze, Shap pulled Reyna into the stable.  
 
    Both bent over to draw in deep draughts of air before Shap coughed, “I’m sorry, princess, but there’s nothing left to save and if we don’t leave, we’re next!” 
 
    He tugged at her, and with tears streaming down her cheeks, she followed him to where he swiftly swung open the gate to Tam’s enclosure. Tam was snorting, kicking up the straw that covered the dirt floor. Her eyes were back in her head, the whites showing, and she shied away from the front of the enclosure, her rump banging into the far wall. 
 
    Shap motioned for Reyna to stay where she was and began to croon to Tam, one hand slightly raised toward her, “Easy, Tam, easy girl, it’s all right.” 
 
    He glanced around and gestured with his chin toward a nearby railing. “Quick, hand me that hackamore.” 
 
    Reyna spun around, saw what he wanted, grabbed the looped rope and handed it to Shap. The young man eased up to the agitated Tam, who was still snorting, flicking small flakes of white foam from her nostrils. “Easy, easy girl,” Shap kept saying, keeping his voice low but just loud enough to be heard over the chaos and noise coming from outside. 
 
    He grabbed a tuft of mane and pulled Tam’s head to him, slipped the harness over her nose and then behind her ears. Once he had the rope securely looped and snug, Shap again reached up, clutched a larger handful of Tam’s mane, and threw himself up onto her bare back.  
 
    With a quick kick, he had her out of the stall, and reached down with one hand to Reyna, “Grab my arm!” he ordered. “We’re getting out of here!”  
 
    “My brother!” Reyna bawled. 
 
    “Is dead, just as we will be if we stay!” 
 
    Outside, a brilliant flash of light announced the arrival of another pounding pillar of fire that seared the courtyard and sent the stable to rocking and shaking. Tam reared a little, her forelegs up as she almost squatted on her hind legs. 
 
    “People are dying out there, Your Highness and this is not anything we can fight!” Shap yelled. “So, live or die—that’s your choice! I choose to live!” 
 
    Reyna hesitated a split second more, before she reached for his arm and clutched it tightly. With a hard jerk, Shap pulled her up behind him. “Hang on tight!” he commanded, and Reyna wrapped her arms around his lean, muscular torso. 
 
    With a hard kick, Shap sent Tam shooting down the corridor and out of the stable, Tam’s hooves pounding on the courtyard pavers as Shap headed her toward the gatehouse.  
 
    Moments later, they thundered over the drawbridge just as another flaming bolt hit behind them, leaving a giant, smoking crater in the main yard and scattering what was left of the thoroughly disoriented, shattered palace guard.  
 
    Reyna glanced behind, her eyes taking in the complete bedlam. The remaining soldiers yelled and bellowed, running every which way trying to find shelter from the merciless fire. But there was neither haven nor mercy as yet another fiery blast raked the courtyard and battlements, catching half a score of pikemen, leaving them blackened, smoking corpses.  
 
    She pulled her eyes upward at the billowing black cloud. For an instant, there was light, a sharp radiance inside the churning haze before another blistering shaft, blue and white and as hot as a lightning bolt crashed down upon the flaming, smoking wreckage.  
 
    Reyna blinked hard several times. Was that a figure in the cloud, outlined momentarily by the light? Had she seen—what? She didn’t know, she only knew that whatever the thing was, it was responsible for the death and destruction that marked where Wynsur Castle had once stood. 
 
    Before Reyna could pull her eyes away from the cloud, a stream of fire erupted from the haze, came directly at them. “Look out!” she screamed. 
 
    Shap yanked Tam to the side just as the river of fire struck. Reyna felt the heat blasting at her and she ducked away as the fiery bolt slammed into the nearby ground. They weren’t hit, though the heat washed over them as Tam raced away in a full sprint, her hooves flying over the ground.  
 
    Reyna could feel the power in the mare as Tam rushed them across an open field seeming to gain speed with every beat of her hooves. Reyna tightened her grip on Shap and knew for a certainty that without his strong body to cling to she would assuredly go flying off Tam. 
 
    She glanced back and gasped. “The fire!” she yelled. “It’s following us!” 
 
    Shap took a quick glance over his shoulder, muttered something unintelligible and swung Tam into a tight arc one way and then back to the other. From somewhere, Tam found even more speed and darted across the flat field, her hooves churning up the soil. “Is it still with us?” Shap demanded. 
 
    Reyna squirmed around a little, peered at their backtrail. “No,” she began, and then glanced up at the black cloud, and sucked in a breath. The innards of the cloud glowed as if the radiance gathered upon itself. “Wait. It’s coming back!” she yelled. 
 
    Shap pulled Tam hard to the right and just as he did, a blast of fire exploded out of the cloud right at them. Shap yanked Tam to the left and the horse responded but not fast enough. The pillar of flames hit so close that it blinded Reyna and then she was flying off Tam, having lost her grip on Shap. She hit the ground, bounced, skidded, before coming to rest.  
 
    She lay still, moaning, before blackness washed over her. 
 
    Reyna didn’t know how long she had lain there until a soft voice called to her. “Princess?” She felt strong arms lift her up, hands brushing at her face. “Your Highness?” She blinked her eyes open to find Shap holding her, his face close, his breath warm on her cheeks. 
 
    “Princess Reyna?” he asked. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” she moaned, a hand going to her brow. “Is my head split wide open? It feels that way.” 
 
    Shap slipped a gentle hand through her straight tresses, ran fingers over her skull. “No,” he answered, “no blood, maybe a small lump or two. What about the rest of you? Anything broken?” 
 
    “Other than my pride from falling off the back of a horse? I don’t think so.” 
 
    She blinked several times and then stiffened slightly. “That thing in the cloud?” 
 
    “Seems to have lost interest in us for the moment.” 
 
    She let out a breath of relief and met his eyes. “What about you? Tam?” 
 
    “We’re okay,” he answered. “Took me a bit to turn Tam around, she was ready to run into the next realm after that bolt almost hit us. Can you stand?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Good, as I suggest we move from this open field and get under cover.”  
 
    He brought her to her feet and stiffly she took the few steps to Tam, who snickered at her. “I’m fine, Tam,” she said, “thanks for asking.” 
 
    Moments later, Shap had Tam cantering toward a tongue of trees that stuck out from the nearby forest. He slowed the mare as they hit the tree line and skillfully wove them through the woodlands until they reached the base of a hill.  
 
    He lightly kicked Tam, crooning softly, “C’mon girl, up we go.” The mare picked her way up the hillside until they reached the top, where Shap brought them to a halt under a thick covering of tree limbs. Through the leaves, they could look down upon the castle and town. 
 
    The castle was shattered, the keep a mound of broken blocks, two of the four battlement walls reduced to a single line of stone, while the other two stood half as tall as before. The gatehouse was sheared in half, one part blasted into the moat, the other red with flames. A few figures staggered about as they picked their way through the destruction and into the safety of a nearby field.  
 
    The brisk wind had carried enough flaming embers that the nearest homes and shops to Wynsur Castle were now aflame as well. Townsfolk ran through the streets, some with buckets as they headed to the river but with the houses clustered so close together Reyna knew it would be a miracle if they stopped the fire from spreading from the outskirts into the town’s center.  
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip, managed to hold back the tears but for an instant before she buried her head in Shap’s back and sobbed. “Cry if you must, princess,” Shap said softly, “I’ve heard it does the body good.” 
 
    “My brother . . .” she whispered, “Otto, the servants, the guards, the townspeople.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered, then asked, “hold on. Brother? I thought you had two brothers?” 
 
    “Adrian was in the castle,” she sobbed in reply. “He and Owen had an argument earlier and Owen left to go to Ivins Keep. I’m certain that he was out of the castle before the attack.” 
 
    “I’m not much for arguing,” Shap nodded, “but in this case a most fortunate squabble for Prince Owen.” 
 
    Reyna drew in a breath, sat back. “We need to go to Monument Hill, find Duke DinBaern and Captain Wald.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea right now, Your Highness.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Shap pulled Tam around a little to face to the left. “Oh no,” Reyna moaned, “no . . . not that too.” 
 
    Across the small valley from where they sat on Tam, a pillar of fire rained down on Monument Hill from a dense black cloud that swirled above the treetops. The flames swept back and forth before withdrawing into the dark haze. An instant later, another shaft erupted downward, spraying the hill with burning, searing fire. Trees exploded where it touched and in moments the whole knoll was in flames.  
 
    “Oh Shap,” Reyna groaned, “what’s happening to us?” 
 
    Shap was slow to answer. “If I were to guess, princess, I would say that someone declared war on your realm and this was their first strike.” 
 
    “But we’re not at war with anyone!” 
 
    “That,” he pointed as another pillar descended and crashed into the hill, right where the memorial to Hooper stood, “says differently, and they apparently have dragons and you don’t.” 
 
    “But Father and Mother were so careful to cultivate peace with our neighbors.” 
 
    “Might not be one of your neighbors, then,” he returned, “or your parents didn’t do as well as you thought in the peacemaking business.” 
 
    “But who? Who would do this? Wait, you said that was dragon fire. How do you know that? Have you seen dragon fire before?” 
 
    “Not until now. No, I said that because that’s the only thing I know of that can rain down from the sky and leave a castle in ruins.” 
 
    Reyna blinked back tears. What was that in the swirling cloud? A dragon? In her books there were drawings of dragons, and she had listened raptly to her mother describe her beloved sapphire dragon, Wind Song, many times. 
 
    However, what appeared in the illustrations and from her mother’s description didn’t quite match up to what she saw, or thought she saw, in the cloud. Of course, she’d only glimpsed the thing for an instant and that was through dust, haze, and dark mist. 
 
    She couldn’t even be sure that her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her and what she’d supposedly seen wasn’t from her terror-induced imagination at just that moment.  
 
    Her eyes went back to the hilltop across the way. The sky fire had stopped but the forest was a roaring bonfire, flames licking high into the sky. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “For the moment, we wait here.” 
 
    “For what?”  
 
    “There is just a chance that that thing will return, you know, and I don’t want to be caught out in the open again.” 
 
    She wiped tears from her cheeks, took in a deep breath and said, “You can wait, I’m going down into the town. Those people need help.” 
 
    Reyna started to slide off Tam, but Shap whipped out an arm, held her in place. “Hold on,” he sighed, pushing her back onto Tam. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You’ll get there faster on horseback.” 
 
    “I agree, as I’m not a particularly fast walker. Does that mean you’re coming?” 
 
    She couldn’t see, but could feel his frown. “I suppose it does, but I want you to know that Tam is not happy with you. She doesn’t like fire and loud noises, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “I did notice. Thank you, Shap, and by the way, thank you for getting me out of there. If not for you, I’d probably be dead by now.” 
 
    “Thank Tam,” he grunted, “she’s the one who did all the hard work, I just pulled a stubborn princess away from the fire.” 
 
    Reyna leaned a bit around Shap to say, “And I thank you again, Tam. You are a true heroine and I promise that if I can find any, you shall have more oats and carrots.” 
 
    “And me?” Shap asked. “Do I get another portion of delicious venison stew? Perhaps two?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Reyna replied, her face lengthening in sorrow as she gazed at the burning castle through the trees, “but right now I’m not sure from where.” 
 
    Shap lightly kicked Tam to start the horse forward. They hadn’t gotten very far down the hill when Reyna muttered, “They say that if you’re not careful history will repeat itself, and the troubles and sorrows of past generations will revisit the present. I never believed that until now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” 
 
    “During the Great War,” Reyna explained, “Vay destroyed Wynsur Castle and the town—by dragon fire. My father hadn’t been king all that long and had just returned to the kingdom when she sent Wilders to attack. They utterly destroyed the castle and most of the town.” 
 
    “Sorrows of the past revisited,” Shap nodded. “I see what you mean.” 
 
    Reyna stayed quiet for a time, her eyes on the flames below. “About two years after the war was over,” she said softly, “my parents married. You know what they did about the ruined castle? Nothing. 
 
    “Instead of restoring Wynsur Castle right away they made their home in Ivin’s Keep, a tiny stronghold down by the river—” 
 
    “Where your brother Owen made off to before the attack.” 
 
    “Yes, though once he hears about what’s happened, I’m sure he’ll be back. Anyway, when they weren’t at Ivins, which wasn’t all that often, they traveled throughout the kingdom and helped rebuild towns, villages, homes, farms that were destroyed or damaged during the war. Even wrecked Great Houses like Duke DinBaern’s.  
 
    “They not only restored Draconton—that’s where my mother was born—but they constructed this huge, magnificent library in memory of Professor Phineas Phigby, another member of the company. Mother said he was an extraordinary man who loved reading books and learning from them almost as much as she did.  
 
    “However, they didn’t stop there with the building of libraries. Their goal was that every village and town was to have one, and they were close to finishing when Father took sick and then died. Mother swore to him that she would finish what they started out to do together.” 
 
    “So, when did they find time to rebuild the castle?” 
 
    “Well, when Adrian came along, it slowed their traveling down some, and then came Owen and he slowed them down even more, and when—” 
 
    “You came along,” Shap grunted, “it brought all their traveling to a standstill.” 
 
    “Something like that. They asked Duke DinBaern to oversee the construction and they began work on the castle. Took them almost twenty years to restore and now . . .” her voice dropped as she choked off a small sob. 
 
    Shap was letting Tam slowly pick her way down the hillside, not pushing her as he still had his eyes on the sky, watching for the return of the cloud monster. “And now the sorrows of the past repeat themselves . . .” he said. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but still, a king and queen spending all those royal ducats on something and someone other than themselves is both novel and . . . noble. Truly noble.” 
 
     “I realize I’m biased,” Reyna replied, “but that was my parents. That’s the way they were—are, I mean in the case of Mother. To tell you the truth, I think that if she had had her way, she would have spent more on her libraries and the towns and such, but soldiers and keeps and a castle do need their share of the treasury too.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shap nodded, “they do and even a royal treasury can go only so far, I suppose.” 
 
    They rode in silence for a bit more, Shap with his thoughts, Reyna with hers. At a notion, Shap murmured as if to himself, “Wynsur Castle, the home of King Tavin and Queen Cara, and members of the Golden Dragon’s company is destroyed, and the monument dedicated to Hooper, Golden Wind, Rainbow, and Scamper most likely as well. And that fire followed you, princess. One person out of so many.” 
 
    Reyna leaned forward a little to ask, “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    After a moment, he shook his head. “Nothing. I’m probably mistaken in my thoughts as most likely that dragon fire wasn’t aimed at the edifice but at your men on the hill. Still . . .” his voice trailed off to a mere whisper. 
 
    “Still?” she prompted. 
 
    He didn’t answer as just then they broke out of the tree line. Shap held Tam to a standstill as he searched the sky. Seeing nothing that resembled the ebony, roiling cloud, he asked, “Castle or town?” 
 
    Reyna hesitated for a moment before saying, “The town.” 
 
    Shap gently tapped Tam with his heels causing her to spring into a lope. He headed Tam slightly to the left, had her increase her pace and within a few minutes they were at the edge of the burning town.  
 
    The fire was spreading as Reyna feared, the whole row of houses and shops closest to the castle now gutted by the flames, leaving behind a few charred, scorched timbers, slags of melted glass, and a few walls that leaned heavily into what remained of some homes.  
 
    The roaring, biting flames now ate at the next line of houses a street over and as they rode up, Reyna could hear the loud crackling and popping as the fire roared across slanted, wooden roofs and up walls once painted in bright greens, reds, blues, and yellows. 
 
    “Oh,” she groaned as Shap offered her a bent arm so that she could swing down to the ground, “it’s worse than I thought.” 
 
    Shap leaned over as Reyna looked up at him and said, “I’ll be back, but there’s something I must attend to first.” 
 
    “You are coming back?” Reyna said with a little anxiety in her voice. “I mean,” she sputtered, feeling a little embarrassed at her brash words, “we need your help.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he assured her and then sent Tam into a gallop up the road toward the still burning Monument Hill. 
 
    Reyna watched him go for a second, before she spun around and hurried toward a large group of harried and distraught townspeople who splashed buckets of water on the exterior of several burning buildings. She ran up, grabbed a man and said, “What can I do to help?” 
 
    The man, startled to see Princess Reyna at his side, stammered for a moment before thrusting a bucket at her. “You want to help? We need runners fetching water.” 
 
    She grabbed the wooden pail by its rope handle. “That I can do,” she answered and rushed toward the river. She darted by several men working one of the village wells, pulling a bucket of water up by the pulley and then over the rounded rock wall before passing it to a waiting woman who darted off with it toward the fire.  
 
    She reached the river, pushed through a stand of reeds and drew up a full bucket of dark liquid. She trundled back up the slope, trying not to slosh the liquid but found it challenging to hurry and not spill some water.  
 
    She reached the crowd of men who splashed water on one home while beating at the flames with blankets. A man, his face covered with soot and the stripe of a red weal down one side, grabbed her bucket, threw the water upward and then shoved the pail back at her. 
 
    Reyna spun away, rushing back toward the river. Her eyes flicked toward the burning castle and she felt her stomach heave and churn at the idea of her brother under the broken blocks. She spared little thought that he was still alive, by some marvel escaping the flames and avalanche of stone. The logic of her mind told her he was dead, the tender part of her heart yearning for a miracle. 
 
    She lost track of how many trips she made down to the river and back, hauling water to those directly fighting the fire. Soon, she was steeped in a fog of exhaustion, not used to the heavy physical exertion, her will forcing her to take one step and then another. 
 
    Her breathing was raspy and hard as she stooped down to push her bucket under the water once again. She strained to lift it up, feeling as if the water now weighed as much as Tam. A hand reached down and grabbed the rope handle over the top of her hand. She glanced up to find Shap leaning over her. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” he softly said, “you go sit and get some rest. You’re exhausted.” 
 
    “No,” she returned, not moving her hand. Even in her tired state, she liked the feel of his rough hand on hers. “I can keep going. I need to keep going.” 
 
    “Are you always this stubborn?” 
 
    “Rarely,” she admitted. 
 
    “Well,” he said, lifting the bucket out of the water, and guiding her over to a grassy spot. “Your stubbornness has earned you a few moments of rest. Now sit, princess.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to give a princess orders, you know.” 
 
    “That’s what Tam keeps telling me, that I’m not supposed to order her around, but I ignore her too.” 
 
    Reyna looked around before asking, “Speaking of Tam?” 
 
    “Safely hidden,” he assured her and with that, rushed off, carrying his bucket up the slight incline. 
 
    Reyna brought her knees up, pressed her face against them. “I never knew one could become so tired just by fetching water.” 
 
    She stayed that way for a few moments until she heard pounding footsteps. She turned to find Shap running down to the water, carrying two buckets this time, one in each hand. He quickly dunked both in the water and then spun around, heading back up the hill.  
 
    “Show-off,” she muttered, drew a breath and stood, staring at the castle. In some places, the fires had died down, though the keep still blazed bright. No one was fighting the flames—those who would were most likely either dead or seriously injured and unable to move. 
 
    “Will this evil, evil day ever end?” she groaned. She glanced heavenward. “Please, please, let it end and quickly.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Wearied beyond anything she had ever known before, Reyna moved among the few moaning, groaning survivors of the castle’s destruction who lay or sat on the open field close to the river, offering a cup of water. She, along with everyone else who moved about their tasks, would flick anxious eyes toward the sky, and tense whenever a cloud appeared, afraid of what the haze might hold.  
 
    The three moons, Osa, Eskar, and Nadia were setting when Dawn’s Fingers, soft and a pale orange, reached out over the horizon, their faint glow outlining the range of high knolls that rose beyond the river.  
 
    Reyna stopped to wipe at her smudged and dirty forehead, her eyes turned to the township. Half the town was a smoking ruin. With the help of a providential heavy rain shower just after midnight, the villagers had managed to halt the fire’s spread and now moved about the charred ruins, trying to salvage what they could. 
 
    She turned to glance toward the heap of blackened stone that marked the collapsed keep and filled half the courtyard. Wisps of smoke still rose from the tangled blocks of stone and plaster. The battlement’s six turrets were smaller mounds, four at each corner of the walls and two that had sat astride the gatehouse.  
 
    A small cohort of soldiers, along with Shap, moved among the jumble of blasted blocks. So far, they had found a few bodies, but no one alive and Reyna had little hope that that would change in the coming hours. She couldn’t imagine that anyone could have survived such a thundering avalanche of stone. 
 
    At the thumping of hooves and the squeaking of carriage wheels, she turned to find Hess slowly driving the royal carriage up to the field. Behind rode several men on horseback, their faces blackened, some bearing red welts from burns they’d received during the monster’s attack on the hill. 
 
    Captain Wald slowly rode up to her and motioned to the carriage. “That’s the last of them, princess, all that we could find alive. Duke DinBaern is in the carriage as well.” 
 
    The way he said that last sentence prompted her to ask, “Is he hurt?” 
 
    “Just somewhat,” Wald answered, “but I’m afraid that he is not well, Your Highness, not well at all.” 
 
    She set her wooden pail down and ran over to the coach, waited until all the injured soldiers were out before she stepped to the open door. As he sat slumped against one side of the carriage’s cherry oak interior, the duke’s face was a pasty white, his breathing shallow and raspy. 
 
    “Excuse me, Your Highness,” a voice said at her shoulder, “we need to get His Lordship out.” 
 
    “Of course,” she murmured and stepped back to let several soldiers enter the carriage. The coach’s springs rocked a little as the men entered and gently moved DinBaern so that they could get their hands under armpits and knees. A few moments later, they had him out of the coach with Reyna saying, “Wait before you put him down.” 
 
    She hurried off to one side, came back carrying a cloak which she spread out on the ground over a grassy area. “Lay him to one side,” she ordered, and the four legionnaires carefully laid the duke down.  
 
    Reyna quickly bundled him up in the rest of the cloak and announced, “I’ll take care of him. You,” she said pointing at one man, “bring me a good blanket or two, and you,” she ordered pointing to a second soldier, “see if you can find some bandages for these burns of his, please.” 
 
    As the two soldiers hurried off, she turned to Wald, “Captain, see if there is someplace more suitable that we can take the duke, and locate the mayor, find out why the town healer is not down here with these people.” 
 
    She glanced at the smoldering castle ruins. “Obviously, we’ve lost our own physician.”  
 
    Wald gave her a quick bow, spun on his heel, swiftly mounted his horse, and rode off. Reyna cradled the duke’s head in her lap and murmured, “Angus?” 
 
    DinBaern’s eyes fluttered open, seemed to have trouble focusing until he found Reyna’s face. “Your Highness,” he croaked, “I thought you dead, you and your brothers.” 
 
    “For me, near enough,” Reyna replied, shuddering a little at the thought of just how close she had come to death’s door. She bit down on her lip. “Adrian is most likely dead, but I believe Owen still lives. I’ve sent word to him at Ivin’s Keep. I expect him back at any time.” 
 
    She smoothed his face with her hand. “I’ve also sent for the town healer to tend to you; he should be here soon.” 
 
    He weakly waved a hand at her. “Have him attend to those who have a chance of living, Your Highness, not to a tired old man like me.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, we’ll have you well in no time. After all, you’re one of the heroes of the Great War, the ‘indefatigable human wall against evil’ my father called you. You’re just nicked up a bit, need a little rest, and the right medicine.”  
 
    That last was a bit of a lie; even to her untrained eye it was clear that the man was extremely unwell. There were a few outward shallow and superficial burn marks on his neck and one shoulder, but by themselves they did not account for his pasty face, the irregular, shallow breathing, the way he gripped his chest as if in deep pain. All spoke to something beyond serious. 
 
    DinBaern gave her a wan smile. “Princess, you always were a terrible liar. Too much good and honesty in you to try and put one over me. Besides, when you try to lie, you get this mischievous little glint in your eyes. A dead giveaway every time.” 
 
    She dimpled just a bit. “My father would say the same and claimed that I got the little gleam in my eye from Mother. But you just wait, I’ll work on my lying technique and get rid of that glint in no time.” 
 
    DinBaern tried to laugh, but it came out as a choking cough, spittle forming at the corner of his mouth. Reyna took an edge of the cloak, wiped away the foamy saliva. The duke drew in a deep breath, said, “I don’t mind dying, princess. I’ve had my life, but not to see my beloved Claudia one last time, that’s almost more than a man can bear.” 
 
    “You rest easy, Angus, we’ll get you home to your beloved Claudia—I promise.” 
 
    “Your mother,” DinBaern replied, wheezing hard, “in a joking moment, commanded that I was not to grow old or as she put it to ‘wear out on her.’” 
 
    He coughed, swallowed several times before muttering, “I’m afraid that this is one royal decree that I won’t be able to obey.” 
 
    “Mother would understand,” Reyna replied softly. “You’ve done more than your share for our family and this realm.” 
 
    “The castle? The town?” DinBaern asked. 
 
    Tears stung at Reyna’s eyes. “The fire destroyed the castle,” she choked, “a rain shower came through around midnight and put out the fire there and in town. The few soldiers that survived and some of the villagers still search, but I fear . . .” her voice faltered and became little more than a bare whisper, “I fear that Adrian and everyone else that was in the castle is . . .” 
 
    “Do not give up hope,” DinBaern rasped, reaching up to grasp her shoulder. “Do not give up hope just yet,” he repeated. 
 
    “I’m trying hard not to,” Reyna replied softly, “but the castle is a tangle of broken, seared rocks.” Reyna’s voice became hard, angry. “No doubt destroyed by the same dragons that took Mother.” 
 
    “No.” DinBaern’s voice was surprisingly strong in answer. “That was not dragon fire that I saw, but something else entirely.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, princess, I have seen enough dragon fire in my lifetime to know dragon breath when I see it.”  
 
    He coughed, struggled to gain a breath. “The question,” he whispered, “is what exactly did we see? It was so unlike anything I’ve ever . . .” 
 
    DinBaern stopped, his mouth open, his eyes taking on a distant, faraway look. “No,” he mumbled, “that cannot be, yet, I have seen something akin to those flames before.” 
 
    He shook his head back and forth several times before rasping, “But . . . but . . . she’s . . .” 
 
    Suddenly, he stiffened, his eyes rolling back in his head, his hand clawing at his chest before he slumped down. As Reyna grasped his hand tightly, one of the knights who stood nearby bent over, his hand over DinBaern’s nose and mouth. 
 
    “Is he . . . is he . . .” she whispered. 
 
    The knight drew back and shook his head. “No, Your Highness, he still lives, but his breathing is extremely shallow and faint.” 
 
    At that, they turned at the sound of footsteps. It was Wald with the mayor. “Your Highness,” the gray-haired, disheveled man began as he hurried up with a quick bow, “I’m sorry, but our healer went to the Grange Fields to gather herbs two days ago. I’m not sure when he’ll be back. Our Duma, Brenna Huls, assisted him at times, but she’s really a midwife, though she’s the closest we have to anyone with healing knowledge.” 
 
    “Then let’s get the duke into the carriage,” Reyna ordered, “and pray that this woman can help him.” 
 
    An hour later, Reyna, along with Captain Wald stood outside a small, neat cottage, unscathed by the fire, and waited for word on Duke DinBaern. A line of townspeople stood outside, seeking medical help from the house’s occupant. 
 
    When they arrived, seeing the hurt and injured waiting, Reyna hesitated to place the duke ahead of them, knowing how he was about such things, but his last comments caused Reyna to think that he might know who carried out the attack on them. She felt that such information was valuable enough to justify him going to the head of the line. 
 
    As Reyna and Wald stood quietly discussing their next steps, Shap came riding up on Tam. He slowly dismounted and faced Reyna. One look told her the news he bore. “It’s Adrian, isn’t it?” she choked. 
 
    Shap held Tam’s reins in his hands, fumbling with them a little before saying, “I’m afraid so, princess. We found his body under . . .” his voice trailed off as he realized that it would be insensitive to describe the condition of Adrian’s torn body. 
 
    Reyna buried her face in her hands, bending over to sob, with a wrenching that tore at her insides as if someone were trying to rip them out. Whatever hope she had held on to that Adrian might still live fluttered away, like a flight of startled pigeons. The two men looked at each other uncomfortably, at first hesitant, unsure of how to comfort grieving royalty.  
 
    Then, Shap gave a little shrug, thinking to himself that surely they wouldn’t put him on the rack for merely trying to be compassionate. Or would they? He stepped forward, placed his hands on the outside of Reyna’s shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness.” 
 
    To his surprise, Reyna buried her face in his chest, sobbing. He held her, feeling her body tremble as she gave in to her grief. After a bit, she drew in a long, shuddering breath, let one last small sob escape her throat and pulled back slightly.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured and after another moment, pushed away to face Wald. “Captain, would you see to Adrian’s body? We will need to bury him next to Father, I think.” 
 
    Wald hesitated, then said, “Your Highness, the fire, on the hilltop, it was so hot, so scorching that it melted the monument. His Majesty’s grave is buried under a slag of rock, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Reyna’s head and shoulders slumped. “Will this evil ever stop?” she moaned, more to herself than to them. She thought for a moment, then said, “There is a small royal cemetery at Ivin’s Keep. We shall bury him there.” 
 
    “With your permission,” Wald replied, “I will make the body ready for travel, Your Highness.”  
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Reyna nodded.  
 
    Wald gave her a small bow, turned, and then strode over to his horse. A moment later, he was headed back toward the castle ruins.  
 
    Reyna looked up at Shap. “Thank you for coming to tell me.” 
 
    “Wasn’t the easiest ride I’ve ever done, princess, as there didn’t seem to be anyone else around to deliver the message.” 
 
    “I know, and I am grateful.” She turned just as the cottage door opened and Brenna, a stout woman with gray streaks just beginning to show in her otherwise dark-brown hair gestured for the two to enter. 
 
    “He’s resting,” she quietly said as Reyna and Shap stepped inside. “I’ve done what I can,” she went on, “given him some medicine to help with the pain and to sleep, but the truth is, there’s little more than I can do. I’m a midwife, not a trained Healer.” 
 
    She shook her head, saying softly, “I’m sorry, but from what I can see, His Lordship is dying. Most likely, his heart is failing and that is beyond what little healing knowledge I have in such matters.” 
 
    “Is there anyone nearby that could help?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “In all honesty, Your Highness,” Brenna replied, “even if he were alive, I don’t think even your Royal Physician could help with this. But no, without knowing where Tomas, our Healer is, the next closest Healer is a three-day ride there and three days back.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lower lip. “How much time does the duke have?” 
 
     “Not the six days it would take for the Healer to arrive.” The woman lifted her shoulders. “A few days at best.” 
 
    Reyna nodded, placed a hand to her mouth in thought and then murmured, “Then we must hurry for his sake. Thank you, Brenna,” she said to the villager, “I appreciate all that you’ve done, and you have my promise of a proper payment for your work.” 
 
    She turned to Shap. “Will you help me? I could use your assistance.” 
 
    “Of course, but just what are we doing?” 
 
    “We’re going to do the one thing that the duke would want most in the last hours of his life. Come, we have work to do.”  
 
    Two hours later, DinBaern lay on a down mattress, covered by a down blanket, head propped by a pillow in the royal carriage. The seats, ripped out and tossed aside, gave him enough room to stretch out almost completely. Two soldiers waited nearby, his escort back to his House and family. One would ride in the coach with DinBaern, the other on horseback next to the carriage. 
 
    Through the open door, Reyna held to DinBaern’s hand. “You’re going home, Angus. I’ve sent a fast rider ahead to let Claudia know you’re coming. You’ll see her in two days, if not sooner.” 
 
    “Thank you, princess,” he whispered, “she and I will be forever grateful for your kind act on our behalf.” 
 
    “You are most welcome.” She patted his hand again and was about to say goodbye, when he tugged at her to draw her a bit closer. “Your Highness, as this will be the last time I act as counselor to your family, I must ask, what are your plans?” 
 
    Reyna drew in a deep breath, let it out slowly. “In all honesty, Angus, I’m not entirely sure. It’s all so—confusing. I . . . I guess I’ll just take this a day at a time.” 
 
    “Sometimes, in moments such as these, that is all we can do,” DinBaern replied. He studied her face a moment before saying, “Are you sure there is not something else on your mind? In many ways, you are like your mother, and I could always tell when she was deep in contemplation, even through her denials.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip. As usual, the man was perceptive. Yes, she was considering a thought, but it was so crazy, so terrifying to her that every time her mind brought her around to the idea she would quickly dance away from the notion. Still, it kept creeping back into her thoughts and at times she felt she couldn’t deny the force behind the feeling nor how it called to her. 
 
    “Well, I . . . I,” she stammered, then stopped to shake her head. “No, it’s crazy, out of the question.” 
 
    DinBaern’s eyes narrowed and his lips turned up in a wan smile. “Ah, it becomes clear. With Prince Owen arriving to take over the affairs of the realm, you are considering looking for your mother, and the killers of Adrian. Am I right?” 
 
    She returned his stare. “Father always said you were the wisest amongst us and there was little, if anything, he could ever get past you.” 
 
    “Not wise, Your Highness, it’s just that I know what would be in my heart if we reversed our roles. That is your thought, is it not?” 
 
    With a little nod, she whispered, “Yes, I admit it has been on my mind, especially with what happened to Adrian. But who am I to think such a thing? I’m no warrior princess, nor do I command an army of knights to join me in such a quest.” 
 
    She dropped her gaze, fiddled at a small tuck of blanket. “My thoughts are much too audacious for a princess, especially this princess. I’m quite the coward at heart, you know.” 
 
    “All of us have a little coward in us, Your Highness, just as we all have a little bit of the courageous too. The question always is: Which shall we let rule our life? I shall not try to argue you out of this, nor question your motives, or whether you are capable of such a task. Those are for you to answer. My one bit of counsel is this: Make certain that it is the right decision for you and if it is, then act upon it with real determination.” 
 
    Reyna sighed. “At times, it feels as if this is what I must do, then at other moments, my heart pounds in my chest from sheer fright at even thinking of such a thing. I know that Owen will certainly not pursue such a path. I’m sure he’s already making plans for his coronation.” 
 
    Her mouth turned down in a slight frown. “He would be extremely vexed with me for not attending.” 
 
    “Would his ‘vexation’ be enough to turn you aside?” 
 
    Reyna thought for a moment before she slowly shook her head. “No. Not if that is what I decide to do.” 
 
    “Would you have any idea where to start?” 
 
    “Only that you said that what we saw wasn’t dragon fire but something else.” 
 
    “Yes,” DinBaern sighed, “and it has come to me in the last little bit that the only thing I can compare it to was what I saw coming from Vay during her last battle with Hooper Menvoran—just before he slew her.” 
 
    “But she’s dead, so the sky fire couldn’t be from her. Could it?” 
 
    “No,” DinBaern stated, hesitated, then said, “Your Highness, if you do decide on this journey, you realize it will be a perilous one, fraught with danger, and those you seek will not want to be found. The closer you get to them, the greater the danger, the higher the stakes—in this case, your life. I will also add that it is in my mind that you cannot do this alone.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she murmured, “the thought of trying to do something like this terrifies me, so I was hoping that . . .” she turned, expecting to find Shap nearby, instead, he was gone, as was Tam. 
 
    She leaned back slightly, looked both ways, and then said to one of the soldiers who stood nearby, “There was a man here, with a black mare?” 
 
    “He rode off, princess,” the man returned, pointing at the road, “that way, out of town.” 
 
    “Out of town?” Reyna choked as her shoulders slumped slightly and a feeling of sadness and disappointment swept through her. “Oh,” she sighed in a whisper, “that is too bad. I was hoping that . . .”  
 
    “You were hoping for what, princess?” DinBaern rasped.  
 
     “Oh, nothing—now.” 
 
    “I see.” DinBaern peered at her for a few moments, noting the disappointed look in her eyes, and understanding that look all too well. Still, there was nothing he could do about that particular situation, but there was something he could do about the other vexation he saw in her face. 
 
    “Then princess, since you have no idea of a path, may I suggest one to you? One, that has come to me only recently, yet I feel an urgency in the thought.” 
 
    “I’ll be grateful for whatever counsel you wish to give me, Angus.” 
 
    He gently patted her hand. “Thank you, though I’m sure that if my fellow nobles ever learn of my advice to you, they will claim that I was out of my head on my deathbed or in my death throes or some such nonsense with this counsel.” 
 
     “Angus . . .” Reyna said softly, squeezing his hand. 
 
    He gestured with his other hand. “It’s all right, I know. I can feel my life slowly slipping away. I may be in the sunset of my life, but the Long Night is not yet upon me. I will make sure that I live long enough to feel Claudia’s arms around me one last time.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyes stung with tears at his sentiment, made doubly sharp by the last memories of her mother tenderly holding her father as he breathed his last. 
 
    “That you will,” Reyna choked out. “That you will.” 
 
    “This other path,” DinBaern coughed, “where you might find unexpected but needful help, won’t be found around here. These years of peace, while good, still, they have made us lazy and complacent. Our knights once ruled the sky and ground while riding on their dragons. Now they ride stodgy horses that can barely go five leagues in a day. 
 
    “The edges of our swords are brittle and dull, our arrow shafts warped, as is our recognition of and opposition to evil, I’m afraid. No, princess, sometimes we must go far outside where we are comfortable or feel safe to find the truth, or in this case the help we need, and this is one of those times, I’m afraid.” 
 
    His eyes lifted, seemed to stare off at some distant point for several moments before he brought his eyes back to Reyna. “Princess, have you ever had a moment in your life that years later seems as clear as when it first happened?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna answered, puzzled, “a few. Why?” 
 
    “Then it is in my mind that it is time to share this with you while I still have a clear memory. I suppose that your mother would have at some point told you, but since we don’t know when you two shall be reunited, and given your brother’s circumstances, it seems only right that you should know now.” 
 
    “Know? Know what?” Reyna questioned, still puzzled by the unusual turn in their conversation. 
 
    DinBaern drew in a deep breath, appeared to gain a bit of strength for his voice was stronger than before. “Early in your father’s reign, he, your mother, and I took a trip to the southern border to meet with diplomats from a far southern kingdom. An isolated, sad realm that your grandfather had tried several times to establish relations with and failed. This was your father’s first of several attempts over the years—all failures, I might add.” 
 
    “The Realm of Tremont,” Reyna stated. “I remember Father speaking about them.” 
 
    “Yes,” DinBaern acknowledged. “We waited at the appointed place, but after a week decided that Tremont’s king had rebuffed our overtures. On our last night as we discussed breaking camp the next morning and going home, out of the darkness, and into camp strode a most unusual woman. 
 
    “We never did discover how she got past our guards, nevertheless, she walked right up to Tavin, Cara, and me. I still remember how the fire played across her as if she drank in the flames.  
 
    “She seemed young, but her eyes, the color of a crisp autumn day, conveyed great age. Her face was slim, sharp, and framed by glistening silver and black hair. She carried this staff, curled as if it were made of twisted wood, with a knobby burl on top. A dark, hooded robe trimmed in silver covered her slim body, but she exuded this strength, a confidence that felt palpable.” 
 
    He paused and then said, “The only other time I ever felt such strength come from a single being was when I was in the presence of Golden Wind.” 
 
    “The great Golden Dragon,” Reyna murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” DinBaern nodded. He gathered himself, went on. “She tipped her staff toward your parents and asked, ‘You are Tavin, King of the Northern Kingdom, and Cara, his queen, are you not’?” 
 
    “When she first appeared out of the dark, we three had sprung to our feet, a hand at our sword hilts, or as usual, your mother going for an arrow. However, when the guards closed on her, your father held out a hand, stopping them. Though surprised by her abrupt appearance, we didn’t feel threatened.  
 
    “Your father stepped forward and said, ‘Yes, I am King Tavin, and this is Queen Cara,’ to which the woman reached into her robe and then held out a rolled parchment. ‘This is for you. I know not what it contains, only that I was meant to deliver it to you.’ 
 
    “She hesitated and then said, ‘Perhaps it is a gift won by your valor and those of your former company.’ 
 
    “Her eyes then flicked to me and she said, ‘I would advise that you share it only with your most trusted confidants, and guard it well, Tavin and Cara of the Northern Kingdom, for this will come to you only once.’” 
 
    DinBaern coughed a little, swallowed, and then said, “Your father and mother were a little taken aback as you might imagine; nevertheless, Tavin took the parchment. When he did, the woman turned, took several steps into the darkness and then, as if the shadows swallowed her up, was gone. Your father had the guards search, but they found no sign of her.” 
 
    “Who was she?” Reyna asked, a little breathless. 
 
    DinBaern shook his head. “She didn’t identify herself and we never learned who she was, and only very recently have we heard a most extraordinary story of who she might be.” 
 
    “A witch?” Reyna sharply asked. 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” DinBaern returned, “no witch, but rather, perhaps, a Lady of the Phoenix Order.” 
 
    “The Phoenix Order? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them.” 
 
    “Few have, princess, and even fewer have ever met one. They are both secretive and solitary in their wanderings. Like our dear old friend, Professor Phineas Phigby, they are seekers of knowledge, but unlike the professor, who was eager to share what he knew, from what we know they usually keep their secrets to themselves.” 
 
     DinBaern reached inside his clothing, brought out a small, scrolled parchment. “Until that night.” 
 
    Reyna’s mouth dropped open a little. “Is that the—” 
 
    “Yes. Only, it will not open for me. Only your father or mother could unroll the scroll and read what was written there.” 
 
    His eyebrows knitted together. “I’m not sure why, but when I heard of your mother missing, my first thought was of this parchment, and I secured it from her hiding place in her quarters. I had meant to show it to your brothers or you earlier but—” 
 
    “Events overcame the thought,” Reyna finished. “But do you know what it says?” 
 
    “Yes,” DinBaern replied. “That night around the campfire, your father read it to your mother and me.” 
 
    His face took on a troubled expression. “It is a disturbing document, both speaking of evil and of hope and goodness. We discussed it at length; however, we never reached a conclusion that caused your father or mother to change their plans.” 
 
    He held it up, stared at it for a moment. “I believe that your father intended that this go to Adrian at some point, as his successor, but in light of recent events, I believe you should have it.” 
 
    Reyna blinked and asked, “Not Owen?” 
 
    “No,” DinBaern said firmly. “Not Owen, but you, though, the question is: Will it open for you?”  
 
    He drew in a breath. “If it does not . . .” He placed it in Reyna’s open palm who stared at the scroll before murmuring, “After what you’ve said, I’m not sure I want it to open for me.” 
 
    “I understand,” DinBaern replied, “but I believe this may hold a clue, or a message pertaining to your mother’s disappearance.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyes widened a little, and her breathing quickened. “In that case then . . .” she  murmured, took the scroll and began to unroll the parchment. “Angus,” she sputtered, “it’s—” 
 
    “I see, child,” he smiled. “Now, read what it says.” 
 
    Reyna swallowed and then began to read in a low voice,  
 
    Seeds of evil she has widely sown 
 
    From them evilness has surely grown 
 
    Those victorious pay the greatest price 
 
    In a world riven with greed and needless strife 
 
    Their short space of peace is now surely broken 
 
    Breathings of revenge are darkly spoken 
 
    Against those filled with duty and faith 
 
    Shall come fiery darts of pain and hate 
 
    From north to south, west to east 
 
    Comes evil to the highest and to the least 
 
    Eight rings of evil He shall have wrought 
 
    To sway men’s hearts, spirit, and thought 
 
    Eight fell rings the world to see 
 
    To bring them all to the lowest degree 
 
    Of hatred, war, and depravity 
 
    Upon mountain, moor, and bluest sea 
 
    The parents once gave, but now the child 
 
    Must free the enslaved, lift the reviled 
 
    No dragon tears to save the world 
 
    No claim of sacrifice its love unfurled 
 
    Eight rings of good the world to see 
 
    Faith, Honor, Duty, and Loyalty, 
 
    Sacrifice, Courage, Love, and Liberty 
 
    Forged by a most disparate company 
 
    Good against evil, evil against good 
 
    The few joined in an unlikely brotherhood 
 
    Three spires crown a mountain of green 
 
    Your eyes raised to its peak sharp and keen 
 
    Battle for the treasure, destroy the king 
 
    Begin the journey to the Dragon Ring. 
 
    Reyna stopped, stared at the parchment for a long moment, before she murmured, “Angus, what does it all mean?” 
 
    The old man sighed. “Neither your parents nor I ever truly understood it.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “And now, princess, I think I see things a little more clearly, at least clear enough that this is my counsel to you. If you would search for your mother, go find this mountain with three spires—” 
 
    “Angus,” Reyna all but gasped, “that could be anywhere in the world!” 
 
    He held up a hand to stop her from going on. “A mountain of green, I believe, refers to the Greenstorm Mountains, which lie a good distance south of here and I suspect that in that range you will find a sharp peak crowned with—” 
 
    “Three spires,” Reyna nodded. 
 
    She stared at the parchment again before saying, “Angus, to go southward from here means passing through the Endless Forest. I’ve heard tales of—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” DinBaern retorted. “You’ve heard tales of nonsense. The forest is neither endless, nor is it inhabited by legions of otherworld creatures, as some claim. Yes, it is a vast woodland with wolves, bears, and the like, perhaps the odd troll, so if you decide that is your course, go suitably prepared.” 
 
    Reyna sighed. “I’m not sure I understand why I should seek this mountain, what it has to do with my mother—what good that will do to find her?” 
 
    DinBaern met her eyes, nodded. “Princess, I fear, truly fear that your mother’s disappearance and the castle’s destruction are not isolated incidents but part of a greater evil.” 
 
    He tapped the parchment. “It may be that they are tied to the evil spoken of here, that this spreading wickedness has reached our part of the world.” 
 
    DinBaern blanched for a moment, his hand going to his chest, intense pain etched on his face before it passed, and he could speak. “It would seem,” he wheezed, “that each generation must have its fight against the wicked. Mine had its war—it would seem it is now your generation’s turn. 
 
    “My heart and soul tell me that this is not just your fight alone, but a conflict that will spread across many lands, perhaps even the breadth of Erdron. Steadfast and loyal friends, princess, will be the strong timbers on which to build a righteous army with which to face such evil; faith and belief in yourself and each other will be the bond that unites you in your fight. Unfortunately, I do not believe you will find such in your own realm and must seek them elsewhere.” 
 
    “And you’re saying that I will find these allies, these friends as I search for these Greenstorm Mountains?” 
 
    “That is why I believe your parents were given this message, Your Highness, that there would come a time when someone of your family would have to go forth.” 
 
    “As my parents did once before and now it seems, it’s up to me to do the same.” 
 
    “Yes, and like theirs, your task is not easy. But one last bit of counsel, princess, if you decide on this quest of yours. The choice is freely yours to make, but do not tarry, for I fear that the enemy’s plans are far advanced, and the darkness has spread much farther than we realize.” 
 
    DinBaern began a long coughing fit and it was several moments before he was able to recover his breath and murmur, “I wish you well in your journey, as well as in the coming battle, and I pray for your long life, Princess Reyna Wynsur, daughter of my dear friends, Tavin and Cara.” 
 
    With that, he lay back and closed his eyes, dropping off to sleep. Reyna rolled the parchment, before nodding to the two soldiers who had stood some distance away from the coach. One hurried to quietly enter the carriage, while the other stepped into his stirrup and swung himself into his saddle. 
 
    Reyna quietly closed the door shut and stepped back, motioning to Hess. He climbed to his seat, took up the reins and leaned over, a questioning expression on his face. “Take him home, Hess, and be swift about it,” Reyna commanded. 
 
    She stood there for a long time, at first watching until the coach disappeared behind the trees that covered the road’s first curve and then just gazing at nothing, thinking. After a bit, she walked down to the river, her eyes following the green-brown coils and roils in the lazy current near the shoreline. Hearing footsteps, she turned eagerly, but then her face fell as Captain Wald strode down the incline toward her. 
 
    “Your Highness, a message from Prince Owen,” he said, holding out a scroll to her. 
 
    “It must be the reply to the message I sent to him,” she murmured as she took the parchment, broke the wax seal, and unrolled the document. It read: Bring him. We’ll bury him in the cemetery’s farthest plot overgrown by weeds. 
 
    Her lips pressed tight and she felt a flash of anger heat her face, before she inhaled deeply. “Adrian’s dead,” she growled to herself, “and he’s still fighting his brother.” 
 
    “Pardon, Your Highness?” Wald muttered, a perplexed expression crossing his face. 
 
    “Nothing, Captain,” Reyna sighed as she rolled the scroll tight again. “I will need a small escort as I’m taking my brother’s body to Ivin’s Keep for burial.”  
 
    “Of course, princess. I will lead it myself.” 
 
    “No, I prefer that you stay here, help the townspeople with their needs.” 
 
    “If that is your wish.” 
 
    “It is, and one more thing,” Reyna said, turning and peering off in the distance southward, “I will need a sharp short sword, scabbard, sturdy bow, a quiver of arrows, a steady but strong horse, saddle, and a legionnaire’s trail kit, complete with suitable food.” 
 
    She turned back to find Wald’s mouth open, his eyes wide, and his eyebrows arched as he stared at her. “You find that puzzling, Captain?” 
 
    “Puzzling, Your Highness? I would say astonishing is a better word.” 
 
    Reyna’s lips turned up in a little smile. “I can understand why you would think that of me.” 
 
    “May I ask Her Highness why the need for the weapons? You’ve never carried such before. Is it because of the attack? I assure you that the men I have left can protect you and I will provide more than enough for the journey to Ivins and back.” 
 
    “Your men are brave and well-trained, captain, I have no doubt that they would do their utmost to protect me.” 
 
    She turned to stare again toward the high knolls and the forest that marched southward. “But while they will be returning to Wynsur, I will not. As far as the armaments are concerned, let’s just say that I have the feeling that not only am I going to need those weapons, but I will make use of them in the very near future.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Banished! 
 
    Wind Storm yelled out, “Grandpa! No!” causing the assembled emerald dragons to turn their heads in disapproval at his outburst. He tried to dart forward around Wind Soar, his brother, but his mother, Wind Grace, shot out a talon to hold him back from running out into the center of the conclave where his grandfather, Wind Walker, stood tall and proud. 
 
    “Hush, Storm,” she muttered, “sproggers are not allowed to speak in council.” 
 
    “But—” Storm protested, only to stop when Wind Grace put a talon on his muzzle, quieting him.  
 
    On the pinnacle of Council Rock, the enormous slanted slab of granite that rose from the base of a high knoll like a stone sword tilted slightly to the sky, the Three Arbiters glared in Wind Storm’s direction.  
 
    “Disrupt the proceedings again,” Night Wind, the Chief Arbiter, his eyes narrowed and cold, growled toward them, “and the Custodians of Peace will escort you out of this council.” 
 
    Wind Grace pushed her face close to Wind Storm’s. “Please dear, be quiet.” 
 
    “But Grandpa—” 
 
    “Would rather have you here,” Wind Grace replied softly, “than not, even if it means being silent.” 
 
    Wind Storm scrunched his face scales up in a hard glare at the Arbiters but pressed his lips tight and nodded to his mother. Wind Grace turned to the three, gave them a slow, very pronounced bow that took her practically to a knee, and said, “He is young, Arbiter, and I beg pardon for his outburst.” 
 
    Night Wind sniffed, his eyes on Wind Storm and his mother for a moment before he nodded, “We understand that sometimes the young do not understand the conduct of more mature adults and our ways of rendering honorable justice. We can be lenient on our part; however, that is no excuse for ill manners or unwarranted interruptions in these serious and necessary proceedings. We will not tolerate any further disruptions, is that understood?” 
 
    “Perfectly, Arbiter,” Wind Grace replied. 
 
    “Good,” Night Wind responded and turned to stare at the large, wizened emerald dragon who stood gazing back at him, his eyes filled with scorn and contempt for the three who stood stiff-necked and haughty above him. 
 
    “We warned you, Wind Walker,” Night Wind growled, “that repeated violations of the Draga Compact would result in severe repercussions. You have no one to blame but yourself for the consequences. We Arbiters now call for your banishment from Haven to maintain the peace and serenity that our community demands. However, you have the right to call for a full council vote. Do you wish to invoke that right?” 
 
    Wind Walker snorted in derision. “What ‘right,’ Nighty? You know as well as I that you and your cronies have everyone so cowed that no one will stand up to you and vote against your decision.” 
 
    Wind Storm opened his mouth to shout, “I will, Grandpa!” but before he could get the words out, his mother clamped her claws tight around his jaws so that all that came out was a muffled, “Eruhmumm.” 
 
    Wind Grace pushed her muzzle against Storm’s ear and pleaded, “Please, Storm, don’t make things worse than they already are.” 
 
    Storm tried to wiggle out from his mother’s grasp, but his brother, Wind Soar, jabbed his snout right against Storm’s other ear and growled menacingly, “If you don’t keep quiet, so help me, Storm, I’ll tie your tail so tight in three knots that you’ll never get it undone. Now, shut up!” 
 
    Storm had serious doubts that Soar could actually tie his tail in three knots, but he had put one in his short tail before, so Storm took the threat seriously and though it rankled him, nodded and settled back on his haunches.  
 
    “Insulting an Arbiter will not help your case, Wind Walker,” Night Wind returned.  
 
    “Really?” Wind Walker snorted. “I didn’t realize telling the truth was ever insulting, not that you’d recognize the truth, Nighty, as all you deal in are falsehoods, lies, and deceptions. You and your thug friends.” 
 
    The three stiffened at Wind Walker’s sharp rebuke and Night Wind was about to rebut but the oldster quickly said, “No, I don’t invoke the right for a council vote, but I do invoke the right to address the full council before my uh, ‘sentence,’ is carried out.” 
 
    Night Wind’s lips moved as if he badly wanted to deny Wind Walker the right to speak to all the emerald dragons assembled but then he spoke slowly, as if he had to force each word out of his mouth. “You may speak, but keep it short and to the point of these proceedings, Wind Walker, namely, an abject apology to the assembly for your insistence on disregarding the Compact.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath waiting for that apology,” Wind Walker retorted, “though you breathing at all is a waste of perfectly good air.” 
 
    Night Wind’s face turned hard and he was about to retort but Wind Walker whipped around to put his back to him and faced the assembly. Hundreds of dragons, both young and old, gazed at him from the giant amphitheater that arced three quarters around an enormous basin over which Council Rock dominated.  
 
    He slowly swung his head from one end to the other, his eyes meeting as many as would return his look as he could. Most of the younger dragons stared at him with hard, narrowed, unforgiving stares, while the few oldsters returned his gaze with a sympathetic fondness, tinged with respect.  
 
    “Over thirty years ago,” he began in a low, sad rumble, “some of us here fought in the Great War’s Last Battle against Vay and her minions. Some of our own chose Vay’s way, fought as part of her army, forcing those of us who chose the better part to fight our dragon brethren. It was a terrible time, full of anguish, pain, suffering, and hurt. 
 
    “Many of our comrades didn’t return from the war but gave their lives willingly to deny Vay her evil plan to make her our Dark Empress and enslave all of Erdron. However, thanks to the bravery of so many, and especially Hooper Menvoran, Golden Wind, Rainbow, and Scamper, we defeated Vay and drove what was left of her followers from our midst. 
 
    “Afterward, we dragons held a vast conclave and from that conference, we drew up the Draga Compact, an agreement that we dragons would withdraw from the world for a space so that we could heal, mend not just our bodies but our spirits as well.” 
 
    His voice became firmer, fuller. “The agreement was not intended to last forever, and it certainly was never meant that we would have no contact with those outside the seven dragon Havens that we established across Erdron.” 
 
    Wind Walker rose to his full height, his voice becoming a resounding, full-throated growl that rang across the basin. “And it certainly was never intended to take away the very freedoms that we fought for and died for during the Great War!” 
 
    He took a talon and thrust it toward the assembly. “But you have let others convince you,” he took the claw and jabbed it toward Night Wind and his fellow Arbiters, “namely, Nighty Night and his troll-faced cronies, that the only way to keep our liberties is for them to take more of them away. 
 
    “Why, we’re no longer equal, but have the so-called ‘Favored’—those citizens of the inner trees, the Almost Favored—citizens of the middle ring of trees, and those of the outer trees—the Disfavored. And guess who sleeps in and under the inner trees with a ring of guards protecting them while the rest of us do not?  
 
    “Who gets the best hunting grounds with the most game, and who gets to hunt at the best hours of the day? That’s right, the Arbiters and their families, and those talon-lickers who’ve sold their souls for some smidgen of status. 
 
    “And who sets these rules? Why, bless my dragon scales if it isn’t the Favored! And all because none of you have the gumption or the courage to stand up against Slimy Scales and his—” 
 
    “Wind Walker!” Night Wind bellowed. “I instructed you that your right to speak was limited and was meant to be an apology for—” 
 
    “Nothing!” Wind Walker roared, spinning around. “The only apology I make is that I didn’t do enough to stop you and your thugs from corrupting our ways, taking away our freedoms.”  
 
    His voice turned to a snarl. “The only difference between you and Vay is that she had only two legs and you have four, you worthless slime slug.” 
 
    Wind Walker hunched down as if he were about to launch himself straight at the Arbiters but before he could, Night Wind bellowed, “Custodians!” 
 
    A phalanx of young, strong emeralds bolted forward and surrounded Wind Walker. The old green crouched, poised to battle the younger dragons, but Wind Storm broke free of his mother’s grasp, and darted forward, yelling, “Grandpa! Wait!” 
 
    Wind Walker’s mouth was drawn back in a savage snarl, his talons clenched, ready to unleash them and dragon fire on the younger emeralds. “Listen to your grandson, Wind Walker!” Night Wind shouted. “Fight the Custodians and I shall order them to kill you!” 
 
    “Grandpa!” Wind Storm yelled again. 
 
    For a moment, Wind Walker hunkered even lower, his body in a tight spring, ready to launch himself but then his eyes met his young grandson’s imploring eyes. He hesitated and then slowly, as the tender part of his heart overcame the warrior part, he slowly raised himself and drew in his claws, rumbling low in his throat. 
 
    Wind Storm squirmed and wiggled through the ring of emeralds and galloped to his grandfather. He skidded to a halt, smiled at Wind Walker, and then whirled around to face the circle of Custodians. “We can take’em, Grandpa,” he confidently said. 
 
    “Most likely,” Wind Walker rumbled again, “but enough dragon blood has already been spilled by other dragons. We’ll let them off this time, shall we? Besides,” he rumbled, swiveling his head to stare at Night Wind, “they aren’t the real enemy, Storm.” 
 
    Night Wind clenched and unclenched his talons, as if he would like nothing better than to order the Custodians to attack Wind Walker but after Wind High whispered in his ear, he growled, “Enough! Wind Walker, you’ve had your say, all of it nonsense, of course, and having waived your right to a council vote, I hereby declare the sentence invoked. 
 
    “Wind Walker, you are banished from Emerald Haven for your lifetime, not to return on pain of death. Custodians, escort our wayward, lost brother out of Haven.” 
 
    Wind Storm whipped around, grabbed hold of Wind Walker’s stout leg. “Grandpa, I’m going with you!” 
 
    “No, grandson,” Wind Walker gently said and unwound Storm’s claws, “not this time.”  
 
    He motioned for Wind Grace and Soar to join him and they hurried over. He gathered them together and whispered, “Stay strong, don’t let them break you.”  
 
    With his face pushed close to Grace’s, he whispered, “This isn’t over yet, they’re planning more, and it will be much worse. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Should we escape, join you?” she murmured back. 
 
    “No, too dangerous, they’ll be watching, but be ready for what is coming.” 
 
    “Enough!” Night Wind bellowed. “Carry out the sentence!” he snarled to the Custodians.  
 
    “Just one last thing,” Wind Walker growled loud as he spun toward the Arbiters, “the truth is hard for the unrighteous to hear and accept, but know this, the truth is always the truth, even for the likes of you and your contemptible followers.” 
 
    At that, several of the emeralds pulled and pushed Wind Storm, his mother and brother away as they closed on Wind Walker. Then, Wind Walker raised a talon in goodbye, spread his wings, and with powerful thrusts of his leathery limbs lifted off the ground and turned down the valley. 
 
    Wind Storm watched as his grandfather, followed by a dozen Custodians, steadily grew smaller until he was but a green dot in the darkening sky and then he was gone. 
 
    Wind Storm stared for a moment more, before a shadow draped itself over him and he looked up to find a smug Night Wind standing close, his big body blocking the last of the sunlight.  
 
    Night Wind drew in a deep sigh of satisfaction and said to Wind Grace, “You know the penalty for a subversive’s family is the last tree in the outer ring.” 
 
    “Just because,” Wind Soar snapped, “he doesn’t agree with you Arbiters doesn’t make my grandfather a subversive!”  
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” Night Wind scoffed, “like grandfather, like grandson.” 
 
    He swung his muzzle close to Wind Soar, muttered, “I would be careful of talk like that, boy, it could get you in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Wind Grace reached out and turned Wind Soar slightly away from Night Wind, “We’ll be leaving now,” she glared at Night Wind, “we have to find a new tree.” 
 
    “Err, Wind Grace,” Night Wind said in a low, mild tone, easing closer to her, “you know that since you have no companion with the loss of your mate, I could make, shall we say, arrangements for you and your sons for a better tree, better hunting grounds and times.”  
 
    Wind Grace whirled on Night Wind. “Wind Strong is missing, he is not dead!” 
 
    “Umm, perhaps,” Night Wind answered with a small shrug, “but he’s been missing for more than a full season. Don’t you think—” 
 
    “I think,” Wind Grace snarled, drawing herself up to her full height, “that you’ve just banished my mate’s father and you dare make advances on me?” 
 
    “Wind Grace,” Night Wind crooned, “think of your children. After all, I am the Chief Arbiter.” 
 
    “I am thinking of my children!” Wind Grace snapped and whipped around, her tail spikes barely missing Night Wind’s muzzle as he jerked his head back. 
 
    Without looking back, Wind Storm walked alongside his mother and brother, his heart heavy, his eyes downcast and misty. “We’ll never see Grandpa again, will we?” 
 
    Wind Grace sighed. “Remember what he told us, Wind Storm, we must be strong, and we must be ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what, mother?” Wind Soar asked. 
 
    Wind Grace raised her head, stared upward at the spreading dark. “A growing, thundering tempest of evil, Wind Soar.”  
 
    She drew in a deep breath. “With us in the very eye of the storm.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm narrowed his eyes as just ahead he saw a tiny movement in the brush and for an instant he caught sight of the tawny coat of his quarry. He eased forward, placing his talons carefully so that he didn’t make a sound. He swallowed, thinking of how they hadn’t eaten a good meal in several days and how wonderful a slab of venison haunch would taste. They couldn’t miss this time—they just couldn’t! 
 
    To the east, Dawn’s Fingers, pale and pink, pushed aside Night’s Curtain and somewhere high over his head, his mother and brother silently sailed on the morning wind currents, waiting for him to flush the deer into the nearby meadow so that one of them could swoop down and make the kill. 
 
    Since he couldn’t fly, this was the way they sometimes hunted, with Storm on the ground stalking the deer and then driving it out in the open for either his mother or brother to snare. 
 
    Storm was good at sneaking through the underbrush. Still being somewhat small meant that he could move through the forest’s dense brush without disturbing it too much, whereas his mother and brother would be so noisy and obvious that a deer would spot them coming a league away. 
 
    There! Storm froze, not even blinking as the buck stepped out from behind the enormous trunk of a Dragonheart tree and raised his head, its eyes flicking this way and that. Like all deer, it was skittish and with good reason. Living in a forest with hungry dragons meant that it either paid attention to its surroundings or it quickly became a meal. 
 
    Storm held himself still, waiting for just the right moment before he charged and sent the animal bounding toward the nearby meadow. The buck turned its head toward him, stared, but then swung his head the other way. 
 
    Now! Storm gathered himself and sprang forward, his talons biting into the soft leafy dirt, his lips drawn back in a silent snarl. He charged through a bush, setting its orange-tipped leaves and limbs to rattling and shaking.  
 
    He burst out the other side and smiled. The deer had lunged away, heading right for the open meadow. Storm increased his speed as he didn’t want the deer to try and dart in another direction.  
 
    The bounding deer hit the tree line and sped into the open glade, its sharp hooves barely touching the ground before it sprang through the air. Storm was close behind, but he knew he could never catch the deer. No, that job was for his mother or brother.  
 
    The deer was halfway across the glade when Storm spotted a dark body swooping in from his right, wings tight, back claws outstretched, ready to snare the deer. 
 
    Suddenly, from the opposite direction came another emerald dragon, its wings close to its body and talons outstretched. Before Storm could shout, “Watch out!” the two collided in a thumping, grinding crash of wings, whipping tails, and green scales.  
 
    Both went to the ground but as Storm dashed up, he could see that his brother had managed to snag and hold on to the deer even through the brutal collision between him and the other emerald. 
 
    As he ran up, Storm’s face scales and eyes grew hard. The other dragon that struggled to his feet was none other than Rowdy Wind, son of Night Wind, the Chief Arbiter who banished Wind Walker from Emerald Haven. 
 
    Rowdy reared a little, his lips drawn back in a snarl. “That’s my deer! Get your claws off my meat, skuzz scales!” 
 
    “This meat is ours,” Soar growled in return, “my talons were in it first, and that’s where they’re going to stay.” 
 
    Just then, three more emerald dragons landed in the glade, one, Wind Grace, the other two Hardy Wind and Wolf Wind, cronies of Night Wind.  
 
    Wolf Wind drew alongside Rowdy, his one eye socket empty, and turned his good eye on Soar and Wind Grace. “You know the edict,” he snarled, “those in the outer trees hunt in the sun-high hours; mornings and evenings are for those of the inner trees only.” 
 
    “You know there is little meat to be had at those times,” Wind Grace protested. “We have the right to eat too.” 
 
    Wolf shrugged. “That’s not my problem. Now, either get your claws out of the deer or . . .” his voice trailed off, leaving the threat hanging in the air. 
 
    Storm edged closer to this mother, whispered, “Don’t give up the deer, we’ll fight.” 
 
    Evidently, Wolf must have heard for he laughed, “You, Puny Wind, want to take on me?” 
 
    “My name’s not Puny Wind!” Storm snapped.  
 
    “Might as well be,” Hardy sniggered, “if you can’t fly, or—” 
 
    “Enough,” Wind Grace snapped at Hardy and then turned to Wolf. “What if we split the deer with you, that way we all get something to eat.” 
 
    Wolf’s lips drew back in a sneer. “Split? You don’t seem to understand. That deer, not a quarter, not a half, but all of it belongs to us.” 
 
    His face grew hard and he edged forward, his hulking body looming over Soar. Wind Soar wasn’t quite an adult yet, whereas Wolf Wind was a large dragon, fully grown and menacing. “So, what’s it to be? We get the deer or you face the three of us?” 
 
    Storm flicked his eyes between his mother and his brother and saw them exchange a long look before his mother let out a sharp sigh and said, “Give them the deer, Soar.” 
 
    “But—” Soar started but Wind Grace quickly interjected and said, “Let them have the deer, Soar.” 
 
    Soar drew his mouth back in a snarl, his jaws tight. “Here!” he spat out and threw the deer into Rowdy’s face.  
 
    Rowdy reared back and from his throat came a threatening growl as he drew one leg back, his sharp talons spread wide, ready to swipe at Soar. However, Wind Grace jumped between the two, her eyes fiery as she demanded, “Stop! You have the deer!”  
 
    Wolf Wind thrust out a talon, holding Rowdy back. “Enough. We’ll settle this later. The Arbiter is waiting for his breakfast.” 
 
    Rowdy slowly settled to all fours, his hard eyes on Wind Soar. He jabbed a claw toward Soar and then at Storm. “And we will settle this, you can count on it!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hardy mimicked, “you can count on it!” 
 
    With that, Rowdy jabbed his claws into the deer and then he and Hardy lifted off the ground and disappeared over the trees toward the center of Haven.  
 
    Wolf Wind turned icy eyes on Wind Grace. “And I’ll see you at Council Rock this evening where you can explain to the Arbiters why you disobeyed their edict regarding hunting.” 
 
    At that, he whirled, his tail spikes missing Wind Grace’s face by less than the length of a talon and rose into the sky. 
 
    Wind Storm plunked his backside down, mad, angry, and his feelings hurt a little. A rumbling and a churning in his stomach reminded him of his hunger. It wasn’t fair! That deer was theirs, especially after he’d flushed it out of the woodlands and into the meadow and Soar took it down with his claws. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my dears,” Wind Grace murmured. 
 
    “We should have fought them, Mother!” Storm declared. “It’s not right, this stupid rule of theirs about when you can and can’t hunt.” 
 
    Wind Grace shook her head. “And see the two of you get hurt, maybe worse, just over a deer? I think not.” 
 
    “I wish Dad or Grandpa was here,” Storm bemoaned, “then we could have taken them on, had venison to eat later.” 
 
    “Well, they’re not!” Soar grumped. “Besides, more than likely either one would have done the same as Mother.” 
 
    “Mother,” Storm questioned, “why do we stay here? Why don’t we leave, go where we can live as we want, hunt when we want, and not as they say?” 
 
    “You know why, son, the—” 
 
    “Compact!” Storm snapped. “I know, but does living by that stupid agreement mean we have to starve?” 
 
    “We’re not starving, Storm,” Wind Grace said gently, “we’re just a little hungry, that’s all.” 
 
    “A little?” Storm grumbled. “I’m sorry, Mother, but leaves and grass just aren’t very filling, you know, and we haven’t had any meat for—” 
 
    “Days!” Soar growled. “Stop reminding us.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “We’ll try the lake later this evening,” Grace said, “maybe the fishing will be better this time.” 
 
    She turned to Wind Storm. “Want a lift back home?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Want to try some skying lessons?” 
 
    “What for? I’ll never fly.” 
 
    “Not if you don’t try, you won’t.” 
 
    “I have tried! Nothing works and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    Wind Grace sighed. “You’re still only a sprogger, Storm, be patient and give it time. It’ll come—eventually.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Do you know one other sprogger who can’t fly? Who can spit farther than he can breathe dragon fire?” 
 
    Soar laughed. “That’s pretty good, Storm, spit farther than he can breathe dragon fire.” 
 
    “You’re not helping here, Soar,” Wind Grace firmly said. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” 
 
    Soar shrugged a little, his voice indifferent. “Brave Wind said that he’d let me try out for his cohort as no one else would take me, but he wasn’t all that encouraging. A little matter of getting approval from the Arbiters for me to be one of the Buunach.” 
 
    He let out a scoffing snort through his nose. “Only the ‘favored’ are admitted into the ‘favored’ it would seem, not those of us who live life as the disfavored.” 
 
    “Still, did you promise him that you would be there this morning?” 
 
    “Yes,” Soar admitted slowly. 
 
    “Then keep your promise. That’s the honorable thing to do. It would be what your father would—” 
 
    “Want,” Soar sighed. “I know, I know.” 
 
    He frowned and then said to Storm, “See you later, Snot Wind. Stay out of trouble or I’ll tie your tail in a double loop knot that you’ll never get undone.” 
 
    “Try not to hurt yourself, Lizard Lips,” Storm answered, “and tying my tail? Ha! That’s never gonna happen.” To himself, he whispered, “Again.”  
 
    Soar spread his wings and sprang into the air, turning toward the rising sun. “You boys,” Wind Grace sighed disapprovingly, “the names you come up with for each other.” 
 
    “He started it,” Storm muttered and watched Soar wing away. One thing Storm knew about his brother—he was very, very good at tying tails in a knot. One time, when he was much younger, Soar had gotten really angry at Storm and tied his tail in a tight loop and pushed it over a tree branch where Storm couldn’t get it undone.  
 
    Storm had swung there helplessly while Soar twirled him around the limb so many times that he got sick to his stomach and . . . Well, the orange leaves of the nearby bushes turned a different coloration, sort of a slimy, pukey green color.  
 
    Soar had finally let him down, undid his tail and sent him, sick and dizzy on his way. It was a long time before the world had stopped spinning for Storm. Soar had never done it again, but occasionally, like now, teasingly threatened that he would. 
 
    Wind Grace watched Soar sky upward for a moment more before she turned to Storm. “So, if it’s not skying lessons then I guess it’ll have to be history.” 
 
    Storm groaned. “Aw, Mother, no.” 
 
    “Aw, Mother, yes,” she replied. “I’ll not have one of my sons growing up ignorant of our history.” 
 
    “But Soar didn’t—” 
 
    “He will when he comes back, but I’ll make a deal with you as I have some business to attend to shortly. If you can answer my five questions correctly, then we’ll cut the class short and you can run along for now. However, you must answer all five right, or you get to listen to me talk about our family lineage and history until I need to go.” 
 
    “Not boring history again,” Storm protested. “How about I get two of five right?” 
 
    “Five of five or no deal.” 
 
    “Four of five.” 
 
    Wind Grace and Wind Storm eyed each other for a few moments before Grace nodded and said, “All right, deal. But now the questions are going to be harder. You should have quit with my five-for-five offer as my questions were going to be a lot easier.” 
 
    Wind Storm sighed. “And to think this day started out so great before Wind Stink and his friends came along and now this.” 
 
    Wind Grace couldn’t help yourself and chuckled. “Where do you and brother come up with such names?” 
 
    “It’s a gift, I guess. Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    “First question. The name of the war in which we dragons helped defeat an evil fairy who wanted to enslave the whole world.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. The Grand War.” 
 
    “Whoops. Missed one already. It was the Great War.” 
 
    “Grand, great. Same thing.” 
 
    “Umm, I suppose in a way that’s true. However, it’s the Great War, not the Grand War. And Storm, one thing I want you to remember, whether it’s the Great or Grand War, while we fought for a righteous reason, wars, battles, bloodshed are not fun and glorious. People get hurt—” 
 
    “You mean like old Stumpy Tail?” 
 
    “Wind Storm! That’s not nice and it’s disrespectful. His name is Lofty Wind and he deserves your respect. He fought with much bravery during the war and the loss of part of his tail and one foot is a testament to his sacrifice for all of us.” 
 
    Wind Grace frowned a little at her youngest son before she said, “Second question, and may I suggest you take a little time to think before you answer. The name of the evil fairy that started the Great War?” 
 
    Storm took his mother’s suggestion and thought hard before he slowly said, “Vay?” 
 
    “Very good. Third question. Name the four fairies that created us dragons.” 
 
    Storm nodded and grinned. “This one I know, Osa, Nadia, Eskar, and Vay.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, this is a two-part question but only counts as one.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair.” 
 
    “Keep protesting and I’ll ask you something that I know you don’t know.” 
 
    “All right, all right, go ahead, what’s the question?” 
 
    “What was the name of the golden dragon that fought Vay, and the courageous Drach that rode her?” 
 
    Storm groaned inwardly. The first part he knew easily, the second not so much. “Let’s see, Golden Wind was the golden dragon and, uh, what was ol’ what’s-his-name’s name?” 
 
    Storm went to his rump, scratched at the dirt with one of his talons and muttered to himself, “Booger? No. Booper? No. Dang, it was something like that.” 
 
    Wind Grace waited a few moments but when it was apparent that Storm didn’t know the answer, lowered her head so that she was almost head-level with her son. “Hooper?” 
 
    Storm snapped two claws together. “That’s it! A two-legged human creature without wings. I remember now, and look, his name was right on the tip of my tongue!” He flicked his small, forked tongue out. “See?” 
 
    Wind Grace sighed and lifted her head. “Indeed, I do. I see that you haven’t been listening very carefully to your lessons.” 
 
    “Aw Mom, sure I have. It’s just that my brain is so small that you’re trying to smush too much in there and some of it sorta dribbles out and I forget.” 
 
    “Umm, dribbles out?” 
 
    “Happens all the time. I try to keep it all in, but there’s only so much a sprogger like me can handle, you know?” 
 
    Wind Grace shook her head. “Storm, I must admit, you have a most peculiar way of looking at things.” 
 
    “Uh, is that good or bad?” 
 
    “I’d say it depends. All right, I’ll give you one more chance to redeem yourself. The birthplace of Golden Wind and where she met Hooper Menvoran?” 
 
    Ooh, Storm thought, grimacing. This one was even tougher. “Uh,” Storm mumbled, “I think it was Draconshed? No, uh, Draconstud . . .?” Storm’s voice trailed off in a plaintiff pleading. 
 
    “No. Draconstead.” 
 
    “Hey, I was close, I got the Dracon part right.” 
 
    “Storm, listen, why do you think I teach you about our history?” 
 
    “To make me a mush-brain,” Storm muttered under his breath. 
 
    “No, not to make you a mush-brain as you call it. Dragon history, our family history, all history is important. It tells us who we are, where we’ve been, what we’ve learned and the sacrifices we’ve made. It helps us to learn not to fall into the trap of repeating the mistakes, the wrongdoings of the past. History is one of the grandest teachers of all, Wind Storm. But only if we learn from it will we grow as individuals and as a people.” 
 
    Storm sighed long and deep. “I’ll try to do better, I promise.” 
 
    Wind Grace nodded a little and then said, “All right, then. I’ll see you later and next time you best remember who Hooper Menvoran was or you’re going to find that empty head of yours matching an even emptier stomach. Get my meaning?” 
 
    “I sure do, and trust me, I won’t forget.” He started to turn away, but then whipped back around, wrapped his forelegs around one of his mother’s legs and said, “Momma, I love you. I’m glad you’re my mother, I really am.” 
 
    Wind Grace’s eyes misted a bit as she wrapped one set of talons around Wind Storm and hugged him tight. “And I love you, Wind Storm, and I’m so glad you are my son. Now scoot, but before you go, try some of the meadow flowers for breakfast.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “They may not be all that filling, but they’ll smell sweet in your stomach.” 
 
    “Great, Mother,” Storm laughed. “If I ever did belch dragon fire it’d have an aroma of daffodils. Very dragonish, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    She laughed a little. “Very.” With that, she spread her wings and sprang aloft. 
 
    Watching her go, Storm muttered, “Hooper, Booper, who cares? I have more important things to think about than some poor human Drach. Like finding some food for us.” 
 
    He considered the meadow flowers for a moment, bit off one petunia and munched on it as he ambled  into the trees. “Like eating limp and soggy beetle bark,” he grumbled after a bit. “Blech.” 
 
    Storm’s wanderings took him toward the high knolls to one side of Emerald Haven. He saw very few emerald dragons in this part of the dense forest, with most curled up in sleep after returning from a night hunt.  
 
    He slowed as he neared one small group who seemed to be finishing off a wild boar, hoping that they might leave, and he could find some left-behind scraps. However, they settled down in a family group around their tree and he knew better than to invade their territory. 
 
    Storm kept going, headed toward the first of the high hills. He’d found some bird eggs in the lower cliffs once, maybe he’d get lucky again. The sun hadn’t quite crested over the icy peaks that dominated one side of the broad valley when he came across a towering Dragonheart tree. 
 
    After considering the tree for a moment, he brushed up against the hard, crusty bark and slid his scales back and forth a few times on one side before he changed sides. Then, he rubbed his two short horns up and down to sharpen them a bit. His other two were little more than stubs and wouldn’t grow longer for a while. 
 
    He was about done when he heard, “Trying to bring down that tree all by yourself or do you need some help?” 
 
    With a glance over his shoulder, he replied, “No, Mel, I’m not trying to bring the tree down by myself, just sharpening my horns.” 
 
    Wind Melody gave him a small smile as she fluttered just above and behind Wind Storm. “What for? Going to take on Rowdy and Hardy all by yourself? I think you need more than sharp horns, might need to grow a few more dragon lengths, wouldn’t you say?”  
 
    “You heard?” 
 
    She shrugged a little. “They were struttin’ around, bragging about how they took your deer away. Of course, they justified it by saying you were not only hunting out of bounds but during Favored times.” 
 
    Storm sighed. “Of course, they would.” 
 
    “Where you headed?” 
 
    “No place in particular, just around. Maybe up to Lookout Ledge.” 
 
    Melody settled to the ground. “Want some company?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to be seen in the company of an outer tree-er? I mean, we are the farthest tree from Center Tree, you know. If you’re not careful, you’ll be the subject of scandalous gossip.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll take my chances. Who knows, maybe I’ll start that scurrilous gossip myself.” 
 
    With a grin, she said, “Now, wouldn’t that be a great game.” 
 
    “What would be a great game?” 
 
    “Start a delicious, steamy rumor out here in the outer trees and see how fast it would get to the those in the inner ring. Why, I bet I couldn’t beat it back even at my best skying speed.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. What about your parents? What would they think?” 
 
    She waved a dismissive talon at him. “My parents trust me. They know it would have to be a joke, that I’d never do anything of the sort. Still, it would be fun.” 
 
    “Some fun.”  
 
    They walked a bit farther. “So, how’s the skying coming along?” 
 
    “Don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Oh. That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, that bad.” 
 
    “Then perhaps instead of sharpening your horns, maybe you should, uh, stretch your wings, do some wing pushups, make them stronger instead.” 
 
    “Hey, my wings will get strong, just wait and see. They’ll be huge, bigger than yours, bigger than any emerald’s around. Why, I’ll fly rings around you and everyone else.” 
 
    Storm grew silent, could feel his face grow warm at Melody’s comments about his wings. He decided to push himself through some thick underbrush hoping to lose her, but she just winged over the bushes and followed overhead. But not for long, as another sprogger dragon came strolling along, heading toward Haven’s center. Wind Storm smiled wide and called out, “Hi, Wind Delight,” as Wind Melody lowered herself to the ground nearby. 
 
    The young female sprogger, her scales a beautiful bright lime color, slowed, turned soft, liquid green eyes toward Storm and blinked several times as if at first she didn’t recognize him before saying a bit sullenly, “Uh, hi, Wind Storm, Wind Melody.” 
 
    “Out for a stroll?” Wind Storm asked eagerly and took a step toward her. 
 
    “Umm, actually no,” Delight sniffed and backed up a step or two. “I had to deliver a message for my father. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .” 
 
    With that, she hurried past Storm as if he weren’t there and a moment later, took to the air. Wind Storm watched her soar away, letting the whisper of a sigh escape his lips. 
 
    “You are such a Dumb Wind,” Melody declared. 
 
    “What?” Storm said, shaking his head and turning to Melody. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Melody just shook her head at him. “Like I said, you’re a Dumb Wind.” 
 
    Storm ignored her, marched away toward the knoll that held Lookout Ledge while Melody watched him go for a moment before she turned in the opposite direction and skyed away.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Storm reached the base of the hill and started to climb. A soft wind blew through the trees, rustling the leaves and sending the branches to gently swaying. Nearby, a couple of squirrels ran up and down some big cottonwoods, their angry chattering signaling an argument over something or other.  
 
    Overhead, a few puffy gray-white clouds with dark undersides slowly skirted along, heralding the possibility of a late-afternoon shower. A few black crawvens, their blue-tinted wings spread wide, lazily soared with the wind, heading back to their roosts after their nightly hunt.  
 
    Watching them caused Wind Storm to grind his fangs together and think, Even the birds can fly, why can’t I? It’s not fair! Wind Soar is right, I’m a puny wind, a runt of a dragon. 
 
    He wound his way up through stately spruce trees, their green-tipped needles scratching against his dragon scales, tickling just a bit. It wasn’t long before he picked his way through several smaller spruces to where a large, slate-gray rock jutted out from the side of the hill.  
 
    This part of the knoll was in the shadow of the tall spruces to each side, but below him a soft radiance swept across the valley floor as the sun climbed higher. His talons tapped on the granite as he walked across the flat rock to look out over the broad vale—Emerald or Forever Haven some called it, supposedly a refuge of sorts from the Great War.  
 
    In the center ran the Kanai River, its deep blue-green water seeming to soak up the first rays of sunlight that turned it an even brighter turquoise. A family group, a dozen or more emeralds swooped down to land on the riverbank to drink from the cold, rushing river. 
 
    Off to his right soared more emeralds, mothers and fathers teaching their young sproggers how to catch the early-morn mountain wind and ride the air currents upward until ordered to level off and glide without beating their wings. Next came hovering and diving practice, with one of the parents acting as the moving prey.  
 
    Storm could hear loud squeals of laughter from the sproggers as they dove on a parent, tapping their parent’s head with a talon before winging away as the adult gave chase. Great fun for everyone—except the one sprogger in the whole world who couldn’t fly—Wind Storm.  
 
    Across the valley was a whole phalanx of young greens playing wind tag and farther down the valley a cohort of male emeralds practiced battle formations under the tutelage of a veteran of the Great War. Storm tried to spot Brave Wind and Wind Soar but didn’t see them anywhere, so he turned his attention back to the young emerald trainees.  
 
    In a tight and swift formation, they swept down as if to attack and then abruptly shot upward to unleash dragon fire for a few moments before turning back toward their leader. 
 
    Storm slumped a little, muttering, “As usual, here I sit, watching everyone sky but me.” He raised his head to stare at the ice-crowned mountains across the valley. “Mother says that those mountains are so high that not even dragons can sky over them.” 
 
    He drew in a breath, his eyes going hard. “But she’s wrong,” Storm growled to himself. “I’m going to be the first and only dragon to ever sky over them. I’ll show them—I’ll show all of them that I’m no Puny Wind!” 
 
    A rough, raspy sound behind Wind Storm caused him to whirl. He went into a crouch, his lips drawn back in a snarl. If it was Rowdy or Hardy Wind, Storm thought, coming back to teach him a lesson like they promised—well, they were in for a fight this time. 
 
    Out of the deep shadows stalked a giant, hulking form and loomed close, his lips drawn back. “You would snarl at me, little one?” 
 
    Storm took one look and his eyes popped wide open. This was definitely not Rowdy or Hardy Wind come to teach him a lesson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Storm sucked in a breath, swallowed, and then darted forward to wrap his forelegs around one of Wind Walker’s scaled legs. “Grandpa! I’m so glad to see you!” He had barely draped his legs around Wind Walker when he snapped back, instantly alarmed and quickly glanced back over his shoulder. “But,” he sputtered, “what are you doing here? They’ll see you!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Wind Walker confidently replied, “they haven’t seen me yet and the reason I’m here is to see you and your brother and mother.” 
 
    His face turned serious as he settled to all fours, with most of him in shadows. “How’s everyone doing? Been a little rough, has it?” 
 
    Wind Storm drew in a breath, let it out in long sigh. “We’re doing all right, I guess. Hungry a lot, though.” 
 
    “Starvation makes for a docile citizenry,” Wind Walker growled, “but we can do something about that.”  
 
    He reached behind him, snagged something with a talon and turned to drop a good-sized silver salmon at Wind Storm’s feet. “Your grandpa is a pretty good fisher-dragon. Have more back here for Wind Soar and your mother, so dig in.” 
 
    Wind Storm chomped down on the fish’s fleshy middle and ripped out a mouthful of pink salmon meat. He chewed several times before he said around the flesh, “Tanks, grundpa, dis is sure guud.” 
 
    Wind Walker chuckled. “Don’t try to talk with your mouth full, you sound like you got the fish stuck up your nose.” 
 
    Storm swallowed, grinned a little and said, “Sorry.” He ripped off the fish’s tail and started chewing. Some dragons didn’t like fish tail, but Storm liked the crunchy texture, it sort of tickled his upper palate.  
 
    After he let Storm chew and swallow, Wind Walker asked, “Your mother, how’s she been?” 
 
    Storm’s face went hard as he said, “Night Wind keeps pestering her, I’m not exactly sure about what, but I know it really bothers Mother. Something about moving us to a better tree, but Mother tells him to leave us alone.” 
 
    His face fell a little. “He’s always bringing up Dad, says he’s dead and not ever coming back.” 
 
    “And what does your mother say?” 
 
    “That Dad’s still alive, just missing and someday he will come home.” Wind Storm raised his head, gave Wind Walker a hopeful gaze. “He will, won’t he, Grandpa?” 
 
    Wind Walker was slow to answer as he peered at his youngest grandson. “I hope so, Wind Storm, I truly do. While I’ve been away, I’ve spent a good deal of my time looking for him.” 
 
    “You have?” Storm asked eagerly.  
 
    “Yes, among other things, but I’m sorry, Storm, I’ve not been successful.” 
 
    “But you’ll keep looking, won’t you?” 
 
    Wind Walker drew in a deep breath, studied the eager look on Storm’s face for a long moment before saying, “I will if I can, Wind Storm, but no promises.” 
 
    Storm chewed slowly on another chunk of salmon as he stared at his grandfather’s somber, worried expression. He swallowed and asked, “Grandpa, what’s wrong? It’s more than just returning to Haven isn’t it?” 
 
     Wind Walker raised his head, stared out over the valley toward the towering, icy mountains across the broad vale. He hesitated, his thoughts gnawing at him before he asked, “Other than being a mite hungry, how have you been, Storm?” 
 
    Storm blinked a few times, then said, “You just changed the subject, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You catch on quick, Storm, now, how’ve you been?” 
 
    Storm sighed. “The same.” He fluttered his wings as hard as he could, but barely got his talons off the rock. It was if the ground had claws that held tight to Storm’s and wouldn’t let him lift off the stone. “Still can’t fly, and I can spit farther than I can shoot dragon fire.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Wind Walker said as he settled a little more onto the rock while Storm folded his wings. “That is a bit of a problem, I’d say. Your mother still working with you, trying to teach you?” 
 
    Storm shrugged one shoulder. “Oh sure, every day. She puts me up in my skying branch as she calls it in our tree. I jump—and . . . usually do a face plant in the ground. Soar loves to watch and laugh at me until Mother shoos him off. 
 
    “I try, but nothing seems to work. Mother says for me to be patient, that I’m uh . . . a late blossomer, whatever that is, and it’ll come—someday.” 
 
    “You mean, you’re a late bloomer.” 
 
    “Right. Late bloomer.” Storm’s head drooped a little. “I think I’m a big disappointment to Mother. She tells me that I look a lot like Father, only not in flying. Soar’s more like him there. You remember how before he got lost Dad and Soar teamed up in the Sky Scuffles and the Two-Dragon Sky Sprints?” 
 
    “I remember,” Wind Walker nodded. “They won a couple of the sprints, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Actually, it was three.” 
 
     “Three, eh? Memory must be slipping a bit. Don’t get old, Storm,” Wind Walker sighed, “things just don’t work like they used to. If you can manage it, stay young forever.” 
 
    “Absolutely, Grandpa, I’m never growing old like you.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to disappoint you, sprogger, but as you are now, I once was, and as I am now, you will become. A sad fact of life, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Another sad fact of life, Grandpa?” Wind Storm sniffed and rubbed at his muzzle with a foreleg. “Everyone else is skying. Me? I get to watch. Whoop—tee—doo-doo.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth youngster. But for what it’s worth, your father and brother are two fast dragons, which is promising for you. Swift wings run in our family.” 
 
    The oldster stared at Storm for a long moment before saying, “I suppose I could teach you to sky the way my grandpa taught me.” 
 
    Storm looked up eagerly, came to all fours, eyes alight and his tail swishing in anticipation. “You would? Really?” 
 
    “If that’s what you really want.” 
 
    “Other than Dad being home, there’s nothing else I want more in the world than to sky. And after that, can you teach me how to shoot dragon fire? If I only knew those two things, then I’d be a real dragon.” 
 
     “So, you think that’s all there is to being a dragon?” 
 
    “Sure, what else?” 
 
    Wind Walker’s eyes widened just a bit as he mused, “What else, indeed? So, developing your mind and character muscles,” he tapped Storm on his skull, “up here doesn’t mean much, eh?” 
 
    “Oh, Grandpa,” Storm replied, “I may be young but even I know you don’t have muscles in your mind.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yep. Nonexistent.” 
 
    “Nonexistent. That’s a pretty big word for a sprogger like you.” 
 
    “I learned it from Soar.” Storm’s face darkened. “He says sometimes he wishes I was nonexistent in his life.” 
 
    “Oh? And why is that?” 
 
    “Um, I think it’s because he’s trying to impress this girl dragon, her name is Charity Wind. She lives in the middle trees, pretty close to the inner trees. He actually got her to speak to him the other day, only I came along and well . . .” 
 
    “You came along at the wrong time, I take it?” 
 
    “Something like that because she upped and left. That’s when he told me he wished I was nonexistent. I had to ask Mom what it meant.” 
 
    Wind Walker’s lips lifted in a small smile. “Well, don’t let him get you down. When you’re his age, life gets a little more complicated with having a little brother around. Especially if you have a certain female dragon constantly on your mind that you’re trying to impress. 
 
    “Now, back to the subject at hand. You’re saying that becoming a decent dragon, doing good for your family, for others, remaining honorable in word and deed—all that doesn’t mean much to you?” 
 
    Storm scratched at his head scales, his thoughts bobbling around in his skull the way butterflies bounce around when they fly. Who cares about that character stuff, nothing’s more important than skying and dragon fire, right? 
 
    Wind Walker peered at Storm expectantly, waiting for an answer. “Well, Grandpa, it’s like this. I may have muddied thinking, but it still seems to me that the most important thing for a dragon is to know how to sky and shoot flames.” 
 
    “It’s muddled thinking, pup,” Wind Walker growled, “not muddied thinking.” 
 
    “Umm, muddled,” Storm replied, “what’s that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” Wind Walker answered, his words coming slowly as if he thought deeply before answering, “that your thoughts are like those youngsters over there playing sky-tag, strewn about and not together, flying around in all directions, with no sense of purpose or path. Muddled thinking usually leads to chaotic decisions and lousy results. 
 
    “Even worse, it sometimes can cause a lack of confidence, a lack of belief in yourself, makes you doubt your abilities, so be careful about muddled thinking, Storm.” 
 
    With a little nod, Wind Walker said, “Reminds me of the time that Talia, The First in the MerDraken Triad questioned whether or not she could make her wondrous Golden Trident command the sea as she wanted.” 
 
    Oh no, Storm thought groaning to himself, not another one of Grandpa’s war stories. Whenever he wanted to get all serious and grandpaish he tells me one of his tales and I have no idea what he’s trying to say.  
 
    “She and Hooper were fighting Vay on this island in the Great South Ocean. Well, the whole company was battling Vay. It was a brutal encounter, we fought hordes of gigantic, vicious sea-monsters, Bazyl, Vay’s Demon Conjugator, these deadly, evil sprite dragons, and of course, Vay herself. 
 
    “Vay summoned up this enormous wave,” Wind Walker motioned to the snow-capped peaks across the way, “it was as high and as massive as those mountains over there.” 
 
    Storm turned and gazed across the valley. “Reeelly, Grandpa? That high?” 
 
    “You’re right, I’m mistaken.” Wind Walker swung his face close to Wind Storm’s. “It was twice as high! Now, who’s telling this story, you or me?” 
 
    “You are, Grandpa.” 
 
    Wind Walker snorted, blowing a little sulfur cloud into Storm’s face. “Anyway, as I was saying, Vay conjured up this humongous wave that was so high it washed away the clouds. She was going to send it against the MerDraken, destroy their towns, their homes, drown as many as she could.” 
 
    “She was pretty awful, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Awful?” Wind Walker sighed. “If she‘d only been just awful, Wind Storm. I don’t think there is a word that truly describes the depth of her murderous evil.” 
 
    “So, this wave?” Wind Storm prompted. 
 
    “So, Vay headed her wave toward the MerDraken realm and only the Company of the Golden Dragon, and a few MerDraken warriors and their sea-dragons stood between it and the unsuspecting MerDraken people on their islands. 
 
    “Now, Talia wielded an enchanted, powerful Golden Trident, her Wave Master, she called it. With it, she could command the waters and have them behave in incredible ways, but she had never faced such an enormous wave before, never faced a test of such magnitude or of such consequences. If she couldn’t stop that wave, then—” 
 
    “Then the bad people would win,” Storm sighed, “and all the good people would die. Grandpa, I’ve sort of heard this story before.” 
 
    “Not this one you haven’t, pup! You keep interrupting and I’m going to tie your tail in a knot so tight, it’ll get caught in every brush, bramble, and thorn thicket in the valley.” 
 
    “Now I know where Soar gets it from,” Storm muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Uh, nothing, Grandpa, but is there a point to this story?” 
 
    “There is if you’d let me get to it. You in a hurry or something?” 
 
    “Uh, well, I . . .” Storm glanced up at his grandfather’s stern, expectant face as he gave Storm his famous one-eyed glare.  
 
    “Well . . .?” 
 
    Storm slowly shook his head. He was delighted to have his grandpa back; nevertheless, he was resigned to the fact that he was going to have to listen to the story whether he liked it or not. “Uh, no, not in a hurry one bit, Grandpa. Keep going, I’m listening.” 
 
    “That’s better. Talia was scared, no, she was more than scared. She was terrified.” 
 
    “Of Vay?” 
 
    “No—well, yes, Vay scared her, but what crushed her spirit was the thought that she couldn’t do it—couldn’t bring up the internal strength and courage that the Wave Master required for her to stop that churning, roaring mountain of a wave. But she did.” 
 
    “She did? How?” 
 
    “Hooper Menvoran. He told her how he had faith in her, how he knew she could find the strength, the will, the courage to believe in herself too. Told her that he’d had to do the exact same thing many times. It wasn’t easy, it was hard, but she could do it, just as he had. 
 
    “And with Hooper alongside, and the rest of the company, she did. Used her trident to command the waters and destroyed Vay’s wave. Saved her people from sure destruction. Never doubted herself after that either.” 
 
    Wind Walker paused, eyed his grandson. “So, Storm, what’s the moral of this story?” 
 
    “Uh,” Storm muttered slowly, “that if you have a magical trident you can do anything?” 
 
    Wind Walker sighed deeply. “If only. No, Storm. You see, Talia’s Wave Master wouldn’t—couldn’t work without Talia’s own efforts. That faith in herself that she needed.  
 
    “However, to believe in oneself takes more than mere words. You can say, ‘I believe in myself—I believe in myself,’ from Dawn’s Fingers to Night’s Curtain but until you DO—all the words in the world won’t bring you a talon tip’s worth of accomplishment. 
 
    “Where there is heart, belief, and determination, you can accomplish wondrous things, even when there is no hope or expectation of great rewards.” 
 
    Wind Walker rumbled low, reached out to tap Wind Storm’s chest with the tip of one talon. “While all of us have a heart, the question is whether you use that heart to have faith in yourself, and do you have the resolve to do something wondrous with that belief?” 
 
    Wind Storm screwed his mouth to one side. “Uh, thanks for the story, Grandpa, it was really, uh . . . great.” 
 
     Wind Walker gazed at his little grandson. “It was, huh?” He pushed his muzzle a bit closer to Storm. “Now, are you sure there’s nothing else to being a dragon than spewing dragon fire and skying?” 
 
    Storm didn’t have to think about that for an instant. “I absolutely, positively, for sure know there’s nothing else. Well, other than eating and sleeping, of course.” 
 
    Wind Walker sniffed. “Of course, but those last two are minor compared to skying and breathing fire, as are those other things I mentioned, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Hmmm . . .” Wind Walker rumbled deep in his throat before shrugging. “All right, if that’s what you really want . . .”  
 
    Wind Walker scooped up Storm in one of his great five-clawed talons and before Storm knew it, tossed him high in the air and way past the stone ledge as if he were a rock that he’d thrown at some bird. 
 
    Wind Storm was falling headfirst toward the ground, his wings didn’t work, and it was a long, long way down to the death-dealing rocks below. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “Flap your wings, youngster!” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing!” Wind Storm yelped as he beat his wings as hard as he could, but the little emerald sprogger was like a tumbling green stone with fluttering leathery limbs plummeting toward the ground. Without even a single tree to slow his fall, his eyes grew wide as the stony hillside with huge, sharp, craggy rocks came up fast. 
 
    Terrified, Storm closed his eyes as he really didn’t want to see what he hit. Big boulder or slightly smaller, he just knew it was going to hurt—bad. 
 
    Just before he struck the boulders, to his surprise, he came to a jarring halt, bumped and slid a little across rough scales before suddenly, he was skying upward. He popped his eyes open and breathed a sigh of relief as he realized what he had landed upon.  
 
    He felt a surge, gripped his talons a little tighter on his grandpa’s back scales and moments later they swept over the treetops before Wind Walker cupped his wings and they slowly settled to the ledge.  
 
    “Grandpa, you shouldn’t have skyed out there,” Storm said in a rush as he slid down to the ground, “someone might have seen you.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” Wind Walker replied, “I made sure no one was around when I tossed you off.” 
 
    He settled down, stared at Storm. “You do seem to have an issue with those wings of yours, don’t you?” 
 
    Storm plopped to his backside and grumbled, “Told you so. I can’t fly. Gonna change my name to Dirt Eater, or Wind Flop, or Wind Dud.” 
 
    Wind Walker grunted as he scratched at his head with a talon, gazing at Storm with a quizzical expression. “Umm, I wouldn’t be too hasty on changing your name just yet. Still, I don’t understand. Worked for me when I was your age. My grandpa threw me off a cliff that was about as high as this one. You can bet I had my wings going long before I came even a little close to the ground.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m not you,” Storm sighed and muttered under his breath, “or any other dragon, for that matter.” 
 
    Wind Walker settled to his hindquarters, his brow narrowed as he gazed at Storm. “No, Wind Storm, you’re not like any other dragon, nor are any of us like each other. And I’m glad that we’re not. Just think how boring it would be if we were all the same.” 
 
    His face took on a thoughtful expression as he used one set of talons to scratch slowly under his chin. “Of course, if everyone were like me—you know, a handsome hunk of a dragon, intelligent, articulate, not to mention incredibly humble, now that wouldn’t be so bad.” 
 
    Wind Walker peered at Storm with an impassive expression, not even blinking. The two stared at each other for a long moment, both trying not to laugh or smile. Then, a tiny grin began to play about Wind Walker’s face. Storm couldn’t hold his blank countenance any longer and a smile slowly cracked his face. 
 
    Moments later, they were both grinning and laughing, Storm so hard that he rolled over on his back, kicking his legs up in the air.  
 
    “Grandpa,” he laughed, rolling to his feet, “sometimes you’re really funny.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Wind Walker chortled and then said, “Now seriously, would you like to be, oh, say, just like your brother?” 
 
    “Not now. He used to be fun, now he’s . . . well—” 
 
    “Growing up and doesn’t like the same things you do?” 
 
    “Uh huh, and if that’s what growing up does to you, then I don’t want to ever grow up and be like him.” 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, pup, but unfortunately you don’t have a lot of choice in that growing-up business. Happens to the best of us, no matter how hard we try not to.” 
 
    He smiled slightly. “Of course, before your grandmother went to the Eternal Sleep she used to accuse me now and then of still needing to grow up a bit.” 
 
    Storm’s mouth dropped a little. “She didn’t. Really? Grandma talked to you that way?” 
 
    “S’fact, but that’s just between the two of us.” Wind Walker’s chuckle came from deep within his throat. “She used to say that no male dragon ever grew up,” he took a talon to tap at his skull, “up here.”  
 
    He shrugged and grinned a bit. “She was probably right, you know. Still, someday, not too far in the future, you’re going to turn around and realize you’re like your brother, at least in size, and your interests will most certainly change from sneaking up and pouncing on butterflies and such to other things.” 
 
    “Um, Grandpa, I wouldn’t be so sure of that. It seems that being an adult isn’t a lot of fun. Everyone is always so serious, and grumpy all the time.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker nodded, “there is that to becoming all grown up, grumpy and serious.” 
 
    With a talon he poked Storm in his chest. “You know why you can’t fly, youngster?” 
 
    Storm looked over his shoulder and spread his wings a little. “Uh, short, stubby, useless wings?” 
 
    Wind Walker tapped Storm’s skull. “You remember those mind muscles I told you about? The ones you say are nonexistent.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Well, they’re very real, Storm, and just as important as those wing muscles you’re so worried about. Dragons don’t just fly because we have big or strong wings, we fly because we believe we can fly.” 
 
    Wind Walker poked Storm in the chest again. “You don’t believe you can sky.” 
 
    “That’s not true, I do want to sky.” 
 
    “Want and belief are two different things, Storm.” Wind Walker pointed at the distant, massive mountains, their glistening tops so high that they towered even over the highest clouds. “I may want to sky over those peaks, but until I believe I can, I never will.” 
 
    Wind Walker rested the tip of one talon on Storm’s chest and then to his head. “And it all starts here, Storm, and goes up there. Each heart is different, special in its own way.” 
 
     “Special?” Storm snorted. “I’m special all right, in all the wrong ways. Can’t fly or shoot dragon fire. I live in the last tree in the outermost ring, I’m hungry most of the time, my dad’s gone, and you’ve been banished. If this is being special, you can keep it, I’ll take being unspecial.” 
 
    Wind Walker studied his grandson’s angry face, saw the disappointment in his misty eyes, then reached out, wrapped a talon around his youngest grandson and brought him closer. “Storm, I can’t promise that someday it will be all better, but I do have faith that if you believe and work hard enough at it, you’ll be the first dragon to sky over those mountains.” 
 
    He pushed his face a little closer to Storm. “Most dreams come true only after a lot of really, really hard work. So, never give up on your dreams, Wind Storm, because they’re part of what makes you special.” 
 
    He again softly touched Storm’s chest. “Plus, what’s inside that heart of yours. Make it a good one and you will most certainly be special.” 
 
    Wind Storm drew in a deep breath, let out a long sigh. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Wind Walker rumbled, “trying is good; doing is better.” 
 
    He glanced up to find that the sun was lowering behind the peaks. “Now listen, finish that last bit of fish and then I need for you to find your mother and brother. Tell them where to find me, but you stay away. Don’t want you here just in case my luck runs out and ol’ Naughty Wind sends his goons. Got it?” 
 
    Wind Storm hurriedly gulped down the salmon’s head and nodded. “Got it, Grandpa.” He started to turn but then hugged Wind Walker’s leg tight. “Thanks for the fish, Grandpa.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, now shoo, and remember what I said.” 
 
    “I will.” With that, Storm galloped back down the hillside, heading toward his home tree. Grandpa is wrong, he thought, I really don’t want to be like my brother, at least not now, but I admit, growing up to be like my dad or grandpa wouldn’t be so bad. They may be really, really old but they’re good people, not like Soar, who’s a brat most days.  
 
    He was almost to their tree, a stunted oak with gnarled branches and spindly leaves that had its roots in rocky soil when he saw his mother coming from the opposite direction and just behind her was Soar. Both wore troubled expressions, though Soar seemed more than distressed, he was angry. 
 
    Storm hurried up, slowed, made sure there was no one around and then whispered to them, “Mother, Soar, Grandpa’s back.” 
 
    Wind Grace jerked her head a little in surprise but it was Soar who blurted, “What!” 
 
    Storm turned to his mother. “He’s waiting for you at Lookout Ledge, he wants to talk to you both.” 
 
    Soar turned in a quick circle, eyed the woodlands intently. “We have to be careful about this, Mother. If someone sees us with him we’ll be in big trouble.” 
 
    “I know, dear,” Wind Grace answered, “but he risked his life to come back so it must be important.” 
 
    “He’s got food for you,” Storm grinned, “salmon, and it’s about the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “Really?” Soar said, returning Storm’s grin. “That’s great. I’m getting really tired of grass and leaves.” 
 
    Wind Grace lowered her head to Storm. “Wait for us at our tree, Storm, we’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    With that, Wind Grace and Soar hurried off, leaving Storm to watch them disappear into the heavier forest before he trudged over to the stunted tree and curled up next to the broken and split trunk.  
 
    Storm waited and waited, fidgeting and worrying that his mother and brother hadn’t shown up yet. His thoughts took a dark turn. Had someone seen them with Grandpa? Were they in trouble? Had the Custodians grabbed them or done something even worse?  
 
    He stood and stared in the direction of Lookout Ledge, his anxiety growing. Dense woodlands obscured his view of the granite slab, and it was a good hike away, but maybe he should go look for them. Trouble was, if they were returning, he might miss them in the thick forest. 
 
    Storm took several steps toward the nearby tree line when he heard scales rustling behind him and turned with a smile, expecting to see his mother and Soar. 
 
    Only, who came out of the forest, their lips drawn back in a sardonic snarl was the last two dragons he expected to see in the outer trees. 
 
    Rowdy Wind and Hardy Wind moved slowly forward, their eyes centered on Storm. “Told you we might get lucky and find the runt alone,” Rowdy snickered to Hardy. 
 
    Rowdy raised his head, glanced around, and sniffed the air. “Where’s your momma and toad-faced brother?” he asked. 
 
    “They went to get a drink from the stream,” Storm gulped, backing up a little, “they’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Rowdy said, sniffing the air again, “the wind is coming downslope from the creek, but I don’t smell either of them.” 
 
    He turned to his leering companion. “You know what, Hardy, I think the sprogger is lying to us.” 
 
    “Figures,” Hardy snorted, “the whole family is nothing but thieves, liars, and subversives.” 
 
    “We are not!” Storm declared in a firm voice, but he kept backing up.  
 
    “No?” Rowdy grunted. “You tried to steal that deer. Your grandfather got banished for being a traitor, and from what I hear your old man was a lying braggart, making up stories about his so-called exploits in the Great War. Fact is, he was probably a coward as well as a liar.” 
 
    “He was not!” Storm yelled. “You take that back!” 
 
    “Make me, dirt eater.” 
 
    Storm hesitated, knowing there was no way he could take on both Rowdy and Hardy who were as big or bigger than Soar. He glanced around, hoping, praying that his mother and Soar would show but the forest remained dark and quiet. 
 
    “Looking for help?” Rowdy taunted. “Well, you ain’t got none, runt, and we warned you that we’d find you.” He grinned wider. “Get him, Hardy!” 
 
    The two lunged at Storm but he was a split second faster and shot to the side just out of reach of their outstretched claws. He darted through the underbrush and between two elm trees that grew close together.  
 
    Behind him, he could hear the two emeralds barreling through the bushes, their talons tearing apart the brush as they searched for him. He slipped under a row of hedges, squirmed beneath the overhanging limbs of a spruce tree and then dashed out the other side. The only thing he could think of was trying to make for Lookout Ledge and hope that somewhere along the way he would run into his mother and brother.  
 
    If not . . . 
 
    He let the grim thought spur him to greater speed as he whipped around a pink-tipped Lady Bush only to have Hardy charge at him from one side, swiping at him with a claw. Storm barely ducked in time, feeling the swish of air just over his head. He spun on his back talons and darted in the opposite direction, but Rowdy sprang from behind a hedge row and almost landed on him. 
 
    Storm spurted away, looking back over his shoulder at the two emeralds who rushed at him shoulder to shoulder, a wolfish leer on their faces.  
 
    Just as he whipped his face back around, he slammed headfirst into a Dragonheart tree. He lay on the ground, dazed and looking up at the late afternoon sky. “Never realized you could see stars during the daytime,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “You can’t, stupid,” Rowdy laughed loudly nearby. 
 
    Wind Storm cringed and rolled upright, putting his back to the Dragonheart’s bark. Rowdy was on one side, snickering and snorting in laughter, while Hardy was on the other, rolling on the ground, laughing so hard that he had to suck in air after each breath. The air whistled between his crooked fangs every time he inhaled, like wind keening through whispering willow trees.  
 
    They had Storm trapped though, for a moment, Storm considered making a run for it past Hardy who had his eyes closed with his uproarious laughter.  
 
    Hardy finally quit laughing long enough to raise a talon, point, and then laughed as he ordered, “Go on, do it again, only this time, back up even more and get a good running start. Do it harder so you really knock yourself out.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Storm sighed, “once was enough.” 
 
    Rowdy stopped chortling and his face grew hard. He thumped Rowdy with a closed talon and together they took a few steps closer, their faces and eyes turning stony. “No,” Rowdy said, “I don’t think you understand. Do it again. Harder.” 
 
    Hardy’s lips drew back in a savage snarl and he jabbed a sharp talon in Storm’s face. “Go on. Get a good running start and since you can’t sky, jump really high and smash your head into the tree. Got it?” 
 
    Wind Storm stepped back and flicked his eyes to the right and left. Can I outrun them? Get into the underbrush and hide? Maybe. Then again, probably not. 
 
    His head hurt a little but not too bad. What if I do what they say and conk my head a second time, pretend to knock myself out, will they leave me alone?  
 
    “If I do it again, will you go away?” 
 
    “Sure we will,” Rowdy crooned. “Only, it’s got to make us really laugh or you get to do it again and again, understand?” 
 
    Storm sighed deeply. Whether I hit the tree, he thought, or their clawed fists beat on me, it’s gonna be bad for my head—no, it’s going to be bad on all of me. 
 
    He straightened, lifted his eyes to meet their glare, and was about to say, “No, I won’t do it,” when from one side, a soft voice said, “I think you boys have had your fun. Let’s leave the sprogger alone, shall we?” 
 
    Wind Storm whipped his head around to see Wind Melody and a larger female emerald stride out of the forest. “Beat it, you two,” Melody snapped, “like Wind Charity said, you’ve had your fun. Storm isn’t going to hurt himself just so you can have a few laughs.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Sez who?” Hardy snorted. “You two?” 
 
    “Yeah, sez me, Yuck Wind,” Melody spit back.  
 
    “That’s enough, Melody,” Charity said. “Rowdy, Hardy, please, leave the little one alone.” 
 
    Rowdy laughed. “You think you can sweet-talk me, Charity? Not this time.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to ‘sweet-talk’ you, Rowdy Wind. I’m trying to get you to understand how senseless this is. Why, you two are ten times his size, that’s not exactly a fair fight.” 
 
    “His kind don’t deserve a fair fight,” Rowdy retorted, “now you two beat it and let us take care of what we started out to do.” 
 
    Just then, there was a rushing of loud wings overhead and then crashing through the tree limbs, Wind Walker, Soar, and Wind Grace thumped to the ground. Wind Walker’s growl was low, menacing, “You want a fight, boys, how about you take me on? Two young ones against an oldster like me sounds like a fair fight, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Rowdy and Hardy stood with their jaws open, their eyes wide as they stared at Wind Walker. “Well?” Wind Walker demanded. “Are you going to stand there with your tongues hanging out and drool running down the side of your warty noses or shall we have a go?” 
 
    He clenched and unclenched his talons. “I just sharpened my claws, good way to test them to see if I did a good job or not, don’t you think?” 
 
    Rowdy raised a claw toward Wind Walker. “You—you,” he blubbered, “aren’t supposed to be here!” 
 
    “Well, it seems that I am,” Wind Walker snorted loud, “so what are you two pimple scales going to do about it?” 
 
    Rowdy and Hardy exchanged a quick glance and then bolted away, crashing through the brush until they could take wing.  
 
    “Other than,” Wind Walker chuckled disdainfully as he watched them go, “running home to tell Mommy and Daddy all about the big bad dragon.” 
 
    He let out a low rumble and turned to Wind Grace. “Well, that tears it. We seem to have lost the element of surprise.” 
 
    “I’ll sky right now to Night Wind,” she replied, “demand an immediate council hearing.” 
 
    “No good,” Wind Walker answered, “he won’t listen to you now.” He turned to Charity and Melody. “Thank you for coming to Wind Storm’s aid. If not for you, I suspect things might have gone badly for him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm said, “thanks.” 
 
    Charity bowed her head a little, flicking her eyes toward Soar before she gazed at Wind Walker for a moment before saying, “You are welcome. Actually, I was coming on behalf of my father, he wanted to speak with you, Wind Grace, about a matter.” 
 
    “And I was coming,” Melody said to Wind Grace, “on behalf of my parents to invite you to supper.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Wind Grace appeared flustered for a moment, “two invitations at the same time.” 
 
    Wind Walker said to Charity, “Do you happen to know what this matter pertained to?” 
 
    “No,” Charity replied, hesitated, and then said, “But Brave Wind was to be there as well. He and father have been speaking together a lot lately.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Melody said, “he’s been with my folks too.” 
 
    Wind Walker’s lips drew back in a tight smile. “Your parents are good people, Charity, and yours as well, Wind Melody, they were good friends to my son before he—” he flicked his eyes toward Wind Storm before saying, “didn’t return from his last hunt.” 
 
    He stretched his head toward them a little. “You two can believe what you want of me, but please believe me when I tell you that I have information that everyone here in Haven has to hear, our very survival depends on it. The only way that can happen is at a Grand Council. 
 
    “If I could sky to the Arbiters and demand a council, I would, but I wouldn’t get past the middle trees before the Custodians would be all over me and they’ve got orders to kill me on sight. What I’m trying to do is to save your families, my family, everyone in Haven and I must have an opportunity to speak.” 
 
    He stopped, stared at the two before saying, “Will you help give me that chance?” 
 
    Wind Soar stepped forward, his eyes on Charity. “We know you’ll be taking a risk, but my grandfather wouldn’t put you or your families in harm’s way if it wasn’t that important.” 
 
    Charity returned Soar’s stare, their eyes locked for a moment before she turned to Wind Walker and said, “I’ve heard my parents say that they believe what was done to you was wrong. I think they would listen.” 
 
    She lowered her head a bit to Melody. “It would take both of our parents for this to work. What do you say?”  
 
    Melody cast a quick smile toward Wind Storm. “My parents feel the same. They’ll listen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Wind Walker breathed out and turned to Wind Grace. “This may be just the opening we need to get a council called tonight. You three go to Charity’s tree first, see if you can convince her parents to join you at Wind Melody’s tree. If Brave Wind is there, then if he and—” 
 
    “Those four,” Wind Grace nodded, “petition one of the Arbiters, they’ll have to grant the call for a council.” 
 
    She looked gravely at Wind Walker. “But I’ll have to tell them why and from where I got the information. They’ll know you’re here.” 
 
    “It will be all right,” Wind Walker said, “now go. If I see a gathering at Council Rock, then I’ll know you were successful and I’ll come.” 
 
    “Even through the Custodians?” Wind Soar pointed out. 
 
    “Even through the Custodians,” Wind Walker grimly declared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm, Soar, Charity, and Melody sat on their haunches off to one side, watching Wind Grace, Brave Wind, Charity’s and Melody’s parents talking among themselves in hushed tones a short distance away. The orange-pink sun, now slipping behind the icy peaks, cast long shadows through the grove, blanketing the dragons in dusky hues. “I’ve never seen my parents so serious or worried,” Charity murmured.  
 
    “Mine too,” Melody returned. “I wish I could hear what they were saying. They seem so anxious, distressed.” 
 
    “Well,” Soar growled, “welcome to our forest, because we’ve seen that same look on our mother’s face ever since our father disappeared, and they banished our grandfather.” 
 
    Charity turned soft eyes to him. “It’s been pretty hard, hasn’t it, Soar?” 
 
    Soar shrugged. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Sometimes?” Storm sputtered. “How about alltimes!” 
 
    “Alltimes?” Melody quipped. “There’s no such word as alltime.” 
 
    “There is now,” Storm retorted. 
 
    Just then, Wind Grace, Mellow Wind, Melody’s mother, and Wind Vale, Charity’s mother came over. “You children are to stay here,” Wind Grace said, “while we go to High Wind and demand a council.” 
 
    Mellow Wind went over to their family tree, raised herself into the branches, and then eased back down, grasping a large, roasted deer in her jaws. She strode over and placed it in front of Wind Storm and the others. “This is how our family likes our deer, crisp hide on the outside, but blood warm on the inside,” she smiled, “so enjoy.” 
 
    Wind Grace lowered her head to Storm and Soar. “You two stay put, understand? Do not come to the council.” 
 
    “Aw, Mom,” Storm protested.  
 
    “No aw Mom, Wind Storm,” Grace ordered. “Stay here. I’ll come for you later.” 
 
    “You heard her,” Soar said and jabbed Storm with an elbow. “We stay put.” 
 
    Storm grumbled under his breath, gave his mother a sullen look, and then mumbled, “All right.” 
 
    Vale then said to Charity, “We’ll be back later, dear, after the council.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Charity replied. 
 
    Mellow smiled gently at Melody, “Sleep well, my love, I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, Momma,” Melody smiled back.  
 
    “Charity, Soar,” Wind Grace said, “watch over these two, please.” 
 
    “We will,” Charity answered. 
 
    With that, the three emeralds turned and hurriedly strode away with the other greens. “Do you think that the Arbiter will call the council?” Charity wondered. 
 
    “Maybe,” Soar said. “Grandpa used to say that if there was one reasonable Arbiter it was High Wind.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm said, “he also said that High Wind was aptly named because he thought of himself as High and Mighty. Enough talk, let’s eat!” 
 
    Storm buried his head into the meat and gnawed off a big chunk of haunch. Wind Melody scooted in next to Storm, though unlike Wind Storm, she didn’t bury her head into the meat, to rip and snort, but daintily tore off a small piece of lean muscle and ate slowly. “Your mudder sure guud kook,” Storm said to her, his mouth so full he could barely chew. 
 
    Melody swallowed, returned, “Thank you. She spent all afternoon slow-roasting this deer.” 
 
    Storm’s eyes widened as he swallowed. Twice. “Slow- roast? Wow. That takes a lot of dragon fire.” 
 
    “She said if we enjoy it, then it’s all worth the effort.” 
 
    Charity and Soar ate side by side, and like Melody, Charity ate rather daintily, though Storm couldn’t help but notice that unlike his usual, Soar didn’t slobber all over himself. 
 
    Glancing at Charity, Storm had to admit that Soar had good taste. Charity was about the prettiest female emerald around, maybe even lovelier than Wind Delight. Her green scales always shone and glittered like leaves after a spring rain and she had this lime-colored glow around her eyes that made them seem about the size of one of the moons.  
 
    What he didn’t understand was what she saw in Soar, if she saw anything. To Storm, Soar was as ugly as the south end of a north-hopping bullfrog and rocks had more personality than he did. He decided there was just no accounting for taste. 
 
    After a short bit, Charity leaned to Soar, whispered, to which he nodded and murmured, “Just be careful.” 
 
    She swung away and hurried into the forest. “Where’s she going?” Storm asked around a mouthful of deer meat.  
 
    “She’ll be back,” Soar said, “now eat up ‘cause you’re going to bed shortly.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Charity reappeared out of the gloom, gave Soar a small nod, and whispered, “They must have convinced High Wind. They’ve started the gathering.” 
 
    At that, Soar growled, “All right, you sproggers, eat up. It’s time for bed.” 
 
    “Aw, do we have to?” Storm complained. 
 
    “It’s early!” Melody added. 
 
    “Way too early!” 
 
    “No back talk,” Soar rumbled, “or no story from Charity.”  
 
    Storm and Melody took one more bite and then ambled over to the lush, spreading tree. Soar first lifted Melody onto one of the low, interwoven branches. As he reached for Storm, he eyed his brother suspiciously for an instant. “What?” Storm stuttered. 
 
    Soar poked his talon in Storm’s muzzle. “I know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Not thinking anything,” Storm answered, faking a yawn. “It’s late, I’m tired. Why would I be thinking anything?” 
 
    “You stay put, Storm, or so help me, I’ll triple-tie your tail. Mom put me in charge of you youngsters and I’m going to make sure you do what you’re told.” 
 
    With that, Soar glanced up toward the tree’s highest reaches before he lifted Storm as high as he could. For a moment, Wind Storm thought Soar was going to wing him clear to the top of the tree, which would have made his plan a bit more challenging to carry out.  
 
    Storm found a spot with three branches that crisscrossed, forming a nice wide space on which to plump down. To his chagrin, no sooner had he settled in than Wind Melody curled up next to him.  
 
    Storm skewed his mouth to one side and a low growl came from his throat as he looked at her. He was used to sleeping by himself. After all, a dragon needed room to stretch and claw, right?  
 
    Charity soared up to a branch just above the sproggers, settled onto the thick limb and said in that soft voice of hers, “Ready for a story?” 
 
    While Melody nodded eagerly, Storm frowned. He was really too old for bedtime stories, but Charity seemed awfully nice, so for her sake, he’d listen.  
 
    She started in, telling the story of Pengillstorr Noraven, the Mighty Emerald Martyr, in her pleasant, melodious voice. As she softly spoke, Storm’s eyelids slowly drooped until he fell asleep. 
 
    But not for long. As the wind swished the branches, rocking the tree slightly, his eyes popped open and slowly he raised his head to look around. It was barely dark, and the three moons hadn’t appeared over the mountains to cast the valley in their pale light. It was quiet too, except that he could hear the murmuring of voices. He craned his head to look down and a smile drew back his lips.  
 
    It was Soar and Charity, on the ground, facing each other and speaking low. Charity giggled at something or other that Soar whispered. Storm had no doubt it was a forced laugh from Charity as he knew for a fact that his brother had no sense of humor whatsoever. Soar’s idea of a good joke was to slap himself in the head with his tail several times to try and make his skull scales ring like bells. 
 
    Still, this was an excellent situation for Storm, because the two were so engrossed in each other that he was confident they wouldn’t see him leave. He slowly uncurled his tail and rose to all fours, careful not to wake Melody. He tip-taloned down the branch of the enormous tree trunk and used its solid bulk to shield himself from Soar and Charity. 
 
    He gripped the bark with his talons and using his tail spikes as a sort of anchor, eased himself down a bit, broke his tail away before planting it again, and shifted down a bit more. It took a while, but it got the job done, a technique he’d perfected for when he wanted to leave his own home tree when everyone was asleep—a necessity for someone who couldn’t fly.  
 
    Ha! Storm snickered to himself as he reached the ground. And my brother thought that by putting me so high up I couldn’t get down! He peeked around the tree trunk. Soar and Charity were still talking, their faces close.  
 
    Storm shook his head, disgusted. That icky-poo stuff of theirs had them so distracted that the moons could fall on the whole valley and they’d never even notice. 
 
    Using the tree’s broad trunk to shield himself, and with a wide grin, he sneaked away until he was behind a hedge of Shuck Berry bushes before he broke into a lope. He headed for Council Rock, where everyone would gather to hold council. 
 
    He hadn’t gone far when he slowed, thinking that he heard faint fluttering in the air. He looked over his shoulder, but when he didn’t see anything, assumed that he was hearing things and broke into his lope again.  
 
    Storm hadn’t taken more than three or four steps when he was hit full-on from the side, bowled over, and the next thing he knew was spread-dragoned and staring up at Wind Melody’s angry face. “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded. 
 
    “Nowhere,” Storm rasped. “Just out for a little stroll. I couldn’t sleep, unfamiliar tree and all that. Now let me up.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to leave the tree.” 
 
    “Fine,” Wind Storm groused, “you don’t leave the tree.” He struggled a little against Melody’s talons before he gave up, sighing, “C’mon, Mel, let me up. Please?” 
 
    “Not until you promise to go back to the tree where you belong.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not my sister? Because you sound just like my brother. You two could be twins if he weren’t ten times bigger than you.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, are you going back, or am I going to have to sit on you all night? I can do this in my sleep, you know.” 
 
    “Okay, sure, whatever you say, just get off me.” 
 
    Melody eyed Storm for a moment before she slowly pushed herself to one side. Storm rolled over, shook himself and said, “Gee, Mel, but you’re strong. Are you sure you’re a girl?” 
 
    That earned him a tail smack in the head as Melody growled, “C’mon, Stormy, let’s march.” 
 
    Storm bowed a little, holding out a talon in a courteous gesture. “My mother taught me to always be a gentledragon, so after you.” 
 
    Melody sniffed, giving him a suspicious look. “Never took you for being gallant.” 
 
    “I’m nothing but gallant,” Storm replied and as she turned away, muttered under his breath, “and nothing but gone!” 
 
    He scrambled away, his talons moving as fast as he could make them go. This time, he was smarter and ducked under one bush after another, keeping tree trunks and heavy brush between himself and the girl attack dragon that he just knew was going to pummel him the first time he showed himself in the open. 
 
    Storm grinned as he whipped under a particularly thick hedgelike bush. “All that time sneaking in the bushes is paying off. She’ll never get a good bead on the Great Stalker.” 
 
    For an instant, he stuck his head out to peer up. “Ooh—is she mad!” He laughed as Melody hovered overhead, like some angry hawk about to pounce on a poor, unsuspecting mouse.  
 
    For Storm, this was great, outwitting both his brother and Wind Melody—all in the same night! 
 
    He slipped through the hedges but when he came to the end, found himself a bit flummoxed. The dragons’ assembly site was just ahead, but from where Storm hid in the brush to the lip of the enormous hollow was a wide-open space.  
 
    Storm knew he was fast on the ground, but not speedy enough to escape Wind Melody—for a sprogger she was extraordinarily swift in the air and would nail him before he was halfway across to the other side. 
 
    From above, came Melody’s hard whisper, “Give up, Storm, I’ve got you now.” 
 
    Storm scowled, knowing she was probably right, but then, an idea formed in his head. It might not work, but it was better than just running out there in plain sight. 
 
    He dug his claws into the grassy soil, rocked back a little, and darted out from under the bushes. He ran as fast as he could, his talons biting into the ground, both ears cocked backward, listening. When he heard the soft smack of Melody tucking her leathery limbs against her body to dive on him, he waited . . . waited and then thrust up one wing. 
 
    His uplifted wing pushed him hard to one side, almost tilting him entirely over, but he leaned into the turn, used his other wing to scrape against the ground, helping him to stay upright and shoot to one side. He heard a thump! behind him, glanced over his shoulder, and came to a quick stop, laughing.  
 
    Wind Melody had plowed herself face-first into the ground expecting Storm to soften her blow. Storm laughed even harder as she sat upright, a hurt and confused look on her face as she stared at Storm, her lower lip quivering just a bit.  
 
    For a moment, but only for a moment, Wind Storm felt a little sorry for her. However, that was quickly replaced by a smug, self-satisfied feeling as he gave Melody a little salute with one talon, turned away, and galloped towards a set of small bushes on the bowl’s lip that would be ideal for hiding as he watched and listened to those below. 
 
    Wind Storm eased into the undergrowth, careful not to make a sound or make the bushes move, as someone might spot him. A moment later, he pushed his face through some pink-tipped leaves and peered below. Perfect! He could easily look down into the bowl where the last of the adults made their way to the council. 
 
    With a glance first to the left and then to the right, Storm spotted his mother. She was in the center, with Melody’s and Charity’s parents slightly behind sitting on their haunches, their faces turned to Council Rock. In the moon’s glow it had a soft radiance as if it soaked up the moonlight and then released it in a gentle luminance.  
 
    Storm started to edge a little farther out when he heard a rustling from behind and turned to find Melody crawling into his bush on all fours. 
 
    “Hey!” he spat out. “Go find your own spot, this is mine!” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Melody snapped. “They’ll hear you!” 
 
    She scooted next to Storm, and whispered, “By the way, that was a neat trick back there getting away from me.” She pressed her lips tight before elbowing Storm. “But I’ll be ready for it next time.” 
 
    He shook his head at her. “If there’s another time.” 
 
    She turned away, raised a talon to point. “There’s my family, and Charity’s.” She glanced at Council Rock. “But none of the Arbiters have shown up.” 
 
    “But it looks like most of the adults have,” Storm noted. “Oh look, there’s Wind Delight, with her folks.” 
 
    “Out of everyone here, you would notice her,” Melody grumbled. 
 
    Storm shrugged. “Just sayin’, as there’s not many sproggers at the meeting.” 
 
    “No, there’s not,” Melody nodded as she studied the enclave for a moment before muttering, “Hmm, interesting.”  
 
    “What’s interesting?” Storm asked.  
 
    She used a talon to point. “Well, there’s your mother and my folks and Charity’s in the middle, but why is that group of dragons standing way over there? Usually, everyone gathers on the ledges to watch the proceedings. Rather odd.” 
 
    Storm stared at where she pointed. Wolf Wind, Rowdy, Hardy, and several other male emeralds clustered about, their eyes hard and centered on Wind Grace and her companions. 
 
    “Hmmm . . . ” Storm replied, “I’m not sure why but I can tell you what’s really odd—you sneaking off like that. I always had you pegged as a goody-goody-talon. Sure you don’t want to head back to your tree?”  
 
    Melody glared at him. “I am not a goody-goody-talon!” She sniffed. “I just don’t like breaking rules, that’s all.” 
 
    Her face turned down in a frown. “Besides, we’re already in so much trouble that doing this doesn’t really matter, does it?” 
 
    “Suppose not. But I—” 
 
    “Be quiet. Look.” 
 
    Storm turned and push his head a little forward to see better. The three Arbiters, led by Night Wind slowly came into view as they climbed Council Rock. When the three reached the very edge, they settled to their haunches, and raised their heads upright to the highest point that they could manage. 
 
    “They sure look proud and haughty, don’t they?” Melody whispered. “As if they were lord and master over us all.” 
 
    Storm looked at Melody in surprise. He would never have thought Melody would utter such depreciating words against the Arbiters. Maybe there were more emeralds in Haven that felt like his grandpa than he had supposed. 
 
    He was about to reply when Melody whispered, “Shush, Night Wind is about to speak.” 
 
    Night Wind lowered his head a little, glared at the five below him. “Against my better judgment, High Wind has allowed this council to proceed. It is now called to order, but so there is no misunderstanding, I shall not tolerate subversive or treasonous matters before this council.” 
 
    He growled low to Wind Grace. “Are my words clear, Wind Grace?” 
 
    “Perfectly, Arbiter,” Grace responded. 
 
    “Good. Now, it has come to my attention that recently, witnesses saw you and your family associating with the known criminal Wind Walker in Haven, expressly against our righteous judgment. If he is still in Haven, I suggest, for your sake, that you tell us where he is so that justice might be rendered.” 
 
    “To my knowledge, Arbiter,” Wind Grace replied, “he is not in Haven.” 
 
    “But he was here, was he not? We have credible witnesses to that effect, so don’t try denying that he was.” 
 
    “I won’t try to deny that he was here, Arbiter,” Wind Grace replied. “He brought a message, information that concerns all of us; in fact, our survival might hinge on whether we heed his words or not.” 
 
    Night Wind laughed loudly. “You can’t be serious, Wind Grace? You would expect us to believe the words of a criminal? A traitor who opposes our good and orderly ways?” 
 
    Suddenly, from out of the gloom overhead there was the sound of a rushing wind, growing louder with each passing moment. Then, Wind Walker slammed to the ground with a heavy thud beside Wind Grace, whipped around and snarled, “Only a traitor who opposes your ways, Night Wind!” 
 
    “Wow,” Melody muttered, “that was some entrance.” 
 
    “That’s my grandpop,” Storm said proudly. 
 
    Wind Walker whirled to face the assemblage. “My fellow emeralds, I fully realize the consequences of my returning to Haven, but I bear an urgent message from a friend of a disturbing situation. One that concerns not only our well-being but our very lives. It took me a while to confirm the message, but I know now that it is true. I plead that you let me speak, hear what I have to say, and afterward, I will once again accept my banishment.” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, then bellowed, “What say ye? Would you hear my words or would you prefer Night Wind’s blissful ignorance that may lead to the destruction of Haven?” 
 
    At first, there was silence, then a shouted, “Let him speak!” 
 
    Melody’s and Charity’s parents raised a chorus of, “We would hear him!” 
 
    More voices joined in, growing louder. “Let’s hear the message! Have him speak to the assembly! Yes, let him speak!” 
 
    Wind Walker turned to the Arbiters. “Well?” 
 
    High Wind leaned to whisper to Night Wind, who growled, “Shut up! You’ve made a mess of things already!” 
 
    He turned back to Wind Walker and snarled, “It doesn’t appear that there is a majority who would hear your poisonous words, Wind Walker! Permission denied. Custodians!” 
 
    “Wait!” It was Melody’s father, Wind Sail. “Since when has there been a majority needed to allow anyone to speak? Never!” 
 
    “There is now,” Night Wind growled. He flicked his eyes to one side, gave a tiny nod to Wolf Wind, and then turned back. 
 
    Wolf Wind spun around, pushed through the crowd, and then disappeared into the rocks. 
 
    “No!” Clear Wind, Charity’s father bellowed. “You cannot make an arbitrary law, Night Wind. It is against our way.” 
 
    “I’m an Arbiter, am I not?” Night Wind spat out. “That is what we—I do, make laws.”  
 
    “Not true,” Clear responded. “You arbitrate our laws, render a judgment on whether the law is being followed or not. We, Haven’s citizens, make the laws, not you!” 
 
    “Then the law needs to be changed,” Night Wind stormed. 
 
    The other arbiter, Sultry Wind, whispered to Night Wind. He opened his mouth to retort, then slowly closed it, flicked his eye from side to side before he nodded and then in a milder tone, said, “Sultry Wind has reminded me that I was in error in my earlier ruling.” 
 
    He glowered at Wind Walker. “Since at least one law-abiding citizen has called for you to speak, we shall honor that request. You may speak, Wind Walker, but let me remind you that our earlier judgment against you stands.” 
 
    Night Wind leaned forward as if he would pounce on the old emerald. “And when you’ve delivered this so-called message of doom and gloom, there shall be a reckoning, Wind Walker.” 
 
    His eyes turned hard and icy. “Oh yes, a reckoning indeed!” 
 
    Wind Walker’s growl was low, menacing. “I look forward to it, if you think you’re dragon enough to take me on without your thugs to back you up.” 
 
    Melody whispered in Wind Storm’s ear, “Your grandfather is a real snot, you know?” 
 
    Storm nodded a little. “He was once a royal snot, you know, before he gave up his title.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. I heard my folks talking about it once, how your grandfather said we emeralds didn’t need kings and such anymore but should choose for ourselves.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Wind Storm sighed. “And look where that got us.” 
 
    Below them, Wind Walker faced the throng of emeralds, his head high, and said, “It has been a little over thirty years since some of you and I, along with the noble members of the Company of the Golden Dragon and their allies fought Vay and her evil army in the valley of the River Lorell.  
 
    “As we all know, but for the bravery and sacrifice of so many, but particularly Hooper Menvoran, and Rainbow, the great Rainbow Dragon, and Scamper, Hooper’s faithful friend, Vay would have defeated us and today all dragons, indeed, all of Erdron would be in wretched slavery under her evil reign. 
 
    “But we are free! Free to choose what to make of our lives, choose to go where our talons would take us, free to choose to live noble lives or wicked.” 
 
    He peered intently at Night Wind and growled, “Or so we thought.” 
 
    He took in a deep breath, let it out in a long sigh and turned back to the assembly. “However, evil never sleeps, nor is the freedom that we gained ever free. It never has been, it never will be. A short while back, I received a message from Queen Cara Wynsur, King Tavin Wynsur’s widow—” 
 
    “Wait!” Night Wind sputtered. “You met with Cara Dracon of the infamous Draconstead prison farm?” 
 
    “Cara Dracon Wynsur,” Wind Walker whipped back, “a faithful and courageous member of the Company of the Golden Dragon!” 
 
    “Who imprisoned dragons, used devilish Proga lances on us!” 
 
    “Not her!”  
 
    Night Wind started to reply, but Wind Walker bellowed, “Are you going to let me speak or are you going to keep interrupting me?” 
 
    Sultry Wind murmured low to Night Wind, who listened, his face hard before he waved a talon at Wind Walker. “Speak, just don’t waste our time with nonsense!” 
 
    “Never realized trying to save someone’s life was nonsense,” Wind Walker retorted and then turned to the gathering. “The message came in two parts.” 
 
    He lifted his head upward and chanted,  
 
    One Dark Queen upon her throne 
 
    Seeds of evil she has sown. 
 
    He lowered his head, gazed out upon the assemblage. “Vay is dead, but the evil seeds she sowed while on Erdron now begin to sprout, emerging as a dragon bane slowly unfurls its deadly petals. A shadow of mists grows far to the north and from it emanates a mounting threat. Agents of evil now tread throughout the land, spreading their lies and wickedness, and their influence and power grow with each passing day.” 
 
    His face and eyes grew hard as did his voice. “And we dragons are partaking of this evilness, giving up what so many of us fought and died for: our right to speak our minds without fear of reprisal, to believe as we choose without coercion or threat, the right to live as we desire, lives blessed by freedom and liberty.” 
 
    He raised a clenched talon, smashed it down on the ground which seemed to shudder under his massive blow. “This we cannot—will not ever allow!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    A murmuring swelled, accompanied by low, rumbling growls. Wind Walker stood there looking outward, his face hard and angry. Storm was a little perplexed, so he turned to Melody. “What does he mean about dragons partaking of this ‘evil’? What evil?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure,” she whispered, “but it doesn’t sound good—whatever it is.” 
 
    On Council Rock, Night Wind took a step forward, his amused eyes on Wind Walker as a leer cracked his face scales. “That’s it? That’s your grand message to the council?” 
 
    “There’s more,” Wind Walker answered. “There are rumors that Wilder crimsons are now back in the skies of Erdron and along with renegade Drachs and others are once again breeding monstrosities; dragons that are in the form of dragons but without the spirit and soul of dragons and whose only purpose is to wage war.” 
 
    He took in a deep breath, his great chest visibly expanding. “Resurrecting Vay’s foul scheme of enslaving all those who are free.” 
 
    “Wilder dragons?” Night Wind sneered. “You have seen Wilders or these—these dragon monstrosities, have you seen them for yourself?” 
 
    “No . . .” Wind Walker admitted. “But I believe Queen Cara. She would not issue this warning without considerable thought and trust in her sources.” 
 
    “Ah yes, again Cara Dracon,” Night Wind muttered, “of the notorious Dracon family and overseers of the brutal Draconstead dragon farm where Drachs caged so many dragons as if we were dumb beasts of burden.”  
 
    A pained expression crossed Wind Walker’s face and his mouth worked as if he would reply, but Night Wind quickly asked, “And just who are these ‘trusted’ sources? Other dragons?” 
 
    “No,” Wind Walker answered slowly, his eyes narrowing and his nostrils flaring just a bit, “the information came from her Travelers.” 
 
    “I see,” Night Wind replied, “not from one of us, who are the real ‘trusted sources’ but from Drachs—the same Drachs who enslaved us for so long, who rode on our backs, used Proga lances on our hides.”  
 
    He raised his head to the assembly. “And who bred us on dragon farms like the notorious Draconstead as if we were a flock of timid sheep—which we were for letting them do that to us!” 
 
    He turned back to Wind Walker. “But now, according to you, if we bring forth other dragons, perhaps stronger, swifter, and certainly not so timid, suddenly we are partaking of an ‘evil.’” 
 
    Night Wind sniffed loud. “Oh yes, I can clearly understand where Drachs would see it as an evil because it threatens their domain, their so-called superiority over us dragons.” 
 
    He planted his talons and thrust his head toward Wind Walker. “Which would not be if you and the other dragon kings had done the right thing and taken Erdron for what it is, the home of dragons and for dragons only!” 
 
    There was a stirring among the assembly and then a fair number rose to their feet, growling and roaring in approval, while others sat in silence, but with faces hard in displeasure. 
 
    Melody and Storm sat in stunned silence. “I—I,” Melody stammered, “never thought any dragon felt that way. I’ve heard my father say that some of the things that Drachs did to us were terribly bad, but not all Drachs were that way.” 
 
     “And just what did the Drachs do to us that was so terrible?” Storm questioned. 
 
    “Well,” Melody said, “they rode us, and some used those horrible lances to hurt us.” 
 
    Storm shook his head slowly. “But not us greens. My grandpa said we were never on those farm places, that only a few dragons were, and it wasn’t until the war that we allowed Drachs to ride us.” 
 
    “That’ s true,” Melody answered. “But they did hurt some of us, especially crimsons.” 
 
    Below, Night Wind had raised a talon, calling for silence and giving Wind Walker a hard stare, “Each of us is entitled to our opinions, foolish, unwarranted, uneducated, and without merit as they may be.”  
 
    He sniffed and said, “But then, one must always consider the source of those opinions.” 
 
    “You should talk,” Wind Walker huffed, “as if you had anything between those ears of yours besides hot air. What took place before the Great War has no relevance to this—” 
 
    “It has every relevance!” Night Wind roared. “The Drachs enslaved us and before us, our ancestors, hurt and maimed them, used them to fight their unholy wars, kept them penned like animals!” 
 
    He slashed a talon through the air as he turned to the council. “We owe nothing to the Drachs—nothing! Or to anyone else who is not a dragon, for that matter. If they’re so afraid of this so-called evil, I say let them deal with it!” 
 
    His lips turned up in a sneer. “And they’ll soon learn that without us dragons they’re nothing more than puny creatures crawling over the face of Erdron like an infestation of scale lice. The sooner they’re gone, the better off are all dragons!” 
 
    Night Wind jabbed a talon at Wind Walker. “Did you hear the approving growls? That’s the sound of the future, when we dragons shall be the masters and not Drachs or anyone else, for that matter. The sooner you accept that fact, the better for us all.”  
 
    He drew back his lips in a sneer. “That’s why I’m Chief Arbiter and not someone like you. A real leader has taken your place, one whose name is not associated with failure and fiasco!” 
 
    This time, a slightly larger crowd of dragons sprang to all fours and roared in full approval, though the greater portion of emeralds remained silent.  
 
    Night Wind drew back in a snarl. “Custodians! Seize him! He’s had his say!” 
 
    Storm jumped to his feet. “Oh no!”  
 
    From each side, a phalanx of emeralds took wing, heading toward the center of the bowl. Wind Walker didn’t hesitate but sprang straight up, his wings snapping out. A moment later, he was climbing upward into the gathering gloom with the Custodians close behind.  
 
    Storm followed Wind Walker for as long as he could before he lost him in the darkness high above. He snapped his head back down as from the assembly came growls and snarls, “You didn’t let him finish!” someone called out. 
 
    “He had more to say!” Another blurted loudly.  
 
    More angry calls rose against what had happened. Night Wind listened for a moment before roaring, “Silence! I am the Arbiter, I decide who speaks and for how long!” 
 
    “No!” Wind Sail spoke up. “That is not our way and those are not the rules of council, Night Wind!” 
 
    “You take too much upon yourself, Night Wind,” Clear growled. “Wind Sail is right, you are corrupting the ways of council, not heeding our desires, but thinking that only yours matter.” 
 
    The growls of displeasure grew louder, rolling across the basin. From one side, where Rowdy and Hardy stood with a crowd of Night Wind’s supporters came snarls at those who voiced their displeasure at Night Wind. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Melody said, “this isn’t good.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Storm agreed. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s even worse,” a voice said from behind them. 
 
    Two talons swung down, one snagged Storm while the other grabbed Melody and yanked them out of the brush. The claws lifted them up to where Storm faced Soar while Melody was eye to eye with Charity. “You are in so much trouble, Runt Wind,” Soar growled. 
 
    “How did you—” Storm sputtered only Soar interrupted him saying, “Doesn’t matter how we found you. Wait till Mother learns about your sneaking off.” 
 
    “And you, Wind Melody,” Charity said in a soft, but disapproving tone. 
 
    “But I—” Melody started to protest, but then slumped a bit and sighed, “oh, never mind.” 
 
    “Soar, wait,” Storm pleaded, “Grandpa was here and now the Custodians are after him.” 
 
    “What?” Soar sputtered. “Where?” 
 
    Storm raised a talon, pointed skyward. “He went straight up with them right behind.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Melody chimed in, “I think there’s going to be a big fight!” 
 
    “Fight?” Charity asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Melody pointed down toward the basin, hurriedly explained what happened and finished with, “And now, they’re, well, it’s more than arguing, take a look for yourselves.” 
 
    Charity and Soar lowered the two sproggers and stared down into the rocky bowl. On one side, more than half of the emeralds were growling and roaring across the way at the emeralds that included Rowdy and Hardy.  
 
    Below Council Rock, Charity’s and Melody’s parents, along with Wind Grace were advancing on the three Arbiters, their lips drawn back in vicious snarls. 
 
    “This is bad,” Charity murmured to Soar, “Melody’s right, this is more than just a disagreement.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it looks bad all right,” Soar muttered, “for Night Wind and his cronies and for me, that’s just fine.” 
 
    “But Soar,” Charity protested, “emerald fighting emerald. It’s just not done.” 
 
    “Night Wind started it,” Storm declared. “Even your dad is mad at him.” 
 
    “That I can see,” Charity said in a surprised voice, “which isn’t like him.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Melody replied, “but my dad looks like he’s going to take on Night Wind all by himself.” 
 
    Down below, Night Wind and the other two Arbiters were swinging their heads around, their eyes wide in utter surprise and disbelief at what was unfolding. Night Wind took one look at Wind Sail and Clear Wind and began to back away.  
 
    Before he could move farther, Sail and Clear leaped upward, spread their wings, and landed on Council Rock, a short distance from Night Wind. 
 
    Clear jabbed a claw toward the angry emeralds and snarled, “Tell your followers to back away, Night Wind, before someone gets hurt! We’ll settle this by council vote, and not by battling each other and when this over we’ll have a new Chief Arbiter and it won’t be you!” 
 
    Night Wind’s eyes opened wide for an instant before he silkily replied, “Oh? Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Quite. Now call them off.” 
 
    Night Wind drew his lips back, shaking his head. “No . . . no, I don’t believe I shall be doing that.” He rose up a little and bellowed, “Wolf Wind! Now!” 
 
    From beyond the trees rose dozens and dozens of dark shapes. They gained a little height before they swooped down on the unsuspecting emeralds. Rivers of dragon fire flowed down encasing Wind Sail and Clear Wind in fiery, lethal flames. 
 
    Charity and Melody screamed, “No!” at the same time, but it was too late for Sail and Clear who crumpled lifeless to the granite slab. 
 
    Soar grabbed at Storm, pushing him away. “Wilders! Go!” 
 
    Storm cringed as more streams of dragon fire, dazzling and red-hot, filled the sky. It was chaos below as flights of emerald dragons, like startled quail, leaped upward. Some swooped away, but most began lashing back at the crimson dragons with their own thundering dragon breath. 
 
    “Mother!” Storm yelled to Soar. 
 
    “She’s already in the air! Now go!” 
 
    Storm took only one more look at the horde of scarlet wings that filled the sky before he began to turn away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Melody start to run down into the basin but he wrapped his forelegs around her, holding her. “No!” he shouted. “You’re gonna get yourself killed down there.” 
 
    “But my mother—my father,” she blubbered.  
 
    Soar turned to Charity. “Get the sproggers out of here, we’ll meet at Melody’s tree!” 
 
    Charity seemed stunned for a moment, disbelief filling her face. Soar prodded her hard with a talon. “Charity! You need to get the sproggers to safety.” 
 
    She pulled her eyes away from the churning maelstrom of wings below, nodded and then pulled Storm and Melody away from the basin’s edge. “Soar’s right,” she said, her voice choking, “we need to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not going!” Melody argued. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Charity declared, “because that’s what your mother and father would want, for you to be safe.” 
 
    Melody’s lower lip quivered for a moment before she nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Good,” Soar said, “now go.” 
 
    “What about you?” Storm asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you. No skying, stay on the ground.” 
 
    “Slower,” Charity protested. 
 
    “But safer,” Soar said. “Right now, the fight’s in the air, they won’t be watching for anyone on the ground.” 
 
    With Storm and Melody in the lead, the four galloped away from the battle, heading toward a denser part of the forest. 
 
    They slipped in and around the trees, trying to keep the thickest ones between them and the sky lest a Wilder see them and attack. Behind and above them, they could hear a sizzling and popping as if the very air burned from the relentless dragon fire. 
 
    They were close to Melody’s tree when Charity stopped, called out, “Storm, Melody, hold up, something’s wrong.” 
 
    The two sproggers skid to a halt. “What is it?” Storm asked. 
 
    “Soar,” Charity said, “he’s not with us.” 
 
    “What?” Storm sputtered and whirled around to join Charity to stare at their back trail. He took a few steps and called out, “Wind Soar? Are you back there?” 
 
    No answer. Storm took a few more steps. “Soar! Answer me!”  
 
    Silence was his reply. “I’m going back to look for him.” 
 
    “No,” Charity said, “we need to get to Melody’s tree first. That’s where everyone was to meet.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts, Storm,” Charity answered firmly, “that’s where he’ll be, along with your mother,” she swallowed, choked a little, “and mine, and Melody’s.” 
 
    Melody came alongside Storm, pulled at him. “C’mon, Stormy, she’s right.” 
 
    Storm turned and the three hurried through the forest until they were at Melody’s home tree. While the sproggers sat on their backsides, Charity slowly paced. All had their eyes and ears turned toward where constant flashes of dragon fire lit up the sky like shooting stars leaving a trail of smoke and flames in the heavens. The air rumbled and sizzled and they could smell sulfur wafting on the breeze.  
 
    “What do you think is happening?” Melody whispered. “Do you think we’re winning?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Storm answered. “That was a lot of Wilders.” He turned to Melody, his voice soft, “I’m sorry about your dad. Yours too, Charity.” 
 
    Melody’s eyes filled with tears again and she replied huskily, “Thanks.” 
 
    Charity whirled around to say, “You two stay here. Don’t move. I’m going to have a look around.” 
 
    “But we—” Storm began, but Charity cut him off, “Storm, please, do as you’re told and you two stay here until I get back.” 
 
    At that, Charity whirled away and disappeared into the gloom. After a moment, Storm grumbled, “I don’t like this, we should be out there, helping somehow.” 
 
    “Charity told us to stay put, that’s helping.” 
 
    “Not the kind of helping I was thinking about.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but we’re just sproggers, just what do you think we could do against Wilders?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Storm replied in an exasperated voice, “something.” 
 
    “Then we are doing something,” Melody returned, “we’re—” 
 
    “Shhh!” 
 
    “Don’t shush me, Wind—” 
 
    “Be quiet! I thought I heard something.” 
 
    “There you go with your ‘something’ again. Why don’t you—” Melody abruptly stopped and whirled, her ears up.  
 
    “You heard it too?” Storm asked, backing away a little from where he thought he heard the unfamiliar sound. 
 
    “I heard something, all right,” Melody gulped in a low voice. 
 
    The heavy bushes to their right parted, and out stalked a scarlet dragon, with a long, sinewy neck and wings edged in black, while ebony rings outlined his scarlet cat eyes. He pulled his lips back in a gloating smile as he advanced on the two sproggers. 
 
    Storm and Melody took one look and turned to run but they were too late. The dragon sprang forward and clamped his foreclaws around the two. A moment later, the beast had them winging low above the trees heading toward Council Rock. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they were over the rocky bowl and settling to the ground. As they lowered, Storm’s eyes went wide, then hard at what he saw. Emerald bodies littered the basin. He searched for his mother among the dead but he didn’t see her. 
 
    Then they were on the ground and a moment later, the dragon shoved Storm and Melody into a makeshift cage of shorn branches with several other sproggers. The thing shoved his face close to Storm and Melody, growling, “You try to escape, you die.” 
 
    Storm and Melody backed away, crouching. The scarlet and black dragon grinned, showing not only a set of sharp teeth, but two long fangs hinged up against the roof of its mouth. It turned away, slunk over to where another dragon of the same sort sat on its haunches.  
 
    “What kind of a dragon was that?” Melody whispered to Storm. 
 
    “It’s called a snakehead,” Wind Bright,  one of the other sproggers, answered in a low tone. “From what I saw, they’re really nasty things. They can shoot acid from those front fangs of theirs. Burns right through scales.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Storm asked.  
 
    Bright swallowed, pointed with a talon. “Look over there.” 
 
    Storm and Melody turned to stare at where Bright pointed. Storm sucked in a breath, while Melody gasped at where an emerald lay dead, with most of its scales seemingly melted away. 
 
    “That—that,” Storm stammered, “snakehead thing did that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bright answered, “as a demonstration.” 
 
    “A demonstration?” Melody choked. “For whom?” 
 
    “Them,” Bright replied and pointed over to where a large congregation of emeralds sat, surrounded by a host of Wilder dragons. “Prisoners.” 
 
    “What about them?” Storm asked, nodding toward another group of emeralds who sat nearby, but without guards, “are they prisoners too?” 
 
    “No,” Bright snarled in a disgusted voice, “they’re the ones who helped the Wilders.” 
 
    “No. Really?” Storm questioned. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Bright replied. 
 
    “And how do the Wilders know who’s a prisoner and who’s not?” 
 
    “Him,” Bright muttered, nodding toward Council Rock. 
 
    Storm lifted his head and noticed that Night Wind sat on his haunches, a self-satisfied smile on his face.  
 
    Melody looked around and then asked, “Why are we in here and not out there with the other prisoners?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Bright shrugged. “But there’s more of us sproggers and sprogs over there.” 
 
    It was then that Storm noticed a second and a third cage off to one side enclosing maybe two dozen or more sproggers and at least that many sprogs. He glanced around again, trying to spot his mother, or Soar, or Charity among the prisoners but he didn’t see them.  
 
    “Why is Night Wind just sitting up there,” Melody growled, “with that smirk on his face as if he’s waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    Just then, Wolf Wind sailed in and landed next to Night Wind, along with a scarlet dragon. The three conferred for a moment with Wolf Wind doing most of the talking before Night Wind jerked his head up, and snarled loudly, “Then find him!” 
 
    In answer, the scarlet spoke, so low that only Night Wind and Wolf Wind could hear him. After a moment, Night Wind seemed to take a stumbling step back before gurgling, “He’s coming here? When?” 
 
    In answer, the scarlet turned and pointed upward. Overhead, there came a rumbling, rushing sound as if a tempest grew close. Night Wind, Wolf Wind, and the scarlet backed down the granite slab, their heads turned upward as a dark, roiling cloud descended until it touched Council Rock. Flashes of lightning rippled through the churning haze. 
 
    “What is that?” Melody whispered aghast. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Storm murmured , “but if it makes Night Wind and Wolf Wind afraid, then we’re in bigger trouble than I thought.” 
 
    From the cloud, a raspy, growling voice demanded, “Well? Where is he? Where is Wind Walker?” 
 
    Night Wind stumbled a few steps, bowed his head. “Your Excellency, we are searching for him. We shall have him soon, I assure you.” 
 
    “What?” the voice bellowed. “Are you saying that you do not have him? Did you not get my message?” 
 
    Night Wind shook his head, his eyes staring at his feet. “No, Your Excellency, we did not, or we would have immediately carried out your instructions.” 
 
    The cloud seemed to ripple and churn, turning a dark, angry red and black with flashes of lightning around its edges. “You!” his voice lashed out at the scarlet. “You sent the message, did you not?” 
 
    The crimson Wilder lurched forward, trembling a bit. “I did, Your Excellency, but my courier did not reach the appointed place. Trust me, when I find him, I shall—” 
 
    “Trust you?” the thing roared. A tendril of black shot out along with a lightning bolt. They met at the scarlet’s neck. In an instant, it seemed, the scarlet was dead, its head severed from its gashed neck. 
 
    Night Wind and Wolf Wind took a step back, their eyes on the slain scarlet. The cloud churned for a moment more before it seemed to grow calmer and it appeared to turn and study the assembled emeralds. 
 
    “Would any of these know where he is?” the mist monster demanded. 
 
    “Not the ones on the right, Your Excellency,” Night Wind replied. “They are The Favored among us, friends of mine and yours.” 
 
    “The Favored,” the thing rasped. “In my presence, only those who obey are ‘favored.’ Is that clear?”  
 
    “Of course, Your Excellency. They are obedient and follow my orders.” 
 
    “Hmm, follow your orders. The question and the real test is whether they follow my commands.” 
 
    “Whether they are your words or mine, Your Excellency, they know it is the same.” 
 
    “Really?” The thing seemed to be thinking, then said, “Let’s put that to the test, shall we?” 
 
    The mist monster flew off Council Rock, hovered over the basin for a moment before it moved over to where Night Wind’s followers stood with their heads bowed. The thing stopped, seemed to study the assembly before, like a striking viper, a cloud tentacle shot into the crowd and a moment later hauled out a wailing Wind Delight upside down and by one leg. 
 
    “No,” Storm gasped as the thing held Delight aloft, slowly turning her around as if inspecting her. A moment later, the cloud turned to the two snakeheads who sat watching with obvious pleasure.  
 
    The smoke tentacle whipped Delight back and forth in front of the two as if she were a piece of meat and they ravenous wolves. Delight screamed in fear, her little wings flapping as if she was trying to sky away, but the tendril held her tight in its grip. 
 
     From the cloud came, “What shall it be my friends? A stationary mark? After all, she is rather on the small side, or do you prefer a bit more sport, say a moving target perhaps?” 
 
    “Moving,” one of the snakeheads hissed, “as it doesn’t matter how small she is to us.” 
 
    Delight must have realized at the same time as Storm just what the snakeheads intended, for she shrieked, “Father! Help!”  
 
    At her cry for help, the tendril jiggled her a bit by her tail, causing her to wail and whimper even more. From the crowd an emerald rushed out, his face holding back anguish and fear. He stared at the monster for a moment before he whipped around to Night Wind. “Night Wind! I’ve been loyal,” he bawled, “is this how loyalty is repaid? Stop this, now!” 
 
    The cloud beast stopped twirling Delight and its churning haze slithered closer to the emerald. “Who is this?” the thing demanded of Night Wind. 
 
    Night Wind, who watched with a hint of uncertainty on his face, stammered, “Your Excellency, this is Wind Trail, father of Wind Delight, the sprogger you hold.”  
 
    He swallowed and then said, “Wind Trail and his family have been extremely faithful to our cause—” 
 
    The beast thing whirled back around, the cloud churning with eddies and ripples to face Wind Trail. “Faithful you say? Then this shall prove just how loyal he truly is, won’t it?” 
 
    The tendril holding Delight arched upward. “Ready, my pets?” 
 
    “Ready,” they both grinned. 
 
    Delight was lifted higher as if the thing intended to drop her, but before the monster could release her, Wind Trail shouted, “No!” and spurted forward, his lips drawn back in a snarl, fangs bared. As if Wind Trail were an annoying insect, the smoke thing slammed a colossal tendril the size of a giant dragon tail on his head.  
 
    Staggered by the blow, Wind Trail skidded and tumbled forward. He tried to rise, but he was smashed down again with another savage strike from the tentacle as if pounded by enormous dragon tail spikes. 
 
    Wind Trail again tried to rise, but the smoke monster snarled to the snakeheads, “If not the child, then the father. Finish him off!” 
 
    The snakeheads leapt into the air, gained a little height and then dove toward Wind Trail. They opened their mouths and two fangs jutted forward from each scarlet dragon. An instant later, a silvery liquid erupted from each snakehead and struck Wind Trail, one stream in the head, the other at the neck. 
 
    Wind Trail jerked back, his mouth open in an agonized bellow that seemed to shake the air, his claws pawing upward. He whipped his head back and forth as if to shake off the liquid but moments later, he was on the ground, his head scales sloughing off, his neck half eaten through by the acid.  
 
    Green dragon blood oozed to the ground as Wind Trail tried to breathe. Only, what came out was a loud, raspy wheeze and he slumped over, his eyes closed. Moments later, his breath rattled from his throat, then became a soft sigh as he stretched out and became lifeless. 
 
    The thing held a sobbing Delight up and turned her so that she was facing the cloud. “Consider yourself fortunate little one that you’re not a tiny puddle of green dragon goo.” 
 
    The thing glided up to Wolf Wind. “Put her with the other sproggers.”  
 
    Wolf Wind grabbed Delight out of the thing’s grasp, winged down to the cage and tossed her into the sproggers’ midst. With a whimper, Delight crawled to a corner where she covered her head up with a wing as sobs racked her body. 
 
    At Bright’s, “Uh oh,” Wind Storm turned to find the cloud flowing down to where it was so close to the cage that it blocked out everything else. Like the other sproggers, Wind Storm backed away from the beast. 
 
    The cloud swirled and eddied as if it were studying the sproggers inside the cage. “You,” it snapped, “you are Wind Storm, Wind Walker’s grandson.” 
 
    “And proud of it,” Storm growled. 
 
    The thing seemed to find that amusing for it said, “Perhaps I should have my two pets splash a little of their venom on you, see how proud you would be after that.” 
 
    Melody pushed her snout against Storm’s ear. “Best keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “Normally good advice,” the monster growled, “only, in this instance, Wind Storm, if you don’t want to become like that disloyal slop over there, then I strongly suggest that you tell me where to find your grandfather.” 
 
    As if to make its point more vivid, the two snakeheads winged just overhead, their thin, serpentlike necks craned downward, their beady eyes centered on Wind Storm.  
 
    “A mere gesture from me,” the cloud monster boasted, “and you’ll be screaming in agony from their lethal acid. And oh, I might add, so will your friends in there with you.” 
 
    Bright growled, “Tell him, Storm, please. I don’t want to end up a mess of goo.” 
 
    Storm wrinkled his muzzle and glanced at Melody, who gave him the barest shake of the head. Storm shrugged. “As much as I’d like to, I can’t tell you what I don’t know and that’s the honest truth.” 
 
    Storm pointed upward. “He went that way and that’s the last I saw of him.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth!” Melody snapped. “That’s what I saw too.” 
 
    “Oh really?” the monster crooned. “Why is it I feel as if you two aren’t quite telling me all the truth?” 
 
    The snakeheads swung closer, their meaning clear. “Wind Storm!” Delight whimpered. “Tell him or we’re . . .” her voice trailed off in a muffled wail as she turned away from the leering brutes that hovered just above the cage. 
 
    Storm quickly said, “If you don’t believe us, ask Night Wind. He’s the one who chased my grandfather off with those thug Custodians of his.” 
 
    The mist roiled and churned as if the thing inside was angry or exasperated. From the cloud came a low, threatening growl. A tendril shaped to a sharp point slithered through the air until its tip pointed straight between Storm’s eyes. 
 
    “I will, but trust me, Wind Storm, when I say that if you’re lying to me and I find out, you’ll beg me to let my pets finish you off, for they’re just one of many, many ways I can make you suffer beyond your wildest imaginations.” 
 
    Wind Storm’s eyes were a bit crossed as he stared at the smoky tip that danced just a talon’s tip away from his face. “Oh, I don’t know,” he muttered, “I have a pretty wild imagination, you know.” 
 
    The tendril stayed where it was for a moment more before it snapped back into the mist. “Night Wind,” the voice bellowed, “I want every dragon out searching for Wind Walker. If there is a single dragon left here, they’ll join that goop on the ground!” 
 
    The mist churned and billowed, and from inside came flashes of orange and yellow bolts as if lightning split the cloud. “Is my meaning clear?” 
 
    There wasn’t a moment of hesitation as a flurry of wings greeted the monster’s threat as Night Wind and his cohorts took to the sky, leaving behind a few Wilders and the snakeheads. 
 
    The monster glided over to the two snakeheads and commanded, “Join them.” The two serpent-dragons bolted away and in moments disappeared beyond the immediate tree line.  
 
    The lightning creature turned back to the sproggers. “Don’t even think of trying to escape,” the thing rumbled. “One move and I’ll squash you so flat you’ll make a leaf seem fat.” 
 
    The creature moved a bit farther away, and the haze seemed to slow in its churning boil as if it was settling in to either keep watch over the prisoners or it was deep in thought. Behind Storm and Melody, Delight was still whimpering, cowering in the corner while Melody had her face turned on the cloud beast with her eyes as hard as Council Rock. 
 
    After a few moments, she called out, “We’re of no use to you, why are you keeping us prisoner?” 
 
    The thing laughed, a sound like talons scratching on sandstone combined with a bullfrog’s croak. “Of no use? That’s where you’re wrong, sprogger. You are worth a great deal to me. Now, shut up. One of my many virtues is that I have an unlimited measure of patience,” a tendril thrust itself at the cage, threatening, its meaning clear, “except where it concerns annoying sproggers.” 
 
    Storm pulled Melody away from the tentacle. “Easy, Mel,” he muttered, “I don’t think you want to get on his bad side.” 
 
    “As if we weren’t already?” she snorted in return. 
 
    Storm started to reply, but then his eyes widened as he stared into the darkness just past the cage. He lowered his voice, put his muzzle against her ear. “Especially as help is on the way.” 
 
    “Wha—” She started but Storm sort of head-butted her and whispered, “Quiet!” 
 
    From out of the darkness, slowly, two talons inched forward until they were at the intertwined branches of the makeshift cage. Storm raised his head, met Soar’s eyes and nodded. He trundled over until he had his back to the cage’s rear so that the monster couldn’t see what he hid.  
 
    There was a faint sawing sound and then, almost noiselessly, the branches parted slightly. Melody, seeing what was happening, slid over until she was shoulder to shoulder with Storm, hiding Soar, who was on his belly and lying next to a covering bush.  
 
    Moments later, more branches parted just a bit and Soar used the tip of one talon to tap on Storm, signaling that the hole was wide enough for the sproggers to escape through. 
 
    Storm took a step forward, whispered in Bright’s ear. Bright’s eyes grew wide but he remained silent, giving Storm a quick nod.  
 
    Storm eased over to Delight and murmured low in her ear. Her head jerked up, and she stuttered, “Wha—?” before Storm could clamp a talon over her muzzle. He whipped his head around, staring at the mist monster, but the thing seemed to be preoccupied and not paying any attention to the sproggers. 
 
    Storm turned back to Bright and Melody, hooked a talon toward the hole and the darkness. Melody nodded and silently slipped through the hole, quickly followed by Bright.  
 
    Wind Storm turned to Delight, whispered, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “No,” Delight whined and shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. You saw what that thing did.” 
 
    “I sure did,” Storm growled, “and if you stay here the same thing will happen to you. Is that what you want?” 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment before Delight nodded, “All right.” 
 
    While Storm kept watch, Delight tentatively trundled over to the opening, but then hesitated, wouldn’t move, just stared at the hole.  
 
    “Oh, for the—” Storm muttered before he spun around and put his shoulder into her backside and with his back talons digging into the soft dirt, pushed. Delight squirted through the hole like a grape squished between two talons and was out the other side followed an instant later by Storm. 
 
    Just beyond, Soar waited with Melody. As Storm hurried up with Delight, he whispered, “Where’s Bright?” 
 
    “Took off running,” Soar growled, “let’s go!” 
 
    The four bolted away, scrambling through trees and rocks until they reached the basin’s lip. At the top, hiding behind several Dragonheart trees were Wind Grace and Charity. “Mother!” Wind Storm all but squealed. 
 
    “Quiet, my dear,” Wind Grace hurriedly said and then ordered, “You sproggers, on my back, now. Hurry, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    Charity and Soar lifted the three sproggers up on Wind Grace’s back, where they latched on to her scales. She whirled and lumbered off, keeping low and under the thickest part of the forest’s canopy. 
 
    “Wind Grace,” Melody called, “where is my mother?” 
 
    “She . . .” Grace started to answer, choked a little before saying, “she and Charity’s mother fell during the Wilders attack. I am so sorry, dear.” 
 
    Storm moved a little closer to drape a wing over Melody. “I’m sorry too, Mel.” 
 
    Tears flowed down Melody’s scale cheeks as she buried her head against Wind Grace’s back. A moment later, there was a bellowing that seemed to shake the trees along with an enormous hissing as if a giant serpent were behind the dragons. 
 
    “I think he just discovered the sproggers missing,” Soar said to Wind Grace. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so,” Grace replied. “This is where we split up. Remember what I told you Soar, Charity, if we’re not at the Point of the Mountain, head for—” 
 
    Just then, from behind, came an explosion of sound and the sky lit up with a cascade of dragon fire. 
 
    “That would be Wind Walker and Brave Wind,” Wind Grace declared, “along with some of Brave Wind’s warriors. They’re going to try and free the other emeralds.” 
 
    She turned to Soar. “I love you, Wind Soar, now go and be brave, you and Charity.” 
 
    She and Wind Soar exchanged a quick forehead to forehead touch and then Soar and Charity spun away and a moment later took to the air. 
 
    “Where are they going, Mother?” Storm asked. 
 
    Wind Grace took in a deep breath. “To join your grandfather in the battle.” 
 
    “We should go too,” Storm declared. “Teach that dirty so and so—” 
 
    “No, Storm, our path lies in a different direction.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Storm, no, that’s enough, please.” 
 
    Melody raised her head, murmured, “Wind Grace, why is this happening?” 
 
    Wind Grace was quiet for a moment, then said, “The temptation to rule over others, to force them to live, think as you do is one of the most powerful evils in the world, my dear. That’s what Night Wind and his followers wanted and they were willing to do anything to achieve their wicked goals. Now my dears, please be quiet. We must be as silent as we possibly can.” 
 
    She spread her wings, readying to sky and said, “The Wilders and that awful monster are still out there.” She sprang upward, saying, “And we are their prey.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Wind Grace flew low and fast just above the treetops, hugging the hills and heading down the valley. They hadn’t gone far when Delight squealed, “It’s coming!” 
 
    A dark, roiling cloud with edges that rippled with garish crimson light sped toward Wind Grace. “Mother!” Storm yelled. 
 
    “I see it, Storm,” Grace growled, “you three hold on tight!” 
 
    The three sproggers hunched down, gripped Wind Grace’s scales, pressed their wings against their bodies, and pointed their noses into the wind. The breeze, whistling in their ears before, now became a rushing gale that pulled and pushed at them as Wind Grace’s wings thundered through the air.   
 
    With increasingly powerful strokes, her leathery limbs powered them through the darkness. However, with the three moons’ silvery light shining down across the forest landscape, Storm had no doubt that whatever that thing was could easily see them. 
 
    Wind Grace’s wings whipped back and forth as she strained to get even more speed in her desperate attempt to outrace the churning cloud. “It’s gaining on us!” Delight shrieked. “Faster! You have to go faster!” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Storm snapped. “She’s doing the best she can!” 
 
    Wind Grace labored, her breathing becoming hard and fast as she sped through the night, but Delight was right, the cloud steadily closed the gap, coming closer and closer. Delight sobbed while Melody and Storm exchanged grim looks as it became evident that even with her powerful wingbeats, Wind Grace wasn’t going to outrun the roiling black cloud and whatever hid within its darkness.  
 
    “Listen,” Wind Grace called back, “when I give the word, you three open your wings, catch the wind, glide to the ground and hide. I’ll be back for you.” 
 
    “No, Mother,” Storm objected, “I’m staying with you!” 
 
    “Storm, please,” Grace answered, “no arguing. Do this for me. Promise?” 
 
    Wind Storm sniffed, held back the tears, and then said, “Promise.” 
 
    “Good, I’m going to wing around the shoulder of that mountain, it will hide us for a moment, and that’s when you’ll let go, all of you!” 
 
    Wind Grace heeled over, headed toward the mountainside that was cloaked in shadows. Just as she did, a bolt of fire, brighter than ten noonday suns, seared the air just a few feet away. The blast flipped Wind Grace over on her side, almost spilling the sproggers off her back. She managed to right herself, swung up, down, arcing to the right and then left to avoid the next blast of scalding fire from the cloud monster.  
 
    Another flash ripped the air, so close that Storm could feel the heat and ducked his head to take the fire on his back and shoulders. Wind Grace whipped to the left so close to the craggy mountainside and its sharp granite cliffs that for a second Storm thought his mother was going to crash headfirst into the sharp rocks. 
 
    At the last instant, she zoomed straight up, then heeled over in a screaming dive toward the dark forest. She pulled up abruptly, speeding so close to the trees that her talons lopped off tops and branches. “Get ready!” she called.  
 
    She arced upward and swung to the left. An explosion of heat and light sheared the night, striking Wind Grace in the side. She reared in anguish, then buckled in the middle. “Mother!” Storm yelled.  
 
    For a moment, they spiraled down, before Wind Grace thrust out her tattered wings, slowing their fall. The cloud closed in for the kill, looming closer and closer. 
 
    Then, Melody thrust out a talon, pointing at two shapes moving swiftly toward them. “Look!” 
 
    The two dark dragons, their scarlet wings trimmed in black swung out from under the cloud, sprinted toward Wind Grace. “Oh no,” she moaned, “snakeheads!” 
 
    “Snakeheads!” Delight shrieked. 
 
    Storm’s heart was pounding, his body rigid, but his lips drew back in a savage snarl. “Get out of here!” he bawled to Delight and Melody. “Sky!” 
 
    “What about you?” Melody cried. 
 
    “I’m staying with my mother,” Storm snarled, “now, go!” 
 
    Melody shook her head. “No. If you’re staying, I’m staying.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not!” Delight declared and started to unfurl her wings. Just before she could launch, savage blasts of dragon fire scorched the air behind them. The largest sped straight into the dark cloud’s center, while two smaller bolts headed directly at the two snakehead dragons.  
 
    Wind Storm whipped his head around. “Grandpa! Soar!” 
 
    “And Charity and Brave Wind!” Melody yelped. 
 
    The dragon fire, flames of orange and crimson appeared to consume the cloud, causing it to glow a fiery red. When their fire died, Wind Walker and Soar slashed at the thing with their tail spikes, before unleashing another round of dragon fire.  
 
    Brave Wind and Charity flashed past the snakeheads before arcing up and to the right. The dark dragons lost interest in Wind Grace and went after their attackers, whipping around in a screaming turn to speed after the two emeralds.  
 
    Brave Wind and Charity suddenly split away from each other in shrieking turns, skying in opposite directions. The two snakeheads, their fangs extended to spray acid, were caught off guard by the sudden, swift move and hesitated in the air, before they too split apart, one going for Charity, the other winging back toward Wind Grace. 
 
    Brave Wind’s and Charity’s attack had gained Wind Grace a bit of time, but Storm could see it wasn’t enough. His mother was injured, her breathing labored, as she pounded her wings through the air, but the snakehead grew closer with each wing stroke.  
 
    Storm glanced over at Melody. Her eyes were wide as she stared back at the sinewy dragon, its angry scarlet eyes fixed on Wind Grace. Storm leaned toward Melody, urging, “You and Delight should sky off, might stand a better chance than sticking with us.” 
 
    Melody shook her head firmly. “No way, Stormy. Like I said before, I’m staying.” She peered at Delight who had her eyes closed tight and shook with fear. “Besides, she’s in no shape to sky. Our chances are better here.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Storm asked softly. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Melody replied, giving Storm a little smile.  
 
    Wind Storm shook his head to himself, wondering, if I could sky away and had the choice, would I take it, or be brave like Mel and stay? I’m not sure . . .  
 
    Wind Grace called, “Get ready, dears, we’re getting close.” 
 
    Melody and Storm looked at each other and then at Delight. “She’s way past afraid,” Melody said, “she’s not going to let loose.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Storm agreed and then called, “Mother, we have a problem. Delight is too scared to sky. She’s got her eyes closed tight and her talons are so deeply hooked into your scales that I don’t think we could pry them loose. Like it or not, looks like we’re staying.” 
 
    “No,” Wind Grace firmly answered. “You two save yourselves. I’ll see if I can’t coax Delight to sky.” 
 
    Storm glanced over his shoulder at the following snakehead and then saw Charity in the near distance, trying to lose her demon dragon. He lifted his head slightly as a thought came to him. “Mother, I have an idea.” 
 
    “Now’s not the times for games, Storm!” 
 
    “It’s not that sort of notion, well, actually it comes from this one time when I—” 
 
    “Storm!” Wind Grace shouted. “Stop babbling, dear. If you’ve got an idea, let’s hear it, we’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Well,” Storm replied, “what if . . .” and laid out his idea. 
 
    Wind Grace listened and then said, “No. For one, how will Charity know what to do? Second, if it doesn’t work, it’ll put us right in that thing’s line of fire.” 
 
    “Sure, it’s a bit risky,” Storm replied, “but does anyone else have a better idea?” 
 
    “Risky?” Melody snorted. “How about suicidal?” 
 
    “Naw,” Storm grinned, “suicidal is when you wake your brother from a good sleep after he’s had a long night of dreaming about playing kissy-face with Charity.” 
 
    “Storm!” Wind Grace sputtered. 
 
    “Sorry, Mother, but that’s what he wants to do, you know.” 
 
    Wind Grace went silent. Ahead, the shoulder of the mountain appeared, while behind the snakehead grew closer, almost to the point where it could extend its fangs and spew acid upon them. She sighed deeply in realization that neither her son nor the other two sproggers were going to leave. “All right, I’m slowing. Give me the count, Storm, and don’t cut it too close.” 
 
    “Right,” Storm answered and looked back.  
 
    Wind Grace slowed her wingbeats as if she was tired. The snakehead’s eyes gleamed at the thought that he had the four emeralds now. He winged closer and closer, a leer on his face. His lips began to draw back, preparing to unleash his lethal acid.  
 
    “On my mark!” Storm called to his mother. “Three—two—now!” 
 
    Wind Grace ripped to the right, in a dizzying, tight turn, forcing the sproggers to hold on with all their might lest they were thrown off.  
 
    The snakehead shot past, unable to match Wind Grace’s unexpected maneuver.  
 
    As Wind Grace straightened, Melody yelped at Storm, “What happened to one?”  
 
     “Uh, I misjudged how close he was,” Storm admitted.  
 
    “Next time,” Melody growled, “I’ll do the count.” 
 
    “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time,” Wind Grace replied as she picked up speed.  
 
    In the near distance Charity Wind was whipping this way and that, trying to lose her attacker. Farther off, Wind Walker, Soar, and Brave Wind battled the cloud monster. 
 
    Soft starlight bounced off Charity’s emerald scales as she weaved and twisted, trying to get away from the snakehead that closed on her. She whipped to the right and her eyes went wide as she spotted Wind Grace heading straight at her.  
 
    She and Grace swiftly narrowed the distance, the snakeheads just behind. If anyone were watching from below, it would seem that Grace and Charity were on a collision course, preferring to end their lives in a neck-breaking impact rather than die from the snakeheads’ acid. 
 
    Wind Grace called out, her voice high and loud. “Charity! To the stars on three! Two! Now!” 
 
    Their screeching upward flight was so sharp that it caused the sproggers’ heads to bounce backward and for a moment, Storm felt like the force was going to rip his head right off. His dizziness passed, and he stared downward just in time to see the two snakeheads, unable to stop in time, crash into each other with a jarring force. 
 
    A loud crack! sounded through the air, and a moment later, the snakeheads, their heads flopping from broken necks, spiraled downward. Their wings fluttered spasmodically as they spun to the ground and slammed into the rocks. Green blood fountained upward as they hit, then the two slid off the boulders and to the ground, their eyes lifeless, their bodies still and motionless. 
 
    As Charity and Grace leveled off, Melody grumbled to Storm, “No ‘one’ again; now I know where you get it from!” 
 
    The two dragons hovered for a moment staring downward, before Charity declared, “I’m going to help the others!” She turned and sped off toward where the other emeralds still fought the cloud monster.  
 
    Wind Grace hesitated for a moment, before she turned and skyed in the opposite direction. “Mother,” Storm anxiously called, “aren’t we going back to help?” 
 
    “No, Storm,” Wind Grace sighed, “we’re not.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Storm, your grandfather entrusted me to see you sproggers safely away, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “But, Mother, that’s Soar and Grandfather back there . . .” Storm’s voice trailed off, unable to finish.  
 
    “My love, don’t you think my heart’s breaking too? Don’t you know how much I love your brother and Wind Walker? But this is what they want with all their hearts, and I am going to honor their sacrifice.” 
 
    Wind Storm slumped down, and as they winged down the valley, he took one last long look at his grandfather and brother bravely battling the cloud beast. Then, they swept around a high shoulder in the mountainside and all were lost to his view. He sniffed, bringing a talon up to his face, pretending he had something in his eye. 
 
    He felt a tiny nudge and turned to Melody. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, “I know exactly how you feel.” 
 
    Storm didn’t answer, just nodded. After a bit, he raised his head. “Mother? Where are we going?” 
 
    Wind Grace hesitated, then said, “Your grandfather expressly desired that we go to the Greenstorm Mountains.” 
 
    “The Greenstorm Mountains? Where is that?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. I have a general idea and only know that it’s far away, my dear.” 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “Your grandfather said that we were to search for a crowned mountain and once there we would find something of immense value.” 
 
    Storm’s eyebrow scales rose noticeably. “Mother, you’re hurt. If it’s that far you can’t sky all that distance. We need to set down, find help for you.” 
 
    “I shall sky as far as I need to, Storm.” 
 
    “But Mother—” 
 
    “Storm, I’m all right, it was a glancing blow, barely a nick, but thank you for your concern.” 
 
    His mother’s answer troubled Storm as he wasn’t quite sure she was telling him the truth, though he knew she had never lied to him before. Still, sometimes adults bent the truth a bit when avoiding direct, honest answers. 
 
    Melody spoke up. “Wind Grace, what is so valuable that we have to go so far away?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, dear, only that Storm’s grandfather said it was imperative that we do.” 
 
    “Mother,” Storm said, “I don’t understand why—” 
 
    “Storm, I need for you to stop asking questions and be quiet so that I can concentrate on skying. Please.”  
 
    Far ahead of them, black clouds boiled up into the sky, their insides scalded by lightning. Wind Grace swung her head around, looking for a way around the storm, but the clouds seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon.  
 
    Set down? Wait out the storm on the ground? No, she pondered, as dangerous as it was ahead, what followed them was even more so. They would have to chance the churning maelstrom that loomed in front of them. 
 
    She drew in a deep breath. “I only hope I can . . .” her voice faded to a bare whisper. 
 
    Storm heard her soft voice, waited for her to finish her sentence, but she didn’t. It left him with a dark foreboding, a sense that something was terribly wrong, but what?  
 
    To leave Haven after the Wilders’ attack he could somewhat accept, but what possibly was so precious that they had to go so far, risk their lives? 
 
    He glanced back down the valley. Would he ever see his father, brother, or grandfather? His heartstrings strummed a soft chord of hope, but his mind pounded out a chorus of—never again! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    “Six apples—can you believe? Six lousy apples!” Ty growled in Shane’s ear. “And green ones at that. That’s all Farmer Prune Face brought to market today. Easy enough to pluck from his stall though—if we don’t get caught.” 
 
     Shane shook her head emphatically, causing her dirty, unwashed ash-blond hair to swish about her slim shoulders. Unlike her younger brother’s brown hair, which was a bit on the curly side, Shane’s was straight, wispy as it framed her fair skin and elfin face.  
 
    “It was the storms the last several days,” she muttered, “especially that really bad one yesterday. Stripped the trees of the best fruit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty muttered, “and those are probably off the ground and wormy.” 
 
    “Which means,” Shane replied in a hard tone as she wrinkled her upturned nose, “if we’re going to chance the stocks, I want something more substantial than wormy apples.” 
 
    She poked her head out a bit more from around the sharp corner of the tailor’s shop and drew in a deep breath through her nose. It was easy to smell the flower girl’s assortment of wildflowers, some deep-blue cornflowers, a bunch of white milkmaids, a few purple coneflowers, along with a handful of daisies, and one sad-looking red rose. 
 
    Alongside those, an older woman laid out a few small bunches of rosemary, lavender, mint, and a tiny bag of thyme. 
 
    But there was little else to smell and little else to see in the early-morning light. “Slim pickings today,” she murmured low to her brother.  
 
    “It’s the food tax,” he ground out in a low rumble. “Nobody has nuttin’ to bring to the market anymore, the bagmen suck everything up for the Greeds.” 
 
    “It’s no one has anything to bring,” Shane replied, tucking an errant strand of hair behind one ear. She leaned out just a bit more, though careful not to jut out too far from their hiding spot. The last thing they wanted was for the townsfolk to see them, though with so few in the market or the street it was easier than usual to stay hidden. 
 
     Of the half dozen or so rickety, dilapidated stalls that formed the weekly farmer’s market, only three or four had wares for sale. Past the flower girl, an old woman shuffled about, a shabby shawl about her thin shoulders that helped warm her against the cool morning air. She lifted her ragged and split wicker basket, set it upon the uneven table, and began to lay out a few puny, half-ripe melons. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Shane muttered to herself as her dark eyes narrowed, “what do we have here? Take a look, brother, next to Wildflower Samantha.” 
 
    Ty edged his head out and peered up the street before his face split into a lopsided grin, pushing his freckled cheeks higher on his face. “The Widow Gourd Face with a few melons, naturally, not ripe yet, but still—two for you and two for me.” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, Ty,” Shane replied, an impish grin playing about her full lips. “You’re sounding like a Greed yourself. Why, if we take all the widow’s melons, she’ll have nothing to sell.” 
 
    Ty shrugged. “Who cares? After she whomped me behinds with that shovel she deserves it. I was so sore for a week I could hardly sit.” 
 
    “It’s ‘my behind,’ not me behinds,” Shane murmured, “and serves you right for not keeping a good watch and letting an old woman sneak up on you.” 
 
    “Hey, I was watching. It’s just that—” 
 
    Shane abruptly pulled her brother back. “Captain Rafe and his soldiers!” 
 
    The two hurried farther down the alley, melted into some shadows behind a rain barrel, and placed their backs tight against the shop’s rough-hewn wooden planking. Both sucked in a lungful of air to hold themselves as still as possible. Shane turned her head just a bit so that she could catch a glimpse of the narrow street.  
 
    Moments later, Captain Rafe, commander of the town’s garrison, slowly rode by on his tall chestnut horse. His steed’s hooves made a loud, repetitious clop-clop on the mud-caked stone pavers that lined the street. The soldier sat tall in the saddle, and though his leather jerkin shone dull in the soft light, the scabbard holding his longsword was a gleaming line against his side. 
 
    Shane wouldn’t admit it, of course, but secretly she found Rafe’s square face, deep green eyes under dark eyebrows, strong chin line, and short, well-kept beard handsome. Naturally, it didn’t hurt that the man was young, tall, broad-shouldered, and had a certain bearing, confident, sure of himself. 
 
    Today, she couldn’t help but notice that that ruggedly handsome face held an intent expression as if his mind was on matters other than the few dispirited townsmen that made up the weekly market. Fortunately for the two sometimes-thieves, he didn’t glance down the dark alley but kept his face straight ahead.  
 
    Behind him paced six soldiers, a squad from the garrison, their leather armor making a scratchy, rustling sound as they marched in step. Their finely honed pikes stood straight against their shoulders, the points catching the sunlight and reflecting it as if each held a daytime star at the top of his lance. 
 
    As the last soldier tromped out of sight, both Shane and Ty let out their held-in breath with a loud whoosh. “That was close,” Ty whispered. 
 
    “Too close,” Shane agreed. “If he had caught us here, we—” 
 
    “Would wind up in the stocks—again,” Ty finished. 
 
    “A place I never want to visit—again,” Shane growled. 
 
    Ty scrunched up his face in a sour grimace. “I still remember the rotten tomatoes splatting against my face.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Shane shuddered, her own face scrunched up as if she’d just whiffed a rotten turnip, “I can still taste and smell them.” She wrinkled her nose at her brother. “Or is that you?” 
 
    “Hey, you know I sat in the freezing creek for half a day getting the stink out.” He motioned toward the street. “But an even better reason,” he snarled, “to relieve the widow of her produce. As I recall, she’s the one who supplied the tomatoes for those rotten kids to throw.” 
 
    Shane grunted. “Rotten kids throwing rotten tomatoes. Seems appropriate.” 
 
    Ty ran a sleeve over his mouth. “Yeah, well, if I ever get my hands on those appropriate kids—” 
 
    “You’ll not touch them!” Shane ordered her brother. 
 
    “Aw, but Shane—” 
 
    “No, Ty. Much as I’d like to slap their ears off, it’s one thing to steal food and such, but you know what the penalty is for assault. Unless, of course, you want me to come visit you in the king’s prison for the next five years.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Ty stammered, “no rough stuff, but if I get my hands on some rotten tomatoes—” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Shane grinned. “Now, c’mon, I’m hungry. After two days of nothing to eat, my stomach is getting way too chummy with my backbone.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Ty grunted. “Mine are best friends.” 
 
    His face lifted in a bit of a sneering grin. “The widow’s going to throw one tizzy-fit once we snatch her melons.” 
 
    “It’s hissy-fit, and yes, she’s not going to be happy unless we get caught, so this time keep your eyes open!” 
 
    Shane led her brother back down the alleyway, their rabbit fur boots padding softly over the gray pavers. They reached the corner and poked their heads out. “She’s still there and so are her melons,” Shane whispered. “You stay here, I’ll go around. Wait till you see me, then make your move. We’ll meet at the widow’s stall and won’t she be surprised.” 
 
    “Right,” Ty answered and then reached out a hand to stop her. “The soldiers?” 
 
    “If they show,” she shrugged, “make a beeline back home, what else?” 
 
    At that, Shane whirled away, ran back down the alley to where it met a narrow side street and hurried past several shabby buildings until she found the next lane over. Lucky for her, it was empty, and she quickly trotted to where it intersected with the main street. She snugged her bow and quiver tight over her shoulder before easing up to the corner and poking her head out.  
 
    At a faint scent, she jerked her head up in startled surprise. She closed her eyes and pulled in another long drink of the heavenly aroma. Fresh-baked bread! Was there a more divine smell? What she wouldn’t give for a thick slice slathered in butter and strawberry jam.  
 
    A fleeting memory of years past crossed her mind, she and Ty sitting at the breakfast table after her mother had brought out a warm loaf of buttermilk bread from the oven.  
 
    She wasn’t sure just where her parents managed to find flour since it was more than a year from the last time they’d had bread. Her father even produced a little bowl of butter and an even smaller bowl of peach jam. There was just enough bread for each of them to have a buttered slice along with a thin layer of jam swirled into the butter. As they ate, they laughed and for the first time in a long, long time, Shane had felt a full stomach. 
 
    Her face hardened as the memory faded, replaced with the thought that only a few nights later, she and Ty had become orphans without a home and with only themselves to care for one another.  
 
    She pushed that thought aside as well as trying to steal from the baker. There was already a queue forming at the man’s door, those few with enough money or something valuable enough to trade.  
 
    The only thing of value that Shane had was her bow and quiver of homemade arrows. Neither of which she was willing to part with for even ten bread loaves, for her bow was their only protection against the forest denizens as well as the only way for them to hunt game too big for a well-placed snare.  
 
    Until the last few months, there was enough game for them to survive on, but now they sometimes went days without eating. They’d had to resort to stealing, which deeply troubled Shane, as she knew her parents would be so disappointed in the two of them, but they had to eat, didn’t they? 
 
    She glanced once more toward the baker’s store with momentarily envious eyes but then her gaze hardened. No, the widow’s melons were easy pickings and they would stick to the plan. She eased around the corner again, studied the street as her mouth turned down in a slight frown. 
 
    The good news was that Rafe and his soldiers were not to be seen. The bad news was that the street now held a few more people, including the pompous and portly High Mayor along with his equally stout wife. It was obvious they ate very well, since the rule in Bradenton was lean stomachs and tight belts, whereas the mayor’s belt was all the way out to the last hole. 
 
    That he was in league with the Greeds was obvious, though Shane knew so little and cared even less about the dark under dealings of politics that she had no idea how the connection was made. All she knew was that the mayor and his family ate well, as did a few others, while the rest of the townsfolk barely survived. 
 
    Shane studied the scene before her as the extra people in the narrow street made their task a bit more difficult. Instead of a clear shot to the widow’s tiny stall, they would have to do a bit of fancy footwork. Plus, there was just the chance that some busybody would try to stop them and that just would not do. 
 
    For a moment, she considered calling off their plan and hustling back to her brother but then her stomach growled noisily, and she even felt a little nauseated, the result of not eating for close to two days—or was it three?  
 
    She and Ty had tried to raid a couple of the farmer’s fields the last two nights, but Rafe’s night patrols were unusually active, making sure that the farmer’s plantings stayed untouched so that the growers could pay their appropriate food tax.  
 
    Of course, Rafe and his men didn’t hesitate to pluck a few melons or harvest a few apples, pears, and peaches for themselves. Shane had to admit, Rafe was good at keeping both two-legged and four-legged varmints away from the ripening fields. 
 
    In the end, she and her brother had tried to wait them out but ultimately had to trudge back to their forest hovel empty-handed and stomach-empty.  
 
    She and Ty could have been more brazen in their attempt to steal from the farmer’s. However, having just gotten out of three days in the stocks made the two of them skittish to again run afoul of Rafe and his low justice, so they decided they might have a better chance in the market. Of course, the one good thing about the stocks was that they fed you, meaning they slopped the pigs first and you got what was left at the bottom of the slop bucket.  
 
    Shane wiped at a dirty and smudged cheek with one tattered sleeve before nodding to herself. It was now or never, and those melons, though puny and under-ripe, were looking tastier and tastier with each passing moment.  
 
    She gathered her feet under her, crouched a little, pulled her tunic hood tight so that her face was all but covered, waited a moment, and when there seemed to be an opening among the ambling people, burst from her hiding spot.  
 
    She sped down the street, dodging between several people as she kept her eyes on the butcher’s shop. “Now, Ty, now!” she whispered to herself. As if her brother had heard her murmuring, Ty burst out of his hiding spot, his long, skinny arms and legs pumping furiously as if the young man ran from a demon and down the street toward her. Like her, he kept his tunic hood over his face and his head down a bit, making it harder for anyone to recognize him.  
 
    Just then, the mayor and his wife stopped to point at something and between the two of them practically clogged up the narrow street. Shane couldn’t halt, nor could she try to dart around, there simply was too little room. So—she attempted to slice between the two of them. The woman screeched, throwing up her basket, which caught Shane in the side and pushed her into the mayor.  
 
    “Watch out!” Shane shouted over her shoulder as she kept going, and then added with a bit of a grin, “Oops! Too late!” 
 
    With a bellow, the man’s hands flew up, and he stumbled backward into one of the seller stands. Fortunately, it was empty; nevertheless, the rickety timbers split apart and crashed down on top of him. A moment later, his wife started screeching, “The mayor! The mayor! He’s been murdered!” 
 
    “That’s definitely not good,” Shane groaned as the woman’s shriek echoed down the lane but she neither slowed, nor did she glance back. However, she did notice that Widow Bess jerked her head up at the sudden noise and stared straight in Shane’s direction. Uh oh, Shane thought, she’s going to see me. 
 
    Though against her better instincts, Shane slowed, allowing Ty to get to the widow’s stand first as the older woman had her back turned to him. As her tall, lanky brother swept up to the stall, Shane sped up. Ty grabbed two melons, one in each hand, and darted off.  
 
    Widow Bess yelped, her hand outstretched toward Ty as if to grab him. However, she was too late, for just then, Shane passed her brother, now going in the opposite direction and snatched the last two melons. Off she sped down the street, her lips tight in a frown. If I really did kill the mayor, then these four melons just cost me my neck on Rafe’s chopping block! 
 
    A startled passerby got out of her way as she all but flew down the lane, dodged one oldster who made a feeble effort to stop her, and darted into a side street. 
 
    Her pounding steps barely touched the pavers as she raced down the narrow alley between two small, everyday shops, one the shoemaker’s, the other a seamstress’s. She crossed over another street and hurried down a narrow dirt lane lined with small cottages, whose chimneys, rising high above the thatched roofs, gave off thin wisps of rising, gray smoke.  
 
    Ahead lay her goal, The Moir Coille or Murky Forest. Its old-growth trees crowded close together with rippled trunks, some as big around as a house. Their thick canopy was so high that you had to tilt your head all the way back to see the top and it cast a daylong pall over the woodland.  
 
    For several years now, this was home to Shane and Ty, and no one knew its trails, its dark thickets and groves better than they. Shunned by the townspeople because of its gloom and the supposed elvish whisperings high in the treetops along with nightly wolf howls, nevertheless, it was their shelter, a place where they didn’t have to endure the townsmen’s harsh, silent stares and outright hostility at times. 
 
    Shane was about to break past the last cottage—really a log cabin made from white birch trunks stacked twelve-high to a side—when she heard the clomping of heavy hoofbeats along the dirt path behind her.  
 
    She whirled to find Captain Rafe barreling down the way toward her, his face hard, his eyes flashing with anger. Behind him, his pike-soldiers ran, no longer trying to stay in step, their lances held in two hands as they dashed after their leader. 
 
    “No . . .” Shane moaned. She started to turn and make a wild dash for the forest, a hopeless effort against a galloping horse, when her eyes caught a flash of brown and her brother’s figure as he charged out from between two huts.  
 
    Ty ran several steps more before he skidded a bit, drew back his arm and launched a melon straight at Captain Rafe. The yellow and green fruit flew across the distance and smashed into Rafe, splattering rind and the melon’s orange flesh over him and his horse.  
 
    The stunning strike from seemingly out of nowhere caused the man to jerk to one side and pull up on his reins, sending his mount into a frightened dance. The horse, startled by the sound and the melon splattering, whirled to one side and then back, as Rafe fought to regain control. 
 
    “Ooh,” Shane exulted, “nice shot, brother, but such a waste of a melon.” 
 
    Ty’s second melon caught Rafe’s mount in the flank, causing the horse to rear, its forelegs and hooves pawing at the sky. The steed hopped backward on two legs just as the small phalanx of soldiers came running up. Rafe, unable to hold on, slid off his saddle and landed in a jumble among his men sending several sprawling to one side. 
 
    “Whoops,” Shane muttered, her dark brown eyes going a bit wide, “that’s not good.” She darted forward yelling, “Run!” 
 
    Ty hesitated for a moment, a grin on his face as he watched the yelling and cursing men try to untangle themselves before he took off at a ground-eating sprint toward the forest. As he passed his sister going in the opposite direction, he shouted, “Save at least one!” 
 
    Shane didn’t answer as she ran up and with a heavy heart, launched her first melon, catching a pike-soldier square in the face, spinning him around and knocking him into two soldiers who had just lifted themselves off the ground. 
 
    Two others, snarling, whirled around to face Shane, their pikes lowered to the ready for a charge at her. “Oh, well,” Shane sighed and heaved her other melon with as much force as she could muster. It hit one soldier in the chest, a solid thump that belted him and his companion with juicy melon flesh and caused them to jerk their heads to one side as the rinds sprayed into their bearded faces.  
 
    Shane didn’t waste another instant, whirled, and rushed off toward the forest, her eyes sighting Ty just as he ducked into some bushes and disappeared. She glanced once over her shoulder, a smile lifting one corner of her face as she watched the soldiers attempting to untangle themselves while Captain Rafe took off running after his frightened, galloping horse. 
 
    She slipped into the forest, stopped for a moment to peek from behind a thick tree trunk and assure herself that no one followed. The sight of Rafe running full-tilt, one hand on his scabbard after his horse brought a broad smile and several laughs before she spun around and headed deeper into the woodlands. 
 
    Following the hidden trails that only she and Ty knew, she wound her way through the old forest, the soft wind sighing through the leaves, causing them to dance and flit. Occasionally, she would duck behind a bush or a thick tree trunk and spy upon her back trail, ensuring that no one followed her. 
 
    She crossed one last small meadow, bedecked with tiny white and yellow flowers whose open faces turned toward the sun, gathering what light they could before the trees cast their shadows over them. 
 
    Shane hurried over the open glade and back into the thick woods. Just past the tree line, set above the tiny stream that snaked through the grove, was the crude shanty she and Ty called home, at least for now. They made it a point to move every few days so that no one could find them.  
 
    As rolling stones gather no moss, Shane and Ty gathered no friends, home, or possessions. And other than themselves, they had no family. 
 
    As Shane came up, Ty sat on one of the two stumps they used for chairs, waved at her and laughed, “What took you so long?” 
 
    “Had to stay and watch Rafe chase after his horse,” Shane answered with a little smile. 
 
    “Ha!” Ty hooted. “I guess I should have waited around for the show, too.” His smile turned into a frown when he noticed that Shane was empty-handed. “Had to use both of them, huh?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Shane replied, “couple of soldiers wanted to use me for a pin-cushion after you conked Rafe.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Ty sighed, rubbing at his stomach. “I was sorta looking forward—” 
 
    “Me too,” Shane muttered, “but it couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    Shane took her bow and quiver and set them on the ground as she sat down on the other stump. She hung her head for a moment before saying, “Ty, I may be in real trouble and I’m not talking about making off with the widow’s melons, either.” 
 
    “You mean belting the soldiers with the melons?” he shrugged. “Then so am I.” 
 
    “No Ty, I may have killed the mayor.” 
 
    Ty’s head jerked up. “What!” 
 
    Shane quickly explained how she had bumped into the mayor sending him spinning into one of the stands and the rickety structure falling on him. When she finished, Ty stared before whistling low, his eyes a bit rounder than usual. “But you don’t know for sure that you killed him?” 
 
    “His wife was screaming he was dead. Still, even if he wasn’t, he probably got hurt and I’m to blame.” 
 
    She grew silent, licked her lips, and picked up a thin stick to scratch at the mossy ground. “You realize this really tears it for us. I may be the one that hurt the mayor, but they’ll blame you too. Add that to our snitching the melons and pelting Rafe and his soldiers with them. Technically, even though they were just rind melons, we assaulted the king’s soldiers.” 
 
    Ty nodded slowly. “I know. It won’t be just the stocks this time, will it? Wait, that’s only if they recognized us, Shane. I had my face covered, you?” 
 
    “Of course, think I’m stupid enough to show my face?” Shane shook her head. “No, Ty. This is way past serious. You know the mayor is in with the Greeds. If we’re lucky, they’ll send us to the work pens for the rest of our lives. If not . . .” her voice trailed off as she stared at her brother. 
 
    Ty swallowed and brought a hand to his neck. “You mean . . .?” 
 
    Shane nodded slowly in answer. “It would take a lot of money to bribe the magistrate to even lower the sentence to the pens.” 
 
    “Money?” Ty said. “What’s that? I’ve heard about it, but I figure it’s someone’s fantasy tale.” 
 
    The two looked at each other. “We’re done for this time, aren’t we?” Ty asked. 
 
    Shane didn’t respond, just stared at the ground, her face vacant, her eyes without their customary gleam. “I’m sorry, Ty,” she whispered. “I’ve tried so hard to keep us together, like Mum and Da wanted. But this time . . .” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, Shane,” Ty replied, “you’ve done a great job.” He hung his head and ran a hand through his wild, unkempt hair. “If only Mum and Da hadn’t—” 
 
    “Well, they did!” Shane snapped and threw the stick she was holding to one side. “And that’s all there is to it!” 
 
    Ty raised his head, gazed at his sister. “Shane, don’t you ever wonder—” 
 
    “Of course, I do, but what good is it to think about what-ifs? Does it fill our belly, put a better roof over our heads?” 
 
    She lifted a foot. “Replace these worn-out rabbit boots with real leather? Or,” she grabbed a piece of her torn, ripped tunic, “give us decent clothing? Send us to school?” Her lip quivered for a moment. “Feel the warmth of a real home?” 
 
    Her brother dropped his gaze, folded his arms, and bent over slightly. “No, I guess not.” 
 
    They stayed quiet for a long time before Ty murmured, “Well, what are we going to do? Rafe and his soldiers have never come this deep into the forest looking for us before—” 
 
    “But they will now,” Shane stated. “This time we made it personal, humiliated him and his men, didn’t just steal a couple of chickens, a few heads of corn.” 
 
    Ty smiled a little. “Or that apple pie off the Derns’ windowsill.” 
 
    “Don’t mention food, please.” Shane closed her eyes. “That pie was soooo good and my belly is soooo empty!” 
 
    “Mine too,” Ty growled, his eyes toward the meadow. “Rafe and his men will want us for sure now, and if you did hurt His High and Mighty, then Rafe will go to the magistrate to post us, organize a posse. The Greeds will want our heads for sure.”  
 
    He wrinkled his forehead. “I wonder how much of a bounty they’ll offer?” 
 
    “Why? Wondering if they offer enough you might turn me in, collect the reward yourself?” 
 
    “Oh no, sis,” Ty shook his head. “Why . . . I would never turn you over for less than, oh say, five ducats.” 
 
    “Five ducats!” she sputtered. “I’m worth at least double that, you know.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ty agreed. “Ten ducats it is, then. If the reward is ten ducats or more, I’ll march you straight to the magistrate, collect the bounty, live like a king afterward. Less than that and you stay a free woman and I a penniless man.” 
 
    Both laughed before they turned serious. “So,” Shane said slowly, “we’re agreed, we can’t stay here, have to leave?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ty said, “only, where to?” 
 
    Shane stood, paced a few steps, her brow furrowed in thought. “Wherever it is,” she murmured as if to herself, “it has to be better than Bradenton.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Ty grunted. “From what I hear, it’s bad everywhere. You know, famine, the Two-Day Pox, not to mention the Greeds.” 
 
    Shane nodded a little. “Yes, and thanks to them, everything’s ten times worse. You have to wonder sometimes why they even bother with little people like us—and the townsfolk.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Ty grunted. “I mean between the Greeds, the mayor, Rafe and his soldiers, one wrong move and you know exactly how an ant feels when you stomp on the thing.” 
 
    Shane rubbed a grimy hand against her cheek. “I know, but what choice do we have? We stay here, and they catch us—we’re dead. So . . . we need to find someplace far away.” 
 
    “The farther the better,” Ty agreed. “A place far enough from here that nobody knows who we are and—” 
 
    “Don’t know about Mum and Da,” Shane replied in a small, quiet voice. 
 
     “Especially that!” Ty agreed. 
 
    Shane drew in a deep breath, peered upward. The sharply slanted beams of light told her that it wasn’t even midmorning. “We have a full day ahead of us. Up you go, it’s time we set off before Rafe can organize his search party.” 
 
    Ty rose slowly to his feet, glanced around. “Sort of hate to leave this place, it’s been so good to us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Shane nodded as she motioned at their dilapidated shanty with its leafy boughs for a roof and trimmed-off branches for walls. “Kept us wet when it rained—” 
 
    “Freezing cold when the north wind blew,” Ty added. 
 
    “Filled our lungs with smoke when we built a fire to stay warm.” 
 
    “Collapsed on us at least daily—sometimes twice.” 
 
    “Or three times thanks to those storms,” Shane grunted. She reached out and lightly tapped one corner. “Ah yes, home sweet home,” she said straight-faced before the two traded stares and began laughing.  
 
    Finished, Shane picked up her bow and quiver, motioned toward the hut’s interior. “Grab the water flasks, will you?” 
 
    Ty ducked into the tiny hut, reappearing a moment later with two waterskins, one of which he tossed to Shane. As she slung the flask over a shoulder, Shane asked, “Have everything?” 
 
    “Let’s see . . .” Ty replied and started patting himself down. “One undershirt that’s more hole than shirt, one tunic, with more assorted holes, one pair of ripped, too-short- for-me-pants, one pair of socks that don’t match but the holes do, two rabbit-fur boots, one a bit too large for one foot and the other too small for the other foot, but both in fair condition, thanks to a good year for rabbits, one waterskin, and . . .” he held up his long knife, “one knife. Yep, got everything.” 
 
    “Aren’t we forgetting something?” 
 
    Ty looked about his person, a perplexed expression on his face. Abruptly, he snapped his fingers. “Right.”  
 
    He ducked under the lip of the shanty, reappeared a moment later carrying a worn length of rope. “Good thing you remembered, my belt’s starting to fray apart, gonna need to replace it pretty soon.” He tucked the rope under his belt and tied it off. “I’m set. You?” 
 
    Shane’s dress was similar to Ty’s, her only extra possessions were her bow and quiver of arrows. “Well, my good man, if you’ll carry my bags, we shall be on our way.” 
 
    “Yes m’lady,” Ty said, pretending to doff a nonexistent cap to Shane. “Two bags, is it?” 
 
    “The other four are in there,” Shane sniffed. “Two in my suite, the others in my maid’s drawing room. And don’t forget to bring my carriage around front.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” Ty said. They blinked at each other for a moment before grinning. “Ah, yes,” Ty sighed, “wouldn’t it be nice . . .” 
 
    Shane went over, lovingly squeezed her brother’s arm. “Someday, Ty, someday we’ll have it all—food, a down mattress to sleep on and a down comforter to ward off the cold, a warm hearth,” she sighed, “money enough to last a lifetime.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty nodded. “Someday.” 
 
    “Right. C’mon, let’s go fill these skins. After that, we follow the stream down to the road.” 
 
    “The road?” Ty sputtered. “You don’t mean for us to walk the highway, do you? We’d be easier to spot than two lumps of coal in a snowman’s face.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t intend for us to walk the road. But I do mean for us to follow it, unless you can lead us straight across country without getting lost.” 
 
    “Depends on where we’re going,” Ty countered, then asked, “say, where are we going anyway?” 
 
    “To the coast,” Shane replied firmly. “I’ve heard there’s more food there both in the woods and in the sea. Maybe a chance to find jobs in the larger trading ports.” 
 
    “The coast?” Ty replied. “Why, sure I could—” he started, his mouth open before he slowly closed it, shaking his head. “No, I couldn’t. I haven’t the cloudiest idea where the sea lies from here.”  
 
    “It’s foggiest idea,” Shane replied, “and I do. Sort of. We follow the road west and south. Eventually, I think, we run into the coastline.” 
 
    Ty scratched at his head, shrugged. “Sounds as good as anyplace else, I guess, especially if there’s more food.” He glanced around. “Funny, how all the game disappeared so quickly around here.” 
 
    Shane slipped her bow over one shoulder, snugged it down. “I know, and we wouldn’t have resorted to thieving if we could still find game, but we can’t, and no one’s going to feed or help us, so—let’s go.” 
 
    With that, the two turned away, not looking back, taking long strides down to the tiny creek, where they filled their water flasks and headed downstream. They walked steadily, but warily, for at this point the small stream curved a bit toward town and increased their possibility of meeting up with an angry and vengeful Captain Rafe. 
 
    Past noon, they made a sparse meal of a few half-shriveled blueberries and two acorns they lucked across. They ate on the march and by afternoon, with the sun beginning its slide toward the horizon, they began to breathe a bit easier as they came to where two streams met, the tiny one they followed and the other, much larger, which flowed down to the Braden River close to a league distant.  
 
    They stopped for a moment to drink from the fresh, clear water, which formed a wide pool before narrowing and meandering onward. A soft wind barely ruffled the still, dark water and caused the elm and birch trees’ leaves to twirl like tops at the end of their branches. Overhead, a few white and black larks swooped low over the water trying to catch a skimming water skeeter or two. 
 
    Shane rose to her feet, hitched at her quiver when suddenly, Ty shot out a hand, stopping her in her tracks. He pulled her to one side behind a set of white-trunked birch trees and pointed. “Look!” 
 
    Following his pointing finger, Shane’s eyes went wide. Half an arrow’s flight away, a buck deer grazed near the streambank, with most of the animal hidden behind a good-sized elm’s tree trunk and only its head and antler rack showing.  
 
    Shane slowly, quietly unlimbered her bow from her shoulder, slipped an arrow out of her quiver and notched it in her bowstring. She pulled the line taut, her thumb against her high cheekbone to hold it steady, her right eye sighting down the shaft.  
 
    She took in a breath, held it to calm her aim even more. “Don’t miss!” Ty whispered in Shane’s ear. “We could go a long way on that meat and I’m so hungry I could eat the antlers!” 
 
    “Quit jiggling my elbow,” Shane muttered. “If you make me miss, my arrow is going to end up in the top of Lonely Oak.” 
 
    “Pfff,” Ty retorted, “that’s a league away; not even you can shoot that far. Besides, it’s in the opposite direction.” 
 
    He scrunched a little closer, peering over Shane’s shoulder as his sister readied her shot. The buck’s head, with its rack of four prongs, was just past the tree and some thin, yellow-leafed bushes as it slowly grazed on the grass just past the tree’s base. All Shane needed was for the deer to take a few more steps to expose either a haunch or at least more of its neck, and she would unleash her deadly arrow. 
 
    The buck took another step, but then, before Shane could release her bolt, the animal jerked its head up and sprang away. Shane and Ty both jumped in front of the tree they had hidden behind, with Shane trying to get a shot at the fleeing stag.  
 
    However, just as she was about to let go of her arrow there came a sound overhead, like slow-moving thunder. Something enormous hit the tree limbs above them and a moment later both ran—shielding their heads from an avalanche of broken limbs and leaves. 
 
    Whatever it was that hit the trees, slammed into the next one over and the one beyond that, ripping branches apart and sending up a fountain of broken leaves before it vanished down the incline. 
 
    The two came to a stop, breathing hard with Shane picking leaves and bits of splintered wood from her disheveled hair. “What was that!” Ty demanded. 
 
    Shane’s eyes went wide as she scanned the sky, barely visible through the dense tree branches. “I don’t know, but it was huge, whatever it was.” 
 
    Ty motioned toward where the watercourse flowed down a gentle slope and disappeared behind a line of trees and thick bushes. “I think it hit close to the creek farther down.” 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment before Shane said, “Well, don’t just stand there. C’mon, let’s go see.” 
 
    “Shane,” Ty protested, “whatever that thing was—was—humongous. No, more than that. What’s bigger than humongous?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shane replied, furrowing her narrow eyebrows. “Gigantamongous?” 
 
    “Right. That means we go the other way. That was no flying deer, you know.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Shane shrugged, “but I’m going to take a look.” With that, she slipped her arrow into her quiver and headed downslope at a trot. 
 
    Ty called out, “Hey, I thought the idea was to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    Shane didn’t answer, so with a sigh, Ty hitched at his pants and hurried after her.  
 
    With Shane in the lead, the two zigged-zagged between a stand of oak trees whose umbrella-like limbs cast pools of shadows as the sun lowered. Whatever the huge creature was, it left an easy enough trail to follow from the broken treetops and shattered branches that littered the grassy forest floor. 
 
    A last set of cracked branches seemed to mark the end of the thing’s path of destruction. Ty pulled at Shane, slowing them as they neared a long, dense thicket of purple Pickleberry Bushes and whispered in her ear, “Whatever it is, I think it’s on the other side of the hedge.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement and with careful, cautious steps eased toward the solid undergrowth. Shane was about to take another step when a grunting, wheezing sort of sound caught her ear. “Did you hear that?” she whispered. 
 
    Ty gulped, his eyes flicking this way and that. “Like I said, that’s no deer.” 
 
    “Or anything else I’ve ever heard,” Shane murmured. From one side came a loud, long, raspy sigh that lasted for several heartbeats before it came again, only softer. 
 
    Shane blinked several times and swallowed. She recognized that sound. Though much louder, it sounded just like the last gasps of her father, just before he died.  
 
    They both listened for another moment, but the sound didn’t repeat itself. Shane motioned to their right. “I think it came from over there,” she murmured, which Ty acknowledged with several nods. 
 
    With Shane holding her bow up and ready with a notched arrow and Ty with his knife in one hand, they slipped forward. They edged up next to the undergrowth which was so thick that they couldn’t see clearly to the other side. Ty put his hands against the thin limbs with their light green and dark purple leaves and arched his eyebrows questioningly at Shane.  
 
    The young woman nodded sharply, causing her hair to swish a little against her face. She ran her tongue over her lips, pulled her bowstring taut, and nodded again. 
 
    Ty swallowed, causing his neck bobber to spring up and down in his thin neck, took a breath, reached in and slowly parted the limbs.  
 
    Shane leaned forward, thrust her arrow point into the gap, drew back a bit more on her bowstring, and then stopped, her eyes going wide. She drew in a sharp breath before gurgling, “Ty . . . is that a . . . a . . .” 
 
    “Dragon!” Ty spluttered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Wind Grace jerked awake at a noise. Curled between her legs, Wind Storm raised his head. “Momma! You’re awake! You fell asleep.” 
 
    “Shhh,” Wind Grace whispered, “something’s moving nearby.” 
 
    “I’ll protect you,” Wind Storm growled, rising to his feet. 
 
    “No,” she ordered, “you stay put and out of sight.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts, Storm. Stay there and don’t move or speak unless I tell you to.” 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t like it, but he hunkered down a little, though he kept his ears up to listen, and his legs under him in case he needed to jump up and help his mother. 
 
    Wind Grace moved her head slightly, though it brought pain and a deep grimace, to peer toward a line of nearby bushes. Her eyes widened a little as she saw a young female human, a Drach by the looks of her, push her way through the bramble, protecting her face with her arms as the thin, prickly limbs clutched and tugged at her threadbare woodland tunic and pants. 
 
    Behind her came another Drach, using an arm and hand to push aside the tangled hedge. To her ears came a disgruntled, “Why do I have to have such a stubborn sister!”  
 
    Wind Grace closed her eyes to mere slits, watching the two. They looked harmless, and she didn’t want to hurt anyone, but she would give them only one chance to prove their intent was innocent enough. 
 
    Once through the bramble, Grace watched as the female, with the male at her shoulder, cautiously slip closer to her and Wind Storm. They stopped less than half a tail’s length away, studying her, apparently unaware that even with her eyes almost closed, she could see them.  
 
    “It’s huge,” Shane whispered as she held out both arms as if to measure Wind Grace from her green-tinted tail spikes to her emerald head. “Why, it’s bigger than a house and would take five horses to equal its length.” 
 
    “Or more,” Ty murmured. “It practically fills the whole glade. Okay, you’ve seen it, now can we go? Being so close makes me nervous. One swipe of that tail and we’d be walking around with only half a body—the bottom half.” 
 
    “Stop it, Ty, I don’t think we’re in much danger, it’s too badly hurt, or maybe it’s even dead.” She turned to point at the long, wicked-looking wound that sliced through Grace’s lower middle scales and which still oozed green blood. “See that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see. Does make you wonder what could rip through dragon scales? From the tales I thought their hides were supposed to be harder than granite.” 
 
    Shane nodded. “And look at how those scales’ edges curl up. I can’t imagine what could do that to dragon scales.” 
 
    Ty peered at the jagged wound a little closer, wrinkled his nose at the putrid aroma of seared flesh. “I’d say this gash is deep enough that it almost reaches the heart.” 
 
    “Phh,” Shane retorted. “What do you know about a dragon’s heart? It could be in the tail, for all you know.” 
 
    “Well, what I do know is that whatever did that to a dragon I don’t want to come within a hundred leagues of, or more.” 
 
    “Makes two of us.” 
 
    Ty blew out a breath. “Would you look at the size of those claws? Big enough to wrap clear around his mayorship’s middle, I’d say.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me of the mayor,” Shane growled. She straightened to peer again from the dragon’s tail spikes to its head. Shaking her head, she muttered, “Where did it come from?” 
 
    “Not from anywhere around here,” Ty returned. “Maybe it got caught in that storm last night, got carried here from wherever by the winds. Was a pretty nasty storm—those winds almost carried us off, remember?” 
 
    Shane nodded, recalling how the sharp gusts had collapsed their little shanty and they’d spent a wet, miserable night under the loose branches, the best they could do for cover until the tempest passed.  
 
    “Wherever it came from,” Shane said, “it must be a long way off. I mean, how can there be real dragons and we’ve never heard?” 
 
    “Da always did say,” Ty muttered, “that there was a lot of world out there to see.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shane agreed, “and he also used to say that there was always some fact to legends and lore. But until now, I didn’t think he knew what he was talking about.” 
 
    “Yes, but for there to be real dragons and no one knows about it? Are we that isolated? Or are we so dumb and backward that no one’s ever left Tremont to find out?” 
 
    Shane’s pert nose turned up a little as she wrinkled her mouth. “Maybe this is a dream?” 
 
    “Can’t be,” Ty retorted, “in my dreams I’m never hungry.” 
 
    Shane smiled a little. “I know what you mean. In mine I always eat well too, usually roasted pork and mince pie.”  
 
    “Mine is Mum’s buttered biscuits and pumpkin pie.” 
 
    “Good choices,” Shane nodded. “Still, are we actually seeing a real dragon, even a dead one?” 
 
     “How would I know, Shane? Neither of us has ever gone beyond the Shire, and Mum and Da did their best but you have to admit our book learning ain’t much to be had.” 
 
    “Isn’t much to be had,” Shane sighed. Ty was right, their parents had never had the money to send them to formal schooling beyond a few  years. However, with their mother’s persistent home teaching they both could read and write, though books were a rarity in the Kingdom of Tremont. From what she knew, only the Greeds and their cronies had access to books or a library. 
 
    Shane’s and Ty’s education was of the practical variety, the kind one needs to survive on one’s own. No one could lay snares and traps like they could, or silently follow a deer’s trail through the forest better than they.  
 
    The weather didn’t frighten them as they knew the signs associated with certain clouds and winds. Shane’s bow was handmade, as were her arrows, but she could hit a deer at fifty paces with enough force to bring it down. 
 
    Ty swept a hand at the emerald dragon. “All right,” he urged loudly, “you’ve seen it, now let’s get out of here.”  
 
    “Keep your voice down,” she retorted, “it might hear you.” 
 
    “So what?” Ty snorted. “Everyone knows that dumb beasts don’t talk or understand what you’re saying. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    “No,” Shane stated, her voice going firm. “Don’t you see, Ty, this could be our chance.” 
 
    “What chance?” Ty asked. 
 
    Wind Storm had heard enough and was afraid that these two would hurt his mother. So before she could stop him, he hopped onto her leg and yelled, “Your chance at getting roasted by dragon fire, that’s what!” 
 
    Both Shane’s and Ty’s mouths dropped open as they stared at Wind Storm for several moments before Shane swallowed and squeaked, “Youuu . . . talk?” 
 
    Wind Grace raised her head, her eyes narrowed as she said, “It would seem that everyone is mistaken, and yes, we dumb beasts can and do talk to those who would listen and understand.” She held her head up for a moment more before her whole body shuddered in deep pain.  
 
    Wind Storm cried, “Momma?” 
 
    Grace closed her eyes for a few moments, waiting for the tremors to subside, then said, “I’m all right, Storm.”  
 
    She turned to peer at Shane and Ty. “Who are you?” she challenged. “Foul riders from the Dark Mists come to finish us off?” 
 
    “Huh?” Shane sputtered. “Foul riders? Dark Mists? Uh no, I think you’ve mistaken us for someone else. We’re just Ty and Shane. I mean, I’m Shane, he’s Ty.” 
 
    “Right,” Ty hurriedly agreed and held up one foot, showing his ragged rabbit-fur boots. “No riders, we. Strictly walkers as you can see.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Wind Grace demanded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm added, “why are you here? Better yet, why are you still here? Go away and leave us alone!” 
 
    Shane held up an empty hand. “Hold on, we mean no harm. You see, you flew over us, knocking down lots of tree branches. We didn’t know what you were, so we followed the trail you left and well—we’ve never seen a dragon, or rather, in this case, dragons before. We thought you were just fairy-tale creatures. But here you are, alive and—uh, well, never mind about the rest.” 
 
    Wind Grace’s eyes narrowed again as she stared at the two before she seemed to cringe inwardly and groaned as a wave of pain swept over her body. She drew in her head, her eyes held tight for several moments before she relaxed a bit and asked, “Can you tell us where we are?” 
 
    “Near Bradenton,” Shane answered, “part of Braden Shire.” 
 
    “Braden Shire,” Grace wheezed. “I am not familiar with that name. In what direction do the Greenstorm Mountains lie and how far are they?” 
 
    Shane and Ty looked at each other before Shane shook her head, her hair brushing against her shoulders. “Never heard of the Greenstorm Mountains, but in all honesty, we’ve never been out of the Shire, so we really don’t know much about what lies beyond.” 
 
    Grace shook her head slightly, her face scales tightening together from the pain. “The tempest, it carried me too far.” Her head drooped. “I’ve failed . . . “ 
 
    “No, Momma,” Wind Storm said, reaching up with a talon to caress her face gently, “you haven’t failed. I’ll get us there—I promise.” 
 
    Wind Grace focused soft eyes on Storm. “You’re so brave, Storm, thank you.” Her eyes suddenly widened as if  she remembered something important. She glanced around. “Wind Melody? Delight?” 
 
    Storm’s head and wings drooped. “Don’t you remember, Momma? They got blown off in the storm. We searched but we never found them.” 
 
    Grace’s head sagged a bit, and she let out a long sigh. “I remember now.” 
 
    Shane and Ty glanced at each other, their eyebrows furrowed in questioning expressions. “Uh, failed what?” Shane asked, adding, “And who or what are Wind Melody and Delight?” 
 
    “Two of my friends,” Storm replied. “Sproggers like me. We were on my mother’s back when the squall hit. The winds were terrible, I guess they couldn’t hang on and got blown off.” 
 
    “You mean,” Shane queried, “there are more little dragons like you around?” 
 
    Storm’s voice was barely a whisper. “Yes. I hope they’re still alive . . .”  
 
    Wind Grace’s head sank even more as if she didn’t have the strength to hold it up. She pushed her forelegs down as if trying to rise, but then slumped hard to her belly. “Not enough strength,” she moaned through clenched jaws, “can’t go on.” 
 
    “Momma!” Wind Storm cried. “Lie still, please, you need to rest.” 
 
    “Can’t go on?” Shane questioned. “Were you trying to get somewhere?” She blinked several times before saying, “Oh, of course. The Greenstorm Mountains, that’s why you asked about them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Grace rasped, “we must get there. Somehow, some way, we have to reach the mountains.” Then, her whole body began to go into spasms; great waves of pain coursed through her, which caused her to draw her head inward and shut her eyes in agony. 
 
    She stayed that way for a bit, her huge body shaking as if she fought for life and breath. Wind Storm pressed his head against her, caressing her with one of his talons.  
 
    Then the tremor passed, and she opened her eyes to peer intently at Ty and Shane. She seemed to study them for a time before she said to Wind Storm, “Storm, listen carefully to me. I can’t go on, I’m too badly hurt, but you must. Understand me? You must get to the mountains.” 
 
    She brought a trembling talon to caress Wind Storm. “I love you, Wind Storm, know that I will always love you, my child. I cannot carry you any farther; now . . . do what you must do.” 
 
    She stopped, struggled to raise her head as she said to Shane and Ty in a low, pleading voice, “I have no choice, it must be this way. Please, I beg of you,” her breathing became heavier, labored, “help me—help my son, take him to . . .” 
 
    Her voice died to a raspy whisper as she tried once more to caress Wind Storm. Then her claw dropped to the ground, her eyes closed, and her head slumped forward as a long sigh issued from her throat until it faded into nothing. 
 
    “Momma?” Wind Storm cried. “Momma!” he yelled, lifting himself on his back legs to push at her head. “Momma, wake up. Please wake up.” 
 
    Tears streamed down his cheek scales as he moaned, “No . . . please . . . no . . .” 
 
    Shane and Ty glanced at each other before Shane cautiously moved to the dragon’s head and hesitantly put a hand on the dragon’s broad muzzle. “I think she’s dead,” she whispered.  
 
    “Don’t touch my mother!” Wind Storm yelled, whirling on Shane, his fangs bared in a vicious snarl. 
 
    Shane quickly stepped back, showing empty hands. “I’m sorry, little guy, but your mother’s not going to get up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty grunted, “ever again.” 
 
    Wind Storm ignored them, turned back to lay his head next to his mother’s and let the tears flow, pleading softly, “Mother, open your eyes, please, we need to get away from here. Please open your eyes.”  
 
    Ty and Shane watched for another moment before Ty pulled his sister away. “What do you think?” he whispered. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The little dragon, that’s what! We could make some real money off him. Right?” 
 
    Shane turned back to peer at the still imploring dragon and frowned. She hadn’t considered the possibility and it annoyed her a little that Ty thought of it first. She rubbed at her chin with thumb and forefinger.  
 
    Earlier, her first thought was to wait until the adult dragon died and then cut off the dragon’s horns and sell them. That idea hadn’t bothered her, but capturing the smaller dragon and selling the thing? The thought nibbled at her conscience just a bit. 
 
    Then her empty stomach rumbled, reminding her that she and her brother were on the verge of starvation—so she quickly pushed her nibbling conscience aside. They had to eat, didn’t they? Had to live? A dragon this size would undoubtedly fetch a far better price than dragon horns any day. 
 
    “How do we—” 
 
    Ty held up his rope. “Right,” she agreed. Her eyes narrowed as she studied the situation, then said, “I’ll distract him, you get a loop around his muzzle and make sure it’s tight. He may be small, but I don’t want to get scorched. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it. Once I get the loop set, I’ll jump on, hold it down so it can’t fly away.”  
 
    “Good idea, and I’ll get the rope around his claws.” 
 
    Ty eyed his rope. “Wish we had more line.” 
 
    “And I wish I was born a princess. Don’t wish for what can’t be. Ready?” 
 
    Ty nodded, and Shane turned away to pad quietly over to the two dragons. “Hey,” she called to Wind Storm, “listen, I hate to break it to you, little fella, but your mom’s dead.” 
 
    “No!” Wind Storm growled at her. “She’s asleep, that’s all!” 
 
    “Uh, if she were asleep,” Shane replied, “don’t you think that with all your pushing at her, and yelling, she’d come awake? Are dragons really such sound sleepers that they could sleep through all that? I know I certainly couldn’t.”  
 
    Her eyes flicked toward Ty, who was silently coming up behind the small emerald. Ty motioned for her to keep speaking as he worked the rope into a noose to drop over the dragon’s snout. 
 
    Wind Storm took in several sharp, trembling breaths, blinked several times at Shane. “You don’t understand. She can’t be dead . . . she just can’t!” he burbled. “Not after . . .” he moaned, sniffing and wiping at tears. 
 
    “Not after what?” Shane asked. 
 
    Wind Storm sniffed again, his words mingling with more tears, “Not after my father, my brother, and my grandfather just died too.” 
 
    For an instant, Shane felt a pang of sorrow touch her heart. She hadn’t realized it before, but now it occurred to her dragons had families, just like Drachs—just like she and Ty once had.  
 
    She blinked several times at Wind Storm as a new thought entered her mind: That would make the little dragon an orphan—just like her and Ty. 
 
    On impulse, she motioned toward her brother, halting him in place. “Why were you and your mother trying to get to the Greenstorm Mountains?” 
 
    At first, Wind Storm didn’t answer, then said quietly, “I’m not sure, only that my grandfather said that it was very, very important that we go there. Mother said we would find something incredibly valuable.” 
 
    Shane cocked her head at that and narrowed her eyes, thinking hard. Interesting . . . what could possibly be of such worth to a dragon that he would send his family on such a long, dangerous journey? What could be so valuable that one of them was willing to die for . . . 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. Of course! What did the folklore say about dragons? That above all, they loved gold. Gold! Mountains and mountains of bright, shiny gold! The stuff that not only dragons treasured above all things in the world, but men prized as well. 
 
    Was it possible that these two were flying to a mountain of gold? Her heart began to race as images of mounds and mounds of gold coins, bars, nuggets, chains danced in her head. Was it possible this little dragon held the secret to a fortune beyond anyone’s wildest dreams? 
 
    Ty cleared his throat, held up the rope, motioned toward the dragon. She shook her head firmly, telling him with her eyes to stay put.  
 
    She wet her lips and leaned closer to Wind Storm, whose head and wings drooped as he still pressed against his dead mother. “Like gold valuable?” she whispered.  
 
    “What?” he mumbled. 
 
    She leaned even closer. “Were you going to the Greenstorm Mountains to find gold?” 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t answer right away, then gave a tiny shrug that was almost humanlike. He brought in a shuddering breath, raised a claw to press against his mother’s cold cheek. “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    Shane licked her lips as her heart began to pound faster. She stepped back from the dragons, pulled Ty with her. “What?” he insisted. “I was ready with the noose!” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear him?” 
 
    “No, you were talking too low.” 
 
    She dragged him farther away. “What do dragons value more than anything else in the world?” 
 
    Ty shrugged, his face in a deep frown. “How would I know?” 
 
    “Think hard. Da used to tell us stories, fairy stories. One he called The Cat Who Ate the Dragon.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I remember that one. You know I could believe everything in that story except the part where the dragon was the size of a mouse and the cat—” 
 
    Shane smacked her brother across his forearm. “Ty! Pay attention here. What was the dragon guarding when the cat found him?” 
 
    Ty blinked several times and then his mouth dropped. “Gold. Gold nuggets that a mole had dug up.” 
 
    “Right. And why was he guarding the gold?” 
 
    “Because dragons are drawn to gold like a bear to honey.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Shane turned and using her body as a shield pointed toward Wind Storm. “And that little dragon over there knows where’s there’s a hoard of gold, maybe a whole mountain’s worth.” 
 
    “He does?” Ty sputtered. 
 
    “Uh huh, in the Greenstorm Mountains, and all we have to do is get him there and he’ll lead us right to a pile of gold higher than Lone Oak and bigger than all of Bradenton.” 
 
    Ty’s grin split his face and he rubbed at the fuzz on his chin. His mind conjured up images of what all that gold would buy him. A mansion, servants, and most of all, a pantry as big as the mayor’s house and stocked with food all the time. 
 
    Then his smile dropped, and he pulled Shane close, “Sis, do you know where the Greenstorm Mountains are?” 
 
    “No,” Shane replied, one side of her mouth going up in a bit of a leer, “but I have the feeling that little dragon does, and once we get there, he’s going to take us to his hoard of gold.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She shrugged. “And then we won’t need to sell him, will we?” 
 
    Her smirk deepened as she said, “In fact, if you think about it,” she gave Ty a knowing smile, “we won’t have any need for him at all, will we?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Not even a lieutenant in the notorious Black Blades could ignore a summons from the Master of the Dark Mists, not if he wanted to live—and Jash Shirl intended to keep breathing for some time to come. Though, every time he met with the monster, he wondered just how many breaths he had left. 
 
    He pulled sharply on his reins, causing his Hanerian horse to almost sit on its brown hindquarters and slide a bit on its hooves. The late-afternoon sun, dimmed by a few streaming clouds, shone just above the spruce treetops as Jash swung out of the saddle, his boots crunching on the thin path’s pebbles. 
 
    He handed his horse’s reins to Rizen, his right-hand man, whom he mostly trusted, although there was always a tiny lurking voice that told him to watch his back, even around Rizen. The two were battle-tested comrades of many years, but when you associated with a company of thieves, murderers, and assassins, even a trusted comrade couldn’t always be trusted if the price was right.  
 
    He glanced toward the cave’s dark opening set at the base of a high, craggy cliff as he brushed at his tunic, trying to wipe off some of the dirt and muck flung up from the muddy roads from last night’s driving rainstorm. 
 
    Jash shook his head at that. If it was anyone else but the monster that summoned them, he would have found warm shelter and waited the storm out. But you didn’t keep the Master waiting any more than necessary, not and still have a heartbeat. 
 
    “Stay here,” he growled in his coarse, raspy voice. “Hopefully, this won’t take long.” 
 
    Still sitting in his saddle, Rizen leaned over to say in his gruff voice, “More than happy to stay here, and I hope, for your sake, the stay will be short. Less chance that you’ll raise his ire, unlike last time.” 
 
    Jash scowled as he rubbed at the red and raised scar on one lean jowl. The monster’s touch upon his face was a mere tap, a tiny demonstration of power from the cloud-draped being. The stroke of dark energy had sent him reeling across the floor, clutching at the searing, burning pain in his cheek. He’d felt as if it were a hot lance that slashed his face and the pain had lasted for days. The scar was now a permanent reminder of his master’s extraordinary and deadly abilities.  
 
    He whirled away from Rizen, his eyes and face hard at the memory. He wasn’t a religious man of any sort and didn’t assume for an instant that he had any favor with the gods. However, right then, he wished with all his soul that at least one of the gods would smile on him this day.  
 
    Ever since his initiation into the notorious Black Blades, Jash had dealt with and lived among the scum of the Tremont Realm, thieves, bullies, grave robbers, and cold-blooded murderers, to name a few of his associates.  
 
    Each had a sense of evil about them, but this creature was an indescribable wickedness, an evil within evil. He had no doubt that the most malevolent among his company would cower before the sheer malice that exuded from the Master. He knew he did, and he was no coward. 
 
    He stopped before the dark, arched, and jagged-edged entryway that led into the cave, snugged his juniper-colored tunic down a bit, and adjusted the shoulder harness that held his obsidian knife behind his neck, but within quick, easy reach.  
 
    He took in a deep, deep breath and strode into the blackness. As always, he had some doubt as to whether he would ever see the light again. 
 
    Jash hurriedly paced through a short, narrow passageway. His amber eyes flicked to the broken walls and widened when he saw what appeared to be diamonds as big as his fist set into the rock wall, and gleaming with a dark reddish-orange light.  
 
    The radiance flowed down the wall and across the floor and though Jash was never squeamish at the sight of blood, he felt as if the light bled red and he waded through an ankle-high film of blood that oozed across the floor. 
 
    He assumed the ruddy glow was for his sake as he wasn’t sure that the monster needed light to see by; it seemed that the thing preferred dark places and ways. The darker the better. 
 
    With a quick step, he marched into a large room where more orange diamonds leached light into the cavern. In front of him was a boiling glob of smoke that would envelop Jash a dozen or more times over if he stepped into the churning mist.  
 
    Every so often, a flash of dark, garish glow would outline a tongue or crevasse in the cloud, but other than that, it was pitch-black. Jash could only assume from the size of the fog as it curled and wafted, that it disguised some enormous, towering figure. However, he had absolutely no idea of the thing’s shape or form, since he’d never seen him, only heard his voice, and even more felt his wrath. 
 
    He rushed forward toward the gloom at the far recesses of the dim, craggy cave, came to within a few steps of the boiling cloud and went to one knee, head bowed, his black, greasy hair framing his hawk-nosed face.  
 
    “I am here, Master Vyn,” he murmured, crafting his voice so that it was low, subservient, ever the dutiful servant, though inside he seethed at the humiliation. “I came as soon as I received your summons.” 
 
    “You are too slow!” Master Vyn snapped, the veil rumbling and churning as if a gale blew inside the cloud. “We have better things to do than wait for your arrival.” 
 
    “I assure His Excellency,” Jash swallowed, his hands clenched at his sides, “our horses were at full gallop the whole way and we did not stop nor slow for an instant.” 
 
    “Then get faster horses or I shall get someone who does!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Excellency,” Jash answered, licking his lips as he kept his head bowed, his eyes averted.  
 
    The rumbling inside the cloud seemed to peak and slowly subside before Master Vyn growled, “I have had a . . . Sight.”  
 
    A tongue of dark, swirling cloud slipped over the rock floor, spread out a bit in front of Jash. His eyes widened, and he blinked several times as a scene unfolded in the cloud. A green-hued dragon lay on the ground, its forked tongue hanging limply out one side of its mouth, its eyes closed as if in death.  
 
    He sucked in a breath. Was what he peered at real or some image conjured up from the netherworld?  
 
    “What you see,” Master Vyn said as if to answer Jash’s unspoken question, “is Wind Grace, mate to the traitor Strong Wind. She and several others escaped our attack. From what we know, Wind Grace carried three young ones away and apparently took them to this place before she died from her wounds.” 
 
    Master Vyn paused, then rumbled as if speaking to himself, “What did she know that caused her to sky there? What was her purpose?” 
 
    Jash’s eyebrows, already raised at apparently seeing the image of a real dragon, rose a bit more at Vyn’s rumblings, but he remained silent. Not only was he trying to accept the fact that dragons existed and were not stories from far-off lands, but he found it quite astounding that Vyn didn’t already know the answers to his own questions—he always had before.  
 
    “Her body lies near Bradenton, in the Braden Shire. You know of it?” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation from the shock, Jash found his voice. “Yes, Sire, it’s a day’s ride or so from here.” 
 
    “My Sight did not show the young ones, but that does not matter as naturally, they would stay close to Wind Grace, so they should be easy to find.”  
 
    The monster seemed to pause before saying slowly, “Unless, they . . .” his voice trailed off, not finishing the sentence. 
 
    Jash waited a respectful amount of time, but when Vyn didn’t go on, he hesitantly asked, “They what, Your Excellency?” 
 
    Master Vyn was slow to answer as if he were thinking and a new thought had disrupted his deliberations. “It is possible that since they are so close to the town, someone found the little ones, took them into the village.” 
 
    The cloud roiled, churned closer to Jash, which caused him to lower his head and swallow hard. Was he going to receive another “reminder” of Vyn’s power? He tried not to cringe, attempted to preserve some measure of pride.  
 
    He hated being in the monster’s employ, but the truth was that he, along with his small company, was ensnared in the thing’s clutches and there was no getting out of its grasp. But deep within his heart, he longed to be away from the fiend to be his own man again.  
 
    Well, almost his own man—there was the Dain, of course, but compared to this creature, Duke Aldus Hasach was a mere demon in human form. 
 
    He still couldn’t believe that he had fallen into this monster’s subtle trap, the easy jobs rewarded with a generous amount of ducats, more than they’d ever seen before, and filled their purses to overflowing. 
 
    In those first early days his men had full bellies, new clothes, young, fresh horses under their saddles instead of the old plugs they had previously ridden. When they visited a public place, there was literally no amount of drink or food that they couldn’t buy and enjoy. 
 
    It was glorious, but all too short-lived. 
 
    Then, the day he received his scar and another man died gruesomely at his side, the result of a failed joint venture, came the realization that he was caught in an unbreakable torturous vise.  
 
    As surely as a Honey Drop plant entrapped a bee with its sweet-smelling but sticky nectar, and held it fast until the plant closed about it and dissolved the little insect, the foul clutches of Vyn had closed about him and it was only a matter of time before they snapped shut and he was dead. 
 
    “I want those little ones that Wind Grace carried!” Vyn growled. “Search the forest, go into the town, take whatever measures are necessary, but find them and bring them here!” 
 
    “My men—” 
 
    “Had best not fail me again!” Vyn bellowed, his voice echoing in the musty, damp chamber. There was a thundering crash upon the floor as if a Titan smashed his fist into the rock. Cracks formed in the ground and from the ceiling came dust and a small avalanche of rocks that bounced and clattered around Jash as he cringed. 
 
    “Failure carries consequences. Final—consequences. Do you understand me, or shall I provide you with another display to convince you that my words are not empty threats?” 
 
    Jash cowered even lower, knowing that in that moment he could be living out his last seconds. His mind was a fever of thoughts. Why or why did I ever agree to this! No amount of ducats is worth dealing with this fiend. But what choice do I have? No matter what I do, I am a dead man. I walk, I breathe, I see, but I am as dead as this floor on which I kneel. 
 
    Jash swallowed again, worked his jaw muscles to push back against the thick wad of saliva that suddenly formed in the back of his throat. “I clearly understand, Master Vyn,” he replied, nodding quickly. “Make no mistake, they will be found and brought to you.” 
 
    “And quickly,” the thing growled, “if not . . .” Vyn’s voice trailed off, leaving the deadly threat hanging in the air. 
 
    “You have my word, Master Vyn,” Jash hurriedly said. 
 
    “It is not your word we would have, mercenary, but your life if you fail. Do not forget we pay you handsomely so do not try my patience. We were lenient when you failed us before; such will not be the case this time. Go, and do not return unless you bring us the little ones!” 
 
    Jash didn’t waste a moment in scrambling to his feet and hurrying from the large cave, his leather over-jerkin rustling about him as he scurried away. Outside, Rizen waited, having dismounted, his anxious eyes flicking about, one gloved hand resting on his sword hilt. 
 
    Rizen held out the reins to Jash’s sand-colored, white-faced horse as the man hastened toward him. “’Bout time,” he growled, “the horses are spooked, becoming more skittish by the moment. I was afraid they smelled death coming from that thing’s lair.” 
 
    “Not this time,” Jash snapped, drawing in a deep breath as he grabbed at the straps. He swung into the saddle and said, “But that may not be the case for long.” 
 
    Rizen flicked his eyes toward the cave. “I take it the monster has something new for us?” 
 
    Jash leaned toward Rizen. “Three dragons.” 
 
    Rizen wasn’t a man easily surprised but it took him a moment before he blinked several times while saying, “You’re serious—dragons.” 
 
    Jash answered with a curt nod, and, “If I understand correctly, they’re small dragons, maybe babies, not adults.” 
 
    Rizen’s face went blank for a moment as he rubbed at the stubble on his chin, digesting Jash’s news. “I’ve heard the stories,” he murmured, “but mostly thought they were just someone’s fancy. You’re saying that dragons are real?” 
 
    Jash quickly described the Sight and his conversation with Vyn. “The female dragon crashed near Bradenton, apparently carrying three baby dragons on her back. We’re to find them and bring them here to Vyn.”  
 
    He swung his head to peer toward the west. “What do you know about Bradenton?” 
 
    “Like most,” Rizen growled, “a miserly town. Doesn’t even have a decent pub. Mayor’s a Greed man, has a circle that controls just about everything in and around the town. No Blades from what I know.” 
 
    “The garrison commander? A Greed man?” 
 
    Rizen scratched at his grizzled cheek. “Not sure. I think they have a new fellow. Old one died or got killed from what I heard.” 
 
    “Think we could bribe him?” 
 
    “Who can’t be bribed? Why?” 
 
    “Just a chance that some villager out scrounging for food found those dragons, took them into town. We’ll use our men to search the woods, cover every thicket, search every hillside, every valley, within five leagues of that dead dragon. And I want two men inside the town, see if anyone knows about those beasts.” 
 
    He jabbed his finger at Rizen. “We overlook nothing, our very lives depend on finding those three.” 
 
    “And if someone did find them, took them into town?” Rizen asked. 
 
    “Then we might need some help with the townies.” 
 
    “The mayor? I know for sure he’s on the take.” 
 
    Jash shook his head. “No, for two reasons. First, he’ll probably demand more than we can afford to pay, and second, I trust a Greed about as far as I can throw this horse. Most likely, if we were to pay off the mayor, he’d turn around, let the king know, and they’ll cut us out for sure.” 
 
    His face and voice turned hard. “And that won’t sit well with His Excellency at all.” 
 
    He studied the surrounding forest for a moment, the dark spruce, intermixed with a smattering of birch trees that swayed gently in the breeze. His mind grabbed at possibilities of how they could increase their chance of fulfilling this task, and more importantly, come out the other side still alive.  
 
    Jash drew in a deep breath, sighed. “I’m going to the Dain and get more men.” 
 
    Rizen’s eyebrows rose even higher than when he first heard that dragons were real. “Boss, are you sure? He’ll demand a high price, more than—”  
 
    Jash cut him off with a slash of the hand. “You let me worry about that! I’ll get the men. Besides, he got us into this mess in the first place. He owes me.” 
 
    His mouth turned up in a cruel smile. “Maybe I’ll casually mention just who it is that requires his assistance.” 
 
     “Is that wise?” Rizen challenged as he jerked his head toward the cave. “To even mention him? You told me he was adamant about keeping all of this secret. After all, that’s why he hired us to do his dirty work instead of doing it himself.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Jash replied rubbing his hand over his beard, “I have this feeling that the Dain knows exactly who we’re dealing with and what’s more, knew it when he cut us in on that Borja deal.” 
 
    He sighed low. “I always thought the pot was a little too sweet coming out of the Dain’s purse for that one.” 
 
    “It was a setup,” Rizen stated. 
 
    “Yeah, only I was too stupid to see it at the time. Now it’s pretty clear.” 
 
    “Speaking of purses, if you have to cut into ours to get more men from him, just remember how low we are, and we still have a few side accounts to settle up.” 
 
    “I know,” Jash growled, “but we either cut into our profits, come out of this deal as penniless as we went in, or—” 
 
    “We come out of this dead!” Rizen spit out. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jash replied as he whipped his horse’s head around, darted off, calling over his shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow! Start looking for those dragons!” 
 
    Rizen answered with a wave and turned to glance at the rough, dark opening that led into the cave. “This is what starvation and desperation lead to,” he muttered to himself, “a pact with a devil and most likely no way out except through death’s doorway.” 
 
    With that, he swung his horse around, heading toward where they had left the company camped several leagues away and hidden deep in the woodland. After that, it was to the forest above the Braden River to search for a dead dragon and three little dragons. If they didn’t find them, he knew as well as Jash they were living out their last days. 
 
    In the cave, a figure cloaked in black glided out of the shadows where she had hidden while Jash knelt before her master. Her long, ebony, silky hair, flowed about her shoulders and her blue eyes flashed scorn. “He is incompetent, that one,” she muttered, “you should have let those I command do the job for you, Master.” 
 
    “No,” Vyn growled. “You have your work, that one has his. The Sight gave us more than enough information to find the young ones. He’ll accomplish what we need, just as I expect you to succeed at your task, Morena.” 
 
    “Which is proceeding nicely,” Morena replied, her thin, pale lips lifting in a satisfied smile. “Tremont will not stand long. Charl is as frail as you thought, his army weak. I shall deliver his loyalty to you shortly, Your Excellency.” 
 
    “Good,” Vyn exulted, “but remember, Morena, the word must go out that it was trolls and their cousins alone that attacked Tremont. The others must wait until the proper time before we unleash them.” 
 
    Morena was slow to answer and kept her face down so that Vyn could not see the lie in her eyes. “Of course, Master Vyn, it shall be as you desire.” One corner of her mouth twitched slightly. Of course, I’ll unleash those who’ve sworn allegiance to you, those slow and brutish louts. However, those pledged to me, nimble and quick, are already on the march and they will snatch the treasure long before your brutes come into play. You are too slow and cautious, Master Vyn, whereas I am not! 
 
    To ensure that he did not see more, or feel the falsehood in her voice, she quickly added, “And after the Sight, you are well, regained your strength, Master Vyn?” 
 
    “Do not worry about my well-being!” he snapped at her. “I have more than enough strength to accomplish what must be done!” 
 
    “Of course, I was only concerned that—” 
 
    “I said enough!” Vyn bellowed, the cloud churning outward until it almost touched Morena, who swallowed and held herself rigid, knowing that at Vyn’s command even the faintest touch of the mist could leave her shriveled and dead on the floor. 
 
    She bowed her head slightly, ensuring her voice was contrite and submissive. “My apologies, I did not mean to offend.” 
 
    “Then go,” Vyn commanded, “and do not return until you bring me King Charl to swear his allegiance to none but me.” 
 
    “Until then,” Morena bowed low, took several steps backward while still facing Vyn before she spun around and scurried from the cave.  
 
    Once outside, she drew in a deep breath and rushed over to where her horse, a chestnut stallion, fourteen hands high, with a black mane, stood hidden in a dense thicket. Once in the saddle, she stroked the horse’s neck, and murmured, “Ah, War Rage, it is a dangerous game we play, is it not?” 
 
    Her mouth drew back in a leer. “But if we win, then nothing less than a whole world at our feet shall be the spoils.” 
 
    With that, Morena pulled her horse to one side and bolted from the thicket to fly down the narrow path on her deadly mission to destroy Tremont and to spread the rumor that a troll army was on a rampage to kill all those that stood in its way. 
 
    Which was partly true, but only she knew the full truth of what was running amok across the doomed kingdom of Tremont.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    An eerie, wailing howl floated on the wind and caused Reyna to yank hard on her horse’s reins, sending her mare’s hooves into a skid that carried a small wave of tumbling yellow and orange autumn leaves. Her golden, gray-stockinged palomino snorted and threw her head back, her unease bordering on fright that showed in the whites of her eyes.  
 
    “Easy, girl, easy, Aiko,” Reyna murmured, reaching out to stroke Aiko’s sweat-streaked neck.  
 
    She guided Aiko over to a clump of spruce and birch trees and brought her to a halt. Reyna felt exasperation, anger, as well as a touch of fear that rose within her as she wiped at her dirty face. She felt like reaching out and punching one of the birch tree’s sallow trunks. Wading upstream hasn’t worked! she growled to herself as she bit down hard on her lower lip. 
 
    Her half-frozen boots and pants chafed at her as she peered at their back trail. “What now?” she muttered to herself and for the umpteenth time wondered if she was doing the right thing. 
 
    She was a week into her trek in the vast woodland, seven days after she’d buried Adrian at Ivin’s Keep and her bittersweet meeting with Owen. From the onset, she couldn’t help but notice Owen’s draw and haggard face, how distant and vacant were his eyes.  
 
    At first, Reyna had thought it must be the strain and shock of losing Adrian, along with their father and mother. But when she tried to talk with Owen, she felt an undercurrent of something else in their brief and meager exchange, though it eluded her what troubled him.  
 
    Owen hadn’t even attended Adrian’s burial, instead staying within the keep’s tower. The only time he seemed to come to life was when she announced her attention to try and find their mother. Owen’s explosion rocked her on her heels. “She’s dead, Reyna!” he all but screamed. “Just like Father and Adrian! Can’t you get that through your head!”  
 
    He stepped closer. “And you will be too if you go off on this fool’s errand. Stay here, reign by my side where we’ll be safe from the evil that lurks out there.” 
 
    His hands reached for her but she stepped away, out of his grasp, shaking her head at him. “No, Owen, this is something I must do.”  
 
    She drew in a deep breath, set her face and stared straight into his eyes. “No, something that I will do.” 
 
    With that, she whirled away, climbed into Aiko’s saddle and then in curt words addressed the captain of her guard, “I release you from your duty to me and command you to stay here with Prince Owen.” 
 
    The knight had hesitated for a moment before he bowed and muttered, “As Her Highness commands.” 
 
    She’d then spun Aiko away and pounded up the roadway until she reached a point where the road curved with the river and she stepped Aiko off the well-traveled path and into the woods, leaving behind everything she had ever known and loved. 
 
    Now, she drew in a breath and with a dirty hand that was a little raw and chapped, reached out to stroke Aiko’s neck. “Any ideas, girl? I could use a good one or two about now.” 
 
    She kicked her head back, like Aiko did when she was startled, and settled her fur-lined hood further back on her shoulders. She wanted her ears free and unencumbered so that she could hear better, especially the wolves’ panting breaths if they closed on her. 
 
    For a moment, she wished she had elvish pointed ears. It was claimed that elves had incredible hearing and could hear a swallow take wing from a league away. Of course, that was pure fantasy as were elves themselves; still, right then elvish hearing would have come in quite handy. 
 
    The Unending Forest seemed to be just that, and her days of steady riding, stopping only for short intervals to let Aiko feed and rest, didn’t seem to have gotten her much farther than when she started. However, early this morning, before sunrise, she’d decided to leave the forest’s heavy oaks and elms and make for the higher ways in the hope that she would have a more direct route to the south. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the woods to open into smaller stands of spruce and birch as she and Aiko climbed into the highlands with its series of high knolls, narrow valleys, and grass-stained upland meadows.  
 
    To her frustration, it also didn’t take long for the weather to turn nasty with an intense storm of heavy rain and wind that had let up only a short while ago. Sodden and cold from the chilly air, she changed into heavier clothing, and watched a few gray, scudding clouds flow overhead, hoping that the storm was over and praying even more that if it returned it wouldn’t be a blizzard. 
 
    Not only had her luck run out with the weather, so had her good fortune in keeping away from more dangerous forest beasts. Aiko jerked her head up at the same time that Reyna heard their long, echoing wails, interrupting their long drink from a rushing mountain stream, swollen from the rain and slightly muddy.  
 
    They thundered away, with Reyna catching one look over her shoulder at the pursuing pack of wolflike brutes who seemed to flow over the hillside in a wild downward rush.  
 
    Gold-flecked eyes set in gray faces fixed themselves on Reyna and Aiko as the wolves raced behind. Dark-gray, almost black fur covered lithe bodies that ran on six legs. They seemed much larger than the Dreadwolves she’d known back in the Northern Kingdom or was that her terror causing them to grow even larger than their actual size?  
 
    Now, as Aiko stamped her hooves a little nervously, Reyna held her tightly in one place as she let her eyes flick from one stand of clumped trees to the next. She peered at each suspiciously, trying to determine if the pack still closed and stalked them from behind or if the wolves had raced ahead and now waited unseen in the undergrowth just waiting to ambush the two.  
 
    She let out a small breath, the icy air turning it into a plume of pale mist. Could they keep running from the pack? She wasn’t certain. Aiko was tired, Reyna could feel the lag in her step and attributed it to the poor feed she’d had the last few days. Reyna was more than tired, from not eating, not sleeping, and the constant fear of being alone in a dark forest where imaginary creatures seemed to lurk behind every tree. 
 
    Now, real beasts had found them, and she ran her tongue over lips that tasted of salt from her sweat. She had no doubt that both she and Aiko stank, which would make it easier for the snarling wolves with their sensitive noses to track them if they were upwind of the beasts.  
 
    But were they downwind or upwind? Suddenly, Aiko snorted, shook her head several times and began to nervously dance on her hooves. Reyna smiled to herself. Aiko’s sudden nervousness could mean only one thing. The breeze pushed against Reyna’s face, which meant that Aiko was smelling the wolves’ musty, blood-stained black fur carried on the wind.  
 
    Reyna sucked in a deeper breath and nodded in satisfaction. They were still downwind of the beasts, which meant they couldn’t smell her or Aiko, not yet anyway.  
 
    A sharp gust of wind caused her to glance upward as a line of dark clouds tumbled and scudded overhead seemingly just above the hilltops. The wisp of frost from her breath told her that when the storm came, it wouldn’t be a cold rain that pelted her, but wet, heavy snow.  
 
     Please, Father Storm Roar, she pleaded silently, keep the snow away from these gods-forsaken mountains. Rain, yes, to cover our scent and trail, but no snow to slow us to a mere crawl as we run ahead of these six-legged demons. 
 
     She twisted in her saddle, peering into the forest on all sides. Black knots ringed the birch trees’ ashen trunks from dead branches long fallen off and skeleton limbs reached toward dark and full spruces.  
 
    Reyna craned her neck first to one side and then the other, peering into the tree stands to her right and left. So which way to go, or do I find a suitable place from which to fight, and make them come to me?  
 
    She glanced around sizing up the terrain. The mixture of spruce and birch gave the woodlands a bit of a checkerboard look between the dusky white of the birch trees and the dark spruce. 
 
    A good deal of the birches’ leaves lay scattered on the ground like a colorful, flowing carpet, though the rising wind twirled the remaining few on the tree limbs like the yellow and orange hanging lanterns one sometimes saw in a pub’s courtyard. 
 
    Several dead branches lay scattered around the trees, like skeletal limbs poking up from the short, butter-tinted grass and leaves. Reyna kept Aiko away from those, lest the crack! of broken brushwood give them away. 
 
    To either side were clusters of dense spruce, a short stone’s throw across a narrow, grass-filled meadow, and Reyna fixed her sight on those stands. She doubted that the pack would try to come at her through the more open woodlands that lay farther to her right and a little uphill. 
 
     If anything, they would slink under the dark spruce trees, whose shaded bases puffed outward like spinning ballroom gowns. Between the heavy clouds and the wan light, the woodland shadows deepened and were dark enough that they could well hide the black-coated wolves.  
 
    She swung around, her eyes flicking this way and that as she searched the woods. Her heart pounded in her ears and she inhaled a deep breath of cold air that filled her thin chest to twice its size, trying to slow her heartbeat, clear her mind. Could they have gotten behind me? Are they even now slinking under those low-hanging branches? 
 
     Which way?  
 
    Run with the wind. The thought came to Reyna’s mind and she nodded. Keeping downwind made the most sense with these blood-frenzied things. 
 
    Reyna whipped Aiko’s head around, kicked her, and settled low in the saddle as Aiko thudded forward and down the incline. If nothing else came from this venture, Reyna was a much better horsewoman than when she started and now didn’t fear either being thrown off or falling from her horse.  
 
    The trees were too thick and set too close together for a straight-line ride, so Reyna held the reins loose and let Aiko pick her way down the hillside. Branches whipped at Reyna as she ducked and took them on the top of her head and shoulders.  
 
    Aiko picked up speed as they crossed an open meadow, the glade’s yellow-green grass crunching under her hooves. Reyna guided her into a narrow channel between two large clumps of spruces and then they barreled down a steep incline. Reyna dug her feet into her stirrups and leaned back as her mare pounded down the hillside. 
 
    The ground flattened out and they flashed across a small valley, etched in the middle by a small, clear stream. Reyna pulled Aiko to the right, to follow the creek downstream. Just ahead, the watercourse cut through a narrow rocky vale before opening to a more extensive valley that lay just beyond.  
 
    Reyna let a small smile cross her face. The open dell beyond was a patchwork of tree stands, which meant that with more open country she could let Aiko have her head, let her really run and hopefully put some distance between her and the wolf pack.  
 
    They darted into the rocky opening and were halfway through the slit valley when suddenly, Aiko sat down on her hindquarters and slid through the short grass, her hooves digging into the soil. Just ahead, two six-legged wolves slunk around a jutting rocky shoulder, their black lips drawn back in a snarl, pasty foam dripping from tongues.  
 
    Reyna whipped Aiko around and was about to kick her into a gallop in the opposite direction, when three of the large beasts jumped down from a short cliff to block their way. 
 
    Trapped!  
 
    Reyna’s eyes went wide, and she sucked in a breath, looked frantically to each side, seeking another way out. The V-shaped valley’s walls were too steep for either her or Aiko to climb. Ensnared by the forbidding walls and the growling, advancing wolves Aiko spun around in a circle, snorting and tossing her head.  
 
    For a moment, Reyna hesitated, then tumbled out of the saddle, knowing that Aiko would have a better chance against the wolflike creatures without the burden of a rider. She ran to the smooth though cracked granite wall and put her back to it, drawing an arrow from her quiver and setting it to her bowstring.  
 
    She had little hope of getting out of this alive, for her skill with a bow was slight as was her ability with the sword she carried. Still, she was fighting for her life, so she drew her bowstring taut, took aim at the closest wolf and let fly. The arrow flew across the little vale, hit a rock in the ground several feet in front of the snarling, growling creature and harmlessly bounced up and off. 
 
    The wolves crouched just for a moment, startled by the sudden sound and appearance of the bolt, before watching the shaft sail off to one side. Then they swung their faces back around and slowly resumed their stalk. Reyna whipped out another arrow, notched it and drew back. An instant later, she let fly and groaned inwardly as the arrow flew over the beasts and buried itself into the ground well past the wolves. 
 
    Reyna sighed, knowing it was useless trying to hit the beasts with her bow and tossed it to one side. She pulled out her short sword, hoping to have more luck with it than with her bow, though it meant she would have to let the wolves close on her.  
 
    In front of her, Aiko was spinning, snorting, rearing, and kicking with both front and rear legs as the wolves advanced. Realizing that for the moment, the beasts seemed more interested in Aiko than in her, Reyna muttered, “Maybe we can help each other.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, she took in a deep breath, blew it out hard, and took several steps forward to get closer to her maddened horse. When she did, the two wolves closest to her suddenly turned their deep gold eyes on her. “I think that got their attention,” she gasped and tightened her two-handed grip on her blade’s haft. 
 
    The wolves hesitated, then their eyes narrowed, and they dropped their heads as they circled around to come at Reyna from the side. Reyna scooted a little closer to the wall, trying to prevent the wolves from coming at her from the front and back.  
 
    Without warning, the two darted forward. One was much faster than the other and closed on Reyna before she barely had time to raise her sword and swing. She heard a shrieking yelp and then was bowled over by the wolf’s body. Wolf blood splattered her face and the stink of old blood and flesh wafted into her nostrils. 
 
    The wolf’s body pinned her down for the moment, and she couldn’t stand, then the second wolf was on her in a vicious attack. She screamed as its fangs snapped in her face, trying to get to her neck. She managed to get her hands under the wolf’s furry collar pushing back, but the wolf was too strong, too powerful. Its jaws snapped in her face, saliva sprayed her and she knew she faced death squarely in its golden eyes. 
 
    There was a swish through the air, the wolf let out a sharp yelp and sprang up and back before it went limp and slumped to the ground with an arrow buried halfway up the shaft in its gray-black body.  
 
    Reyna lay gasping for a moment, trying to catch her breath before she heard another bolt cutting through the air. An almost humanlike scream came as the barb thudded into a wolf body.  
 
    Grunting, Reyna pushed the first dead wolf off her and pulled herself to her feet. She pushed hair out of her face, wiping at the nasty-smelling saliva and blood that covered her cheeks. She blinked several times to clear her vision before she saw a rider pounding through the vale toward her. 
 
    She blinked again and shook her head. Both rider and horse looked familiar, but it couldn’t be. Could it? The rider jerked his horse to a halt a few feet away and jumped out of the saddle, hurrying over to her. 
 
    Reyna suddenly felt dizzy, unsteady. The world started to spin, and she swayed on her feet, letting out a little moan as she felt herself falling. Strong arms reached out and held her tight, easing her to the ground. 
 
    She didn’t know how long it was before she blinked open her eyes, stared for a moment, before murmuring, “You. But you . . . you left and I—” Reyna stopped, squeezed her eyes shut as she drew in a deep breath, realizing that she was sliding toward hysteria and babbling.  
 
    Shap softly said, “Inhale deeply, princess. That’s good, now another. You’re all right, the Lurig are gone.” 
 
    “Lurig?” Reyna mumbled, rubbing at her forehead as she opened her eyes to gaze into Shap’s face. 
 
    “What some call those six-legged terrors you were squabbling with.” 
 
    Reyna felt her heart and breathing slowing, the tension and fright draining from her body. “Actually, they were squabbling with me,” she murmured, “I would have been more than happy to leave them alone.” 
 
    Shap shrugged with a tiny smile. “If you say so.” 
 
    Full realization hit her and she raised herself a little, looking about. “My horse? Aiko?” 
 
     “Last I saw she was headed that way.” He pointed at the wide valley beyond the small gap. “The good news is that there weren’t any wolves chasing her. Bad news, she was at a full gallop without any sign of slowing. Might take us a while to track her down.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s bad. Still, I’m glad she’s all right and those wolf things didn’t get her.” 
 
    She glanced around. “Speaking of?” 
 
    “The two survivors had all six legs in a dead run in the opposite direction.” 
 
    Reyna swallowed, nodded, and then frowning said, “Wait. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Umm, I would think a much better question, princess, is what are you doing here?”  
 
    He cocked his head to one side, gave her a small impish grin. “Looking for me, perhaps?” 
 
    Reyna’s mouth dropped open, readying her retort but before she could speak, Shap glanced to one side, and said, “Or are you on a one-person expedition to slay Lurigs?” 
 
    Reyna felt a little warmth rise in her cheeks as she realized that he still held her in his strong arms. Avoiding his eyes, she pushed herself up and away, saying, “For your information, it’s neither. I’m—” 
 
    Her eyes caught sight of two dead wolves nearby. One from Shap’s arrow, another from a half-way severed head. “Did I do that?” she gasped, motioning to the wolf whose head was attached to its body by a handful of skin and fur. 
 
    “Apparently so, for my sword never left its scabbard. Good strike, though you left yourself open to the other beast.” 
 
    He nodded toward the other two dead wolves. “My arrows took them down so I’m up by two wolves on you, princess.” 
 
    Reyna’s face took on a puzzled expression. “Up by two wolves . . .?” she murmured and then her face brightened a little, “Oh, of course, up by two wolves as in a game.” 
 
    With a little help from Shap she got to her somewhat unsteady feet. “However, I assure you sir, that I have no intention of competing with you in this particular contest as I’m decidedly at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “I could spot you, say, five wolves, or every wolf you kill counts as two while mine only count as one.” 
 
    “Your generosity is noted, but no, this is no tournament for me.” 
 
    “Too bad,” he smiled, “it was getting interesting and we hadn’t even discussed the wager.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Reyna returned brushing off wolf fur that clung to her heavy tunic, “sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    Shap walked over to Tam, undid his water flask, held it out. “You might want to wash up a bit, you look like a heathen with a blood-painted face. Not seemly for a princess, you know.” 
 
    Reyna gratefully cupped both hands and let Shap pour the water. After a good scrubbing, she dried her face by using a portion of her overcoat that wasn’t as dirty as the rest. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Welcome,” he replied and then motioned toward Tam. “Let’s go. Tam will be happy to help you find your horse. Besides, you’re already familiar with her backside. In the meantime, you can tell me what you’re doing way out here—and all alone at that.” 
 
    Moments later, after they collected Reyna’s discarded bow, her two errant arrows, as well as Shap’s bolts, the two were on Tam, trotting out into the wider valley, and following Aiko’s trail. “So, Princess Reyna, just why are you here? Scouting out suitable land to establish your own queendom? Or, is it princessdom?” 
 
    “Neither,” Reyna replied huskily. “And there’s no such thing as a princessdom.” 
 
    “Really? You’d think there was. I mean there’s kingdoms and queendoms, why not a princessdom? Maybe you could be the first to start one, though this is a pretty empty quarter. I’m not sure you’d have many subjects to till your land, or tax. In fact, you’d have a pretty empty treasury from what I can see.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Reyna dryly replied. 
 
    “Do that. Now, why are you here?”  
 
    “Rather direct, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Shortest distance between two points is a straight line. Same thing holds true for conversations. Quickest way to get a direct answer is to ask a direct question.” 
 
    He waited expectantly, but instead of replying to his question, she said, “You know, you left rather abruptly, didn’t give me the opportunity to thank you for all your help. After today, I am further indebted to you.” 
 
    To her surprise, she could feel Shap stiffen a little. “Um, no, princess, you’re not indebted to me.” 
 
    “Said the man who saved me from certain death under those wolf fangs. Still, I do sincerely thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’m just glad I happened along when I did as it was evident you were losing your argument with those wolves.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Reyna waited a moment, then said, “You didn’t answer my question. Why did you leave so quickly?” 
 
    Shap was slow to answer and when he did, she felt as if he were hedging just a bit. “It was time to go, no reason to stay longer.” 
 
    Reyna could feel the disappointment in his answer swell up inside her. No reason to stay longer. I guess that’s clear enough, she reflected to herself as she pressed her lips tight. So much for wishful hoping . . . 
 
    “Now, princess,” Shap said, “I answered your question, how about answering mine?” 
 
    Reyna hesitated, drew in a breath. “I’m trying to find my mother. Duke DinBaern thought that I might find some answers if I headed toward the Greenstorm Mountains.” 
 
    “The Greenstorms?” Shap stammered, turning to look at her with an astonished expression. “Why there?” 
 
    Reyna could feel a little edge in his voice and wondered why. She could feel the parchment inside her tunic, remembered the warning to only share it with trusted confidants. “I—I’m not exactly sure other than there was a special mountain that I was to find, which might hold clues to my mother’s disappearance.” 
 
    Shap didn’t answer for a bit, then muttered, “Surprising, princess, very surprising indeed to go so far for these, um ‘clues’ you seek.” 
 
    “I would go even farther if it meant finding my mother. Is that so surprising?” 
 
    “No,” he replied softly, “I can understand your desire to find your mother, but to find you out here alone without several cohorts of knights, a train of wagons filled with food, luxuries fit for royalty, the royal coach outfitted with a comfy bed, pillows and the like, that’s what’s surprising—no, it’s more than surprising, it’s beyond amazing.” 
 
    “You don’t have a very high opinion of me, do you?” 
 
    “Of you? Oh no, I have a very high opinion of you, Princess Reyna. Doing this on your own, without help, no, you’ve shown your mettle.” 
 
    “But you think I’m foolish?” 
 
    Shap took in a breath, let it out slow. “Is trying to save someone you love foolish? Is the willingness to ride into danger to rescue a lost loved one foolish? Not to my mind, princess.” 
 
    Reyna smiled a little to herself before saying, “Thanks, but something in your earlier statement tells me that you don’t have much respect for royalty in general?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he grunted. 
 
    Both grew silent, concentrating on Aiko’s trail, which soon led them into a stand of blue spruce trees whose downward-sloping limbs gave the trees a conelike appearance. Tam picked her way through the trees until the spruce gave way to a small, grassy meadow with a tiny bubbling stream that snaked down the center. 
 
    Tam had no sooner stepped out into the glade when Shap jerked on the reins. “What is it?” Reyna asked. 
 
    Shap leaned over, staring at a mud patch next to the creek. Instead of answering, he swung a leg over Tam’s neck and slid out of the saddle. After handing Tam’s reins to Reyna, he went to one knee, his hand pushing back some strands of short, yellow grass to press several fingers into the soft soil. 
 
    Abruptly, he shot to his feet, his hand gripping the haft of his sword, his head snapping to the right and left. 
 
    “Shap,” Reyna demanded, “what is it? More wolves?” 
 
    His face hardened, his lips pressed tight. “Worse,” he growled, “trolls! And a big pack too!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm pressed himself against the body of his dead mother, his confused thoughts whirling together like bats in a feeding frenzy. Why was this happening to him? Could it be that just a short while ago his loving family surrounded him? Now, he felt encircled not by love but by death.  
 
    He glanced toward the two humans who had withdrawn a short distance away to talk together. They did that a lot, it seemed, whisper among themselves. He didn’t care about their mutterings—he didn’t really care about anything anymore. He was scared, heartbroken, and worse, without his family he was lost. 
 
    A short distance away, Ty murmured to Shane, “Not sell? Have you lost your mind? That beastie could be worth—well, a lot more than either of us could imagine!” 
 
    “But—” Shane started but Ty cut her off. “No buts, Shane; after we find its gold, we’re going to sell that dragon for a lot of money! And if we don’t find the gold, we’re still gonna sell the thing, just like you said.” 
 
    He studied his sister’s face for a moment. “Are you feeling all right? You look a little flush. Maybe you have a fever, like that time when you—” 
 
    “I’m fine!” Shane snapped. She turned to stare at Wind Storm as he huddled against his dead mother. In a way, she felt sorry for him and that surprised her. Why should she feel sad for him? After all, he was only an animal, and she needed to remember that, keep focused on what was important to herself and Ty. 
 
    She nodded. “Okay, we’ll do it your way—for now. Once we know where the gold hoard is, we sell him. You’re correct, to the right people, he’s probably worth his weight in gold.” 
 
    “His weight in gold?” Ty sputtered. “That’s a lot of ducats in our purse!” 
 
    “What purse?” Shane retorted before giving Ty a slight smile. “No, my younger and sometimes not so smart brother, this is our personal gold mine leading to that high and mighty lifestyle you’re always talking about. C’mon, we need to get out of here. The scent of blood and flesh is going to draw meat eaters for sure.” 
 
    At the sound of footsteps, Wind Storm raised his head to see Shane and Ty march back to where he nestled next to Wind Grace. As Shane drew closer, she reached out a hand to him. “You sure you want to touch him?” Ty scornfully asked. “He stinks.” 
 
    “No more than you,” Shane retorted, then drew back her hand, sniffed, and said. “Better than you, in fact.” 
 
    “Hey—” Ty sputtered but Shane ignored him, saying to Wind Storm, “Listen, little fella, we need to leave. There are wolves and such around here that will be out hunting soon, and we definitely don’t want to be on their menu.”  
 
    Ty leaned over, whispered, “How do you know it’s a he?” 
 
    “Really, Ty?” Shane said, giving him an exasperated look. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh.” 
 
    Wind Storm shook his head, leaned against Wind Grace. “I’m not leaving. I’m staying here; besides, I don’t have any place to go and it’s too far to get home.” 
 
    “Umm,” Shane said, “don’t you want to find those mountains your mother mentioned? After all, she died trying to get you and her there. You might say it was her dying wish.” 
 
    Wind Storm stared at the two as he considered Shane’s comments. She was right. That’s where Mother was trying to take them, before she—his head drooped for a moment, before he raised it to say, “I don’t know how to get there.” 
 
    “Well, we might be able to help,” Shane replied and then added a weak, “maybe.” 
 
    Wind Storm blinked several times before he swallowed and asked hesitantly, “You would do that? Help me?” 
 
    “Sure. After all, we orphans have to stick together, you know.” 
 
    Wind Storm glanced at his mother. “I—I guess you’re right. I am an orphan, now.” He turned to ask, “You’re orphans too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shane sighed, “for several years now and we know how hard it can be.” She reached out a hand, held it there. Wind Storm studied her hand for a few moments and then hesitantly pushed his muzzle up until it touched her fingertips.  
 
    Gently, she stroked his muzzle a little, which surprisingly felt good to him and to her. “You’re one of us now,” Shane said, “so what do you say we stick together and find those mountains of yours, fulfill your mother’s wish?” 
 
    Wind Storm blinked several times at her, before he slowly nodded. “I would like that, for my mother’s sake. It’s what she would want.” 
 
    “Good,” Shane smiled. “Now, we need to find something more suitable for the night. I take it you can walk because you’re a bit too big for us to carry.” 
 
    “Of course I can walk, I’m a sprogger, not a newborn sprog.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sprog? Sprogger?” 
 
    “A sprog,” Wind Storm explained, “is a baby dragon. A sprogger is, umm, older than a sprog but younger than an adult. We’re in-betweeners.” 
 
    “Oh. In-betweeners. Good to know. Okay, let’s—” Shane started to say “go” but stopped herself and instead said gently, “if you’d like to take a moment and say goodbye to your mother, we can wait.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Wind Storm’s eyes as he lay down next to Wind Grace and gently pressed his head against her scales. “I’m going now, Mother,” he murmured, “Shane and Ty say it’s best because it gets dangerous around here at night. They’re going to help me get to the mountains. I’m not sure what we’ll find, or even how to get there, but you and Grandpa said it was important, so I’ll do my very best to find them.” 
 
    He pressed his head harder against her, crying, “I love you, Momma.” 
 
    As Wind Storm settled himself beside Wind Grace, Shane pulled Ty away to a respectable distance. “Some kinda day,” Ty muttered, “the loss of four good melons, chased by Rafe, killed the mayor—” Shane glared at him, so he hastily added, “maybe—maybe killed his mayoral personage, said goodbye to home and hearth.” 
 
    “Home and hearth,” Shane grunted. “That’s a good one, Ty.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, here we are babysitters to a—a, what did he call himself?” 
 
    “His name is Wind Storm. He said he was a sprogger and made it quite clear that he’s not a baby dragon. That’s a sprog.” She wrinkled her nose a little, thinking, then her eyes brightened. “Sprogger . . . oh, I get it, he’s sort of a teenager, like us.” 
 
    A few moments later, Wind Storm placed a talon on Wind Grace’s cheek. “Goodbye Momma.” He turned and shuffled over to Shane and Ty. “I—I’m ready,” he said in a small voice. 
 
    “Good,” Shane said, “we’ll use the creek to find the road and go from there.” 
 
    Wind Storm shuffled away, following Shane and Ty, stopping at the woodlands’ edge to stare for one long moment at his mother’s body before slipping into the trees and losing her from his sight.  
 
    After a bit of walking, her forehead crinkled in thought, Shane turned to Wind Storm. “Your name, Wind Storm—does it mean anything special in dragon talk? A name says a lot about a person, you know. Take mine for example, Shane, it means ‘Gift from God.’ My mother gave it to me.  
 
    “Ty is short for Tyson, but don’t call him that, he hates it. But Tyson means someone with a fiery temper. Our da named him because Ty was born with a little lock of red hair, sort of like a little flame on his head. Our father said that meant he would have a hot temper. So, what does Wind Storm stand for. Maybe something like Lord of the Wind?” 
 
    “Or King of the Sky?” Ty interjected. 
 
    “How clever,” Shane said dryly. 
 
    “As if ‘Lord of the Wind’ were?” Ty retorted. 
 
    Shane ignored him, said to Wind Storm, “If not those, how about—” 
 
    “No,” Wind Storm said slowly, “I don’t think it stands for anything special and I’m certainly no Lord of the Wind or Sky King. I’m just me,” he sighed. 
 
    “Oh,” Shane said with a small frown, “that’s too bad.” 
 
    “Although,” Wind Storm added, “I was named by my grandfather, Wind Walker, who was the Skog Kunge of all the emerald dragons.” 
 
    “Skog Kunge?’ 
 
    “Umm, it’s Old Tongue for High King.” 
 
    Shane and Ty turned to blink at each other. “Wait,” Shane stammered, “your grandfather was a king? A king of dragons?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Wind Storm answered, “and my father, Strong Wind, was the High Prince.” 
 
    “So, uh,” Ty asked, “what does that make you? The Low Prince?” 
 
    “No. That was my brother, Wind Soar. I’m just me . . . a . . .” he sniffed, “an orphan now.” 
 
    Shane and Ty stared at each other, thinking the same thing. They didn’t just have an emerald dragon to sell, they had a royal emerald dragon to sell. Both could see the added bags of golden ducats piling up and both wore a smile as they hurried down to the creek and headed downstream, putting some distance between them and Wind Storm’s dead mother.  
 
    After a bit, Shane slowed and said, “Let’s stop here, get a drink and refill the water flasks.” 
 
    Wind Storm just stared at the water as he really didn’t feel like drinking. What he felt was as if his whole body was empty, that everything inside was gone, that he had no substance, only skin covering a few bones, and those ached in sorrow and pain. 
 
    As Shane pulled a handful of water to her mouth, she noticed that Storm sat forlornly on the streambank but didn’t go near the water. She stood and went to him, saying, “I know you might not feel like it, but you really need to drink. We learned a long time ago to eat and drink when you got the chance, otherwise it might be a while before another opportunity arises.” 
 
    Wind Storm glanced up at her with sad eyes, took in a deep breath, nodded and dutifully plodded down to the stream to dip his muzzle into the clear, fresh water.  
 
    Shane tugged at Ty, led him a short distance away to where they knelt, cupped a drink of water to their mouths before she whispered to Ty, “Did you catch that? He’s no ordinary dragon, he’s royalty!” 
 
    “So he says,” Ty responded. 
 
    “You don’t believe him?” 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see those ducats running through my fingers from selling a ‘royal’ dragon and not before. He might be telling the truth, then again, what do we know about dragons? Maybe they’re born liars and he’s made it all up.” 
 
    “Kinda harsh, Ty.” 
 
    Ty shrugged. “Just calling it like I sees it.” 
 
    “As I see it,” Shane corrected. “You might be right, but still, Ty, we could ask for triple what we were thinking for him. We just have to convince people that he’s dragon royalty.” 
 
    “And how would we do that?” 
 
    Shane shrugged. “Well, like I said, a name goes a long way and Wind Storm definitely doesn’t speak to royalty.” 
 
    “Shane, you’re dreaming. No name is going to add that much value unless this beast was like the king of the dragons.” 
 
    Shane held her flask under the water, watching the bubbles drift up to the surface. Her head jerked up and she grinned at her brother. “Ty, I take it back what I said about you not being so smart. You’re brilliant, absolutely brilliant!” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yes! Don’t you see? We’ll spin a tale of how we found his mother wounded, dying. She pleaded with us to save her sprogger, told us that he was the rightful king of the dragon kingdom and that some evil dragons had tried to kill her and him, only they escaped, but the bad dragons were in league with . . . with . . . what did she call us?” 
 
    “Foul riders from the Dark Mists.” 
 
    “Right,” Shane snapped her fingers. “Anyway, these foul riders from the Dark Mists, whatever they are, ambushed her but she managed to fight them off, only she was mortally wounded, got caught in that big storm and ended up here.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s some story, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, let’s hope it impresses whomever even more. More gold for us.” 
 
    “Right. So, what do we call this so-called king of the dragon kingdom?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know, have to think about that one and flesh out the story a bit more. What about you? Any ideas for names?” 
 
    “Um,” Ty replied, scrunching up his face a bit. “How about, King of the Pests, King Nuisance, King Pain in the—” 
 
    “Funny,” Shane grunted, “and no, those names are better suited for you most times.” 
 
    “Hey—just suggesting.” 
 
    “And they were terrible suggestions. “Let’s see . . .” Shane said, her voice trailing off a bit. “Hmm . . . I remember reading somewhere that another name for a dragon was a drake. We could call him King Drake.” 
 
    “Pff,” Ty replied, shaking his head, “sounds like a name you’d give a swan.” 
 
    “All right, how about King Magnificent Drake?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “King Glorious Drake.” 
 
    “Even worse.” 
 
    Shane sighed. “You’re right, those don’t work.” 
 
    “Hey, the sun’s lowering, let’s do this later. We need to find shelter.” 
 
    With a nod, Shane stood and called to Wind Storm, “We’re leaving.” 
 
    Wind Storm plodded along behind them, his head hung low as they traveled downstream. Just ahead, Shane and Ty had their heads together as they marched along, muttering to each other. He shook his head to himself, gazing at the two, “They sure do that a lot.” 
 
    He sighed long, his wings drooping a bit. “Just like Mom and Dad did when they didn’t want me to hear what they were talking about. So what is it that they don’t want me to hear?”  
 
    Shane scratched at her cheek as they marched along. “Let’s see, he’s emerald in color, has emerald wings, so how about King Emerald Wings? King Green Wings?” 
 
     “King Green Wings?” Ty snorted. “More like King Stinky Wings.” 
 
    “I think something’s wrong with your nose,” Shane retorted. “I’m telling you, he doesn’t smell. On the other hand, you—” 
 
    She never finished her sentence as just then, they heard pounding hooves in the near distance, coming toward them. “We must be nearer the road than I thought,” Shane murmured. 
 
    She spun to Wind Storm. “C’mon, hurry!” 
 
    Together, the three rushed forward to hunch down behind thick brambleberry bushes to stare at the wooden trestles of a planked bridge. Dark-brown bricks formed four stout columns that held up the frame at both ends as the span crossed the broad stream.  
 
    “Why are we hiding?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “Because there are some really nasty people hereabouts,” Shane answered, “and if they catch you, well, it would be pretty awful what they would do to you—and us, for that matter.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty grunted, “you’re lucky, really lucky, we found you and not some of those scum. Horrible people.” 
 
    “Then,” Wind Storm replied, “I hope people like you find my friends.” 
 
    Shane gazed at Storm. “The friends you lost in the storm? Wind Melody and Wind Delight? You think they’re still alive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Storm sighed. “I can hope can’t I?” 
 
    Shane let her tongue wet her lips. “Yes . . . we should all have hope. How long after you lost them did your mother set down?” 
 
    Wind Storm hesitated, then said, “I’m not sure. The storm died, it became light and Mother searched for as long as she could, but she was too weak to go on and she had to land.” 
 
    With a little sniff, he added, “She said that she just needed to catch her breath, but I knew she was hurt, I just didn’t know how bad.”  
 
    He shook his head, his wings sagging. “Melody and Delight could fly, but the winds were so strong, even Mother couldn’t fight them. I’m not sure how I held on and wasn’t blown off her back too.” 
 
    His head drooped even further and he sniffed again as if to hold back a tear. Shane frowned. What if those two did survive and landed somewhere near here? More dragons to sell! So, did they go on, or turn back and look for the other two?  
 
    She glanced at her brother and he shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking and I say go on. Trying to find two dead dragons would be—” 
 
    “Practically impossible,” Shane sighed. “I know.” She gazed down at Wind Storm. “Sorry, but we can’t look for your friends. This forest is wide and deep and while we know it like I know all the gross habits of my brother—” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Still,” Shane went on, ignoring Ty’s protest, “it would be a hopeless attempt to find them.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Ty said, giving Shane a dark look, “we might just run across some of those nasty people we mentioned.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Wind Storm pleaded. “Couldn’t we at least try?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Shane murmured. “I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t answer. Gripped by pain and shock of his mother’s death, he’d forgotten about Melody and Delight. But now—what if they had survived the storm? After all, he had. Maybe they were looking for him! 
 
    “I’m going to look for them,” he stated. 
 
    “Whoa, hold on, little fella,” Ty said. “You know they’re probably dead, so it’s a waste of time. Besides, where would we even start?” 
 
    “They’re not dead!”  
 
    Shane stepped between Wind Storm and Ty and said, “Easy, Wind Storm. We understand how hard it is to lose those you care about. We’re just trying to protect you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty muttered, “what my sister said, that’s what I meant.” 
 
    “And Ty is right about one thing—while we know these woodlands pretty well, it’s still a big forest, and there’s only three of us.”  
 
    Wind Storm dug in his talons, put on his stubborn face. “Doesn’t matter where we start,” he countered, “or how few of us there are. What matters is that we start.” 
 
    He and Shane locked eyes before Shane blew out a puff of air that lifted her bangs a little. “Look,” she said, “let’s keep going downstream and we’ll search for your friends along the way. If we don’t find them, we’ll stop for the night, get some sleep, and in the morning, we’ll talk about it again. Remember, you promised your mother that you would get to the mountains. Do you want to break your promise to her so soon?” 
 
    Wind Storm flicked his eyes between Shane and Ty. “All right,” he replied, “but just so you’ll know, I’m sure my mother would want me to look for Melody and Delight.”  
 
    “Good,” Ty returned, “now that we’ve got that settled, there’s the road. Now what?” 
 
    “We follow it,” Shane replied, “but we don’t walk the road.” She leaned forward a bit, staring first at the bridge, and then peering upstream before her mouth turned down in a deep frown.  
 
    Ty, seeing the scowl, asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” Shane answered, “just that the stream curves back toward town more than I realized.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “A lot of those bad people,” Ty replied, “that we told you about live in the town and we usually stay away—much healthier for the body.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shane added, “and we’re a lot closer than I thought we’d be. So we—” 
 
    The sound of hoofbeats caused her to stop in midsentence and she and Ty eased down behind the bushes. Wind Storm snugged in next to Shane and peered through the thick bramble. 
 
    Moments later, a company of soldiers on horseback came around the bend. Their pikes were held high and on the lances of the lead horse soldiers fluttered a dark green pennant bordered in black. Embroidered on the small ensign was an emblem of two tawny and maned mountain Tygers facing outward, their forepaws up, their claws extended, and their mouths open as if roaring.  
 
    The men wore dark jerkins and pants, their wrist and pant cuffs outlined with gold thread. They wore light leather armor with leather helmets that covered their heads except for their faces. As they crossed the span, their horses’ hooves pounded the bridge’s wooden planking, like low rumbling thunder, as they crossed over to the far streambank.  
 
    Shane sucked in a breath and let out a snarl, “Greed men!” 
 
    “Greed men?” Storm asked. 
 
    “Some of those horrible people we mentioned,” Shane replied. 
 
    Ty’s hand tightened around his knife’s hilt, and he leaned forward a bit, his face and voice hard. “What I wouldn’t give—” 
 
    “You and me both,” Shane ground out, her fingers gripping and unclasping her bow handle, as if she wanted to unleash an arrow upon the riders but only the greatest of willpower kept her back. 
 
    Suddenly, Wind Storm jerked his head up. “Melody! Delight!” he all but yelped. 
 
    Shane swiftly wrapped a hand around his muzzle, clamping down tight. “Quiet! You want them to hear?” 
 
    But she had seen it too. Two wooden cages carried between several horses and inside, all trussed up by stout rope, were two small emerald dragons.  
 
    The horses and their riders flashed by, heading down the road toward Bradenton. Wind Storm wrestled his snout out of Shane’s grip, whirled, and started to run, but Ty reached out, held him fast. “Whoa! Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “After my friends!” Wind Storm growled. 
 
    “Hold on,” Ty replied, “that’s not such a good idea. You did see those big fellas on those horses with the long, pointy pikes? Trust me, you don’t want to tangle with them.” 
 
    “But—” Storm protested before Shane reached out a hand, adding hers to Ty’s, holding Wind Storm back. “Listen, my brother doesn’t always have good ideas, but for once, he’s right. That’s a whole company of Greed horsemen and they are among the worst of the worst.” 
 
    Her eyes, full of anger, flicked toward the now empty bridge. “As much as I’d like to put an arrow through every scummy heart that rode past, the truth is, we need to stay well clear of them and keep going.” 
 
    “No!” Wind Storm snapped. “Those are my friends. I’m not going anywhere except after them.” 
 
    He started to turn, but Shane whipped around to face him squarely, holding up both hands as if imploring him to stop. “Wait—wait. Let’s talk about this before you—we do something rash.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty snorted, “rash as in getting ourselves gutted like a pig by one of those lances.” 
 
     “Look,” Shane said, “there’s one other thing you need to know. Those weren’t just ordinary Greed pikemen, those horsemen were Royal Hussars, a special unit of the King’s Own cavalry.” 
 
    “So?” Wind Storm questioned. 
 
    “The pennant colors and the symbol,” Shane explained, “are the king’s—only those in the King’s Own wear them and only the Hussars carry those pikes.” 
 
    “Is there a point to this?” Wind Storm demanded.  
 
    “The point,” Shane stated gruffly, anger flashing across her face, “is that we’re trying to save your life here. So, get this through those thick head scales of yours. Those are the best of the best of the king’s soldiers. They’re known for their viciousness. Their motto is ‘No Mercy’ and—” 
 
    Her voice caught and she had to take in a breath before saying, “And take it from two who know, they take great pride in living up to their creed.” 
 
    “But my friends!” Wind Storm snarled. “They had them caged like they were some sort of wild animals.” 
 
    Shane and Ty glanced at each other. “We saw,” Shane admitted, “and I’m sorry, but it would be suicide if we tried a rescue. Not with just the three of us and what we have for weapons. Unless, of course, you’re a magical dragon and can grow to ten times your size or something.” 
 
    Storm slumped to his backside, his head down for a moment. “No, what you see is what you get.” He raised his head to peer at Shane and Ty. “Please, we’ve got to do something.” 
 
    Shane studied the sad little dragon. She didn’t know why, but she felt sorry for him. She blew out a breath. “Look, we’ll make you a deal. Stay with the plan. We find a place for the night and talk—see if we can figure out some way to help your friends.” 
 
    “We will?” Ty whispered out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “We will,” Shane answered firmly and said to Wind Storm, “the good news is we know where they’re taking your friends, to the garrison in Bradenton. The bad news is that there’s even more soldiers there and we need to figure out how to sneak in.” 
 
    Wind Storm’s face lit up. “Sneak in? I’m terrific at sneaking, better than anyone back home.” 
 
    “You were?” Shane smiled wanly. “That’s great. Then all we need is a good plan of how to get into the garrison and find your friends, but that will have to wait until later. We can’t talk here, we’re too exposed.”  
 
    She hooked a thumb downstream, past the bridge. “That way is safer for all of us. So, what do you say?” 
 
    Wind Storm eyed Shane and Ty for a moment, before he turned to stare at the road where he’d last seen Melody and Delight. He hated to admit it, but Shane was right. They couldn’t rescue either with just the three of them. They needed a plan. A good sneaking plan. He took in a deep breath, let it out. “All right—for now.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    The three crept up to the road, glanced up and down the way to make sure it was clear, then they were up and over the road and back into the woods. They kept at a quick trot for some time, running alongside the streambank, dodging in and around the trees and splitting the high, yellow-green grass that shouldered the creek. 
 
     As the shadows deepened and lengthened, signaling sunset, Shane had them slow and start looking for a likely place to stop for the night. The stream came to a forested knoll where it cut into the craggy hill, leaving a high, dark bank.  
 
    Shane peered up at the assorted whitish-gray boulders that crowned the low hilltop and gestured. “Up there. We can set ourselves among those rocks. Easy enough to see anyone poking around down below.” 
 
    She fingered her hip pouch that contained their precious few pieces of flint. “No fire, though. Too easy to see from a distance.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ty said.  
 
    “Why would you want a fire?” Wind Storm asked hopefully. “Are you going to cook something to eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Uh no,” Ty replied, “we don’t have anything to cook. The fire would be to keep us warm.” 
 
    “Warm?” Storm asked. “Oh. I see. Your—uh—scales do seem a bit thin.”  
 
    “That’s why some of us are called thin-skinned,” Ty muttered, “not thick enough to ward off even a little cold.”  
 
    When they reached the top of the knoll, Ty held a hand straight out, his fingers on edge to the sun. “Three fingers to sunset,” he announced. “Still have time to find something better if you want.”    
 
    Shane studied their spot and shook her head. “No, this will do. Grass and leaves for a bed, stars tonight for a canopy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Ty muttered, “you better hope it doesn’t rain during the night or your ‘canopy’ is going to leak all over us.” 
 
    “It won’t. We’ll be fine.” She motioned toward a patch of grass. “Make yourself comfortable, Wind Storm, this is home for a bit.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to make a plan,” Wind Storm returned, “for rescuing Melody and Delight.” 
 
    “We are and we will,” Shane said reassuringly, “but we’ll all think better once we’ve had some rest.” 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t particularly like her answer, but he was a bit on the tired side, so he glanced around, shuffled over to a patch of grass and settled to all fours. He watched as Shane pulled Ty to one side to huddle together and shook his head. “They’re doing it again.” 
 
    Out of Storm’s earshot, Shane whispered to Ty, “I didn’t want to say anything back there, but did it occur to you to question why those soldiers were here?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ty bit out and stared at his sister. “Uh, you first.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough to guess at,” she declared. “They’re searching for us.”  
 
    Ty’s eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open a bit. “Rafe must be crazy mad if he sent for reinforcements. On horseback no less. But the King’s Own? Are you sure, sis?” 
 
    “Stands to reason,” she replied, “I assault the mayor, maybe kill him, we attack garrison soldiers—” 
 
    “Not to mention the captain himself,” Ty snorted. 
 
    “Yes,” Shane breathed in and peered down toward the stream and the woods. “The question is, does this change anything for us? Horses can cover a lot more ground than our two feet.” 
 
    “It most certainly does,” Ty sputtered. “We hug the road as you want and it becomes way too easy to spot us if there’s more of those Hussars. We need to go deeper into the woods, put some thick trees and distance between them and us. Otherwise—” 
 
    “We’ll be caught for sure,” Shane stated. “You’re right. Come first light, we go cross-country for a bit.” 
 
    Ty flicked his eyes toward Wind Storm. “And what do we tell him? You know, the bit about trying to rescue his friends?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shane sighed. “Let me think about it. I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “Well,” Ty muttered, “it better be convincing otherwise he might not budge so easy.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Shane replied. 
 
    “So, while you’re thinking about that, I’m going to think about our empty stomachs.”  
 
    With that, he strode over to a head-high stand of thin saplings. Taking his knife, he began hacking at one little tree’s thumb-sized trunk. “What are you doing?” Wind Storm said, raising his head to watch Ty. 
 
    Ty motioned downhill to the stream. “See those shallows? Might be a trout lurking about. I’m going to try my hand at spear-fishing.” 
 
    Shane laughed lightly. “And what do you know about spear-fishing?” 
 
    Ty shrugged as he took one end of the sapling and began sharpening it to a point. “Take the pointed end, stick it in the fish. How hard can it be?” 
 
    “If it’s so easy,” Shane retorted, “why didn’t you try your luck in our stream?” 
 
    Ty laughed. “And spear what? Minnows? Minature minnows at that.” 
 
    Shane shrugged. “All you would’ve needed was a sharpened twig, not a whole branch. I think it’s a waste of time.” 
 
    “Uh uh. Just you wait, I’ll have a beauty on the end of my spear and I won’t share with either of you.” 
 
    “I haven’t made fun of you,” Wind Storm argued, “why can’t I have some of your fish? I like fish.” 
 
    “Well, all right,” Ty returned, “maybe you get some.” He shook his makeshift spear at Shane. “But for mocking me, you can fill your belly with water. However, if you’re nice, I’ll lend you my spear and you can get your own fish.” 
 
    “Fine,” Shane retorted, “just be back before sunset.” 
 
    “I’ll be back way before then,” he quipped, “with a fat trout, maybe two on the end of my fish-catcher.” With that, he stomped away, headed downslope for the river.  
 
    A while later, with the sun sinking below the horizon, Ty was back, grumpy and wet up to his waist from his unsuccessful venture. He angrily tossed his spear aside. “Not as easy as it looks,” he grumbled as he flopped down to the ground, his back against a rock. 
 
    “No fish?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “Lots of them,” Ty groused, “only they’re still in the creek.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Shane said, “I will hold back telling you I told you so until it’s morning.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch for now, get some sleep.” 
 
    “Double thanks,” Ty replied and found a spot with enough grass for a bit of padding over the hard ground and lay down. 
 
    To Wind Storm, she said, “You need to get some sleep too. Around midnight I’ll wake everyone and we’ll talk about rescuing your friends. Best time for a sneak is in the hours just before dawn, right?” 
 
    Wind Storm gave a little nod, padded around in his spot for a little bit before he curled up. He turned his back to Shane and Ty as he didn’t want them to see his tears. 
 
    Shane bit down on her lip as she gazed at Wind Storm. He was trying to hide it, but she knew he was crying, and she found herself feeling bad for him—again. She shook her head, mad at herself. She couldn’t have such thoughts, such feelings. It would only make things so much worse after they found a buyer for the little dragon. 
 
    She set her face, spun away, and found a spot where she had a good view of the small hillside leading down to the river and to each side. She settled back against an uneven boulder, her bow across her lap, an arrow alongside.  
 
    As the shadows lengthened, she made herself still and listened to the woodland sounds—the soft rustling of the leaves as the breeze slipped through nearby branches, a few birds flitting in the trees across the river, the murmuring and swishing of the water below.  
 
    After a bit, she relaxed as the forest sounded perfectly normal, and glanced over at Ty, whose chest rose and fell in sleep. Her eyes softened as she studied him and found it a little hard to believe how fast he was growing up.  
 
    Though three years younger than she, even with so little food lately, he’d hit a growth spurt and with their hard living no longer looked like a boy but rather was showing the features in face and body of the coming man.  
 
    Her eyes flicked to the little dragon and for a moment, her eyes misted as she bit down on her lip. A part of her disliked what they were doing but she felt the weight of responsibility and pushed the internal loathing aside. 
 
    She raised her eyes heavenward. Ma, Da, I’m sorry, but me and Ty, we have to do this, you know. We have to eat, survive! And I promised myself that I would take care of Ty just as you would have and I intend to keep my promise. No matter what! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    “Trolls!”  
 
    Reyna sucked in a breath and twisted to one side, peering into the nearby trees, the setting sun’s last faint rays making their gloomy shadows a perfect hiding place for the dusky-green brutes with their blood-red eyes and fang-lined mouths. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she demanded. 
 
    “Does the sun rise in the east and set in the west?” 
 
    “Most days,” she muttered, somewhat in jest. She jutted her chin out at the mud-lined streambank. “Maybe they’re wolf tracks?” 
 
    “Wolves don’t leave footprints with clawed toes. At least the ones I know don’t.” 
 
    “Good point.” Reyna bit down on her lip as she swung her head to peer at their back trail. She suddenly stiffened, her mouth dropping open a bit as she spotted quick movement behind them in the trees. “There!” she yelped. 
 
    Shap spun, his hand whipping out an arrow from his leather-bound quiver. In an instant he had it notched and aimed past Tam at the dark clump of woods where Reyna pointed. 
 
    A moment later, Shap let out the breath he was holding and lowered the bolt’s point, growling, “I don’t think we can count a squirrel in the same class as a troll. No sharp-as- a-knife-fangs for one thing.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Reyna mumbled, “I just saw movement.” 
 
    Shap didn’t reply, instead, he stood quietly, his head up, listening, and drinking in the air through his narrow nose. Reyna opened her mouth to speak but Shap raised a hand to quieten her. Even Tam seemed to understand his need for silence and stood quietly, though her shoulder muscles twitched and trembled a little. 
 
    After a few moments, Shap nodded slowly and said, “I think we’re safe enough for now. The mud has hardened some, so most likely the pack passed through here several hours ago, probably this morning.” 
 
    At his words, Reyna relaxed a little but the taut set of his lips caused her to say, “You’re still worried.” 
 
    He frowned a little, saying, “More like a perplexed worry.” 
 
    “Perplexed worry? I don’t think I’ve ever heard those two words put together quite that way before. So, what makes you perplexed worried?” 
 
    Shap returned his arrow to its quiver and settled his bow over his shoulder. “These highlands are not troll country, it’s way outside their normal hunting range and there’s not enough game around here to interest them.” 
 
    Reyna swept a hand toward the stream and its muddy tracks. “That would seem to indicate otherwise.” 
 
    “So it does,” Shap answered in close to a whisper as he ran a hand over his mouth, pinching his chin with its short beard. He turned to gaze toward a line of hills in the near distance. “From what I remember, the nearest troll lairs are some thirty leagues away.”  
 
    He motioned off to one side and said, “In the hills leading up to the Greenstorm Mountains.” 
 
    Reyna sat upright, her eyes widening as she peered past Shap in the same direction as he stared. “The Greenstorm Mountains are that way? Thirty leagues you say?” 
 
    Shap nodded. “Thereabouts, and yes, what you’re looking for starts a fair distance away, south and west of here.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something earlier—that you knew where the Greenstorms lay?” 
 
    Shap didn’t respond right away and led Tam to the stream to let her drink. “Maybe because you didn’t ask.” 
 
    He glanced up to find her glowering at him. With a bit of a bemused smile at her glare, he said softly, “You may know your destination, princess, but the truth is you have no idea of what lies along the trail to get you there.” 
 
    Shap swept a hand at the woods, the small meadow, and the hills beyond. “Princess, this may look like the Northern Kingdom in some respects, but it is not. You are far from what you know, what is familiar, what you can trust and what you can’t.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Reyna returned, “but I’m still going on, once we find Aiko.” She hesitated and then said, “I—I know you’re trying to protect me from all this, and I appreciate it, but I’ve got to finish what I started.” 
 
    Shap shook his head. “You’re wrong, princess, I’m not trying to protect you from all this.” 
 
    “Oh? Then what are you trying to protect me from?” 
 
    Shap drew in a breath and sighed. “Yourself.” 
 
    With that, he turned, took a step closer to the little creek, stared downstream, and muttered, “What would bring trolls this far from where they normally hunt?” 
 
    Reyna instantly recognized that Shap had purposefully changed the subject and gazed downstream as well, but her eyes lifted higher, in the direction of the Greenstorm Mountains. Thirty leagues—a four- or five-day ride.  
 
    She couldn’t see their peaks, but it lifted her spirits a bit just knowing that she was that much closer to her goal. After a few moments, she brought her eyes back to Shap, offered, “Maybe they’ve overhunted, game became scarce.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Shap returned, “but whatever changed to bring them to this side of the mountains and at such a distance can’t be good.” And certainly complicates things, doesn’t it? 
 
    With one last look at the muddy tracks, he turned, reached up to take Tam’s reins from Reyna and eased back into the saddle. “Let’s see if we can find your horse before it’s completely dark,” he said, “or we’ll have to look in the morning.” 
 
    Under his breath, he muttered, “And hope there’s not a troll straggler or two hanging about or we’ll be riding double for quite a while. Trolls like horse flesh.” 
 
    “Quite the unpleasant thought,” Reyna returned. “Both losing Aiko and riding double.”  
 
    “Especially for Tam,” Shap retorted. 
 
    Shap had Tam at a brisk trot as they followed Aiko’s trail, his head turning from side to side, studying the path, one hand holding his reins, the other on his sword’s haft, with Reyna acting as their rearguard eyes. 
 
    They rounded a small stand of spruce trees whose dark needle-like leaves stood in sharp contrast to the pale grass of the rolling hills just beyond. “There she is!” Reyna yelped as she pointed to one of the smaller, rounded knolls, where Aiko stood quietly grazing on the grass’s short stubble. Shap gave Tam a light tap of his heels and the mare responded by breaking into a canter up the hillside.  
 
    Aiko raised her head, watching them as she chewed on a mouthful of the yellowish grass. Shap brought Tam to a halt and Reyna slid off her hindquarters, hurrying up to Aiko. “Easy girl, easy,” Reyna soothingly called.  
 
    Aiko stood still, though her neck muscles quivered just a little as Reyna reached out to grasp her reins before running a hand down her golden-brown neck to soothe Aiko. She handed Shap Aiko’s reins, then gently ran her hands over Aiko’s shoulders, hocks, and legs, checking carefully for any injury or wound. After giving her horse a thorough going over, Reyna stood back, letting out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “She hurt?” Shap asked. 
 
    “No, thank goodness,” Reyna replied, “just a bit scared.” 
 
    “Then that makes two of you,” Shap grunted, “that’s afraid of wolves and squirrels.” 
 
    “Hey, it was an honest mistake. Anyone can mistake a squirrel for a troll. They both have sharp claws, you know.” 
 
    “And bushy tails?” 
 
    Reyna tried not to grin but couldn’t help one side of her mouth lifting in a tiny smile. “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “So you did,” Shap replied and then leaned forward a little, his forearm resting on the saddle horn. “Well, princess, what now? You’ve got your horse and she’s fit to ride.” 
 
    Reyna glanced at Shap. He hadn’t voiced it aloud, but still, she could hear the question in his tone. Yes indeed, princess—what now? Turn around and go back where it’s safe because you have absolutely no business being out here alone, or are you really going to continue with your quest? You said you were, but was that just bravado for Shap’s sake or did you really mean it? 
 
    She went to Aiko’s side and checked the front and flank cinch, tightened both by a notch. Finished, she hesitated and then peered up at Shap as she took her reins from him. “You think I should go back, don’t you?” 
 
    Shap met her eyes, seemed to hold her with his. He looked away, motioned toward the surrounding open country of highland grassland, rolling hills, and small, tight clumps of spruces. “Take a good look. This is all you get for league upon league. You’re right on the edge of the middle of nothing and it goes all the way to the Greenstorms and beyond.” 
 
    Reyna ran a tongue over her lips. “I know it sounds crazy for me to go on, right?” 
 
    Shap leaned forward a little in the saddle, scratched at one cheek. “To some, yes, they would say you’re nuttier than a squirrel’s hoard of acorns.” 
 
    “There you go, mentioning squirrels again.” 
 
    “Sorry, it was the first thing that came to mind.” 
 
    Reyna turned back to Aiko, adjusted her saddle blanket a bit, before she gave Shap a sideways glance. “And you? What do you think?” 
 
    Shap took a moment before sitting back in the saddle, his fingers drawing through Tam’s dark mane. Without looking at Reyna, he said in a low voice, “I suppose we all search for something or other. The hunter for a deer, the poet for the right rhyme, the storyteller for the perfect ending.” 
 
    For an instant, he flicked his eyes Reyna’s way. “Nobility seeking a legacy.” 
 
    He raised his eyes to gaze at the rolling hills that formed the distant horizon. “Or for someone very special in their lives.” 
 
    He held his stare at the undulating landscape for a moment more, his face and eyes expressionless before he brought his gaze back to Reyna. She met Shap’s eyes, held them for several heartbeats before saying, “If I didn’t know better, I would say that you have a bit of the poet inside.” 
 
    Shap smiled thinly at her. “Roses are red, violets are blue, I’m no poet, what about you?” 
 
    She couldn’t help herself and laughed lightly. “Ugh, that was terrible. I’ve changed my mind about that poet business. You have a long way to go.” 
 
    Shap shook his head, sighed, “And here I thought I was doing so well.” 
 
    Reyna was quiet for a moment before asking, “Shap, the way you said that everyone searches for something or other? Does that include you too? Are you searching for something or . . . someone?” She said the last with a bit of hesitant hopefulness to her voice. 
 
    Shap seemed to study the ground for a moment or two, his eyes distant as if dredging up an old memory. Then, he raised his head and shrugged. “I guess so.” He glanced at where the sun’s last fingers of daylight reached out as if trying to hold back the evening dusk. “But right now, I’m searching for a place to sleep.” 
 
    He motioned toward the horizon. “It’ll be dark soon, I suggest we make camp, or did you have other plans, like riding through the night to wherever you’re going?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No and making camp sounds good. Aiko and I could use some rest.” 
 
    Shap swiveled in his seat before he motioned over to a higher knoll crowned with a clump of trees. “That looks decent, good view all around if someone comes calling. No water, but my waterskin still has some left. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say as long as it doesn’t have trolls or wolves, or their tracks, it’s good, and my water flask is full.” 
 
    Shap swung his hand to the left and pointed. “Don’t have to worry about tracks, they head in that direction, which means . . .” his voice trailed off as he stared into the distance. 
 
    “Which means . . .?” Reyna prompted. 
 
    “The Realm of Tremont lies that way,” he answered slowly, “in the same direction the tracks lead.” He hesitated, then said, lifting his hand to point, “See that range of low hills just on the horizon? That’s the border and a few leagues past is a river. Upstream is a fair-sized town— Bradenton.” 
 
    Reyna sucked in a small breath. “You don’t suppose the trolls—” 
 
    “I don’t suppose anything, princess,” Shap replied gruffly, “when it comes to creatures of the same ilk as trolls, wolves, or—” he started to say “royalty” but bit his tongue and instead, said, “or anything else, for that matter.” 
 
    He ran a hand over his short, stubby beard and muttered, “I just hope their garrison isn’t asleep or their next sleep will be the long eternal one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Reyna felt her stomach tighten, her whole body chilled as the horrific image of Wynsur, the castle and the town burning filled her mind. She could still hear the screams of terror, horror, and pain as the cloud monster’s flames swept across the doomed castle and village. In a small voice, she said, “You don’t sound very convinced or hopeful that they’ll be up to the task.” 
 
    Shap took a moment before he answered. “Town garrisons are small and often not that well-trained as compared to troops stationed at castles or fortified bastions. The king always keeps his best troops near him and in this case, Belmoor Castle is too far away to help if the trolls do attack.” 
 
    “Belmoor Castle,” Reyna mused. “I’ve read about it. Supposedly one of the largest castles ever built and the court the grandest in the western lands.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shap muttered, his tone close to a growl, “King Charl ensures that he and his not only live well, but they are well protected. Your Wynsur Castle would fit inside Belmoor’s quad with room left over and the castle’s walls are a third taller and thicker than your Wynsur.” 
 
    Reyna sighed to herself. “So the people in the towns, especially Bradenton, the one you pointed out, they would be on their own if the trolls attacked?” 
 
    “Not entirely. They would have the garrison soldiers—such as they are.” 
 
    “So it could be as bad as what happened at Wynsur?” Reyna asked softly. 
 
    “Princess,” Shap said gruffly, “I think we’re getting way ahead of ourselves. As you said, if the trolls attack, which is doubtful. Most likely, those brutes are just passing through, headed back to their home lairs, and will steer clear of the towns.” 
 
    “But you don’t know that.” 
 
    Shap hesitated, then shook his head, saying, “No,” and rubbed at his beard, his eyes gazing down the broad, long valley. 
 
    “You have another thought,” Reyna said.  
 
    Shap’s eyes narrowed as he peered at the darkening horizon. “Trolls,” he replied slowly, “are really all stomach and little brain. If they’re hungry enough—” 
 
    “Like any starving animal, or person, for that matter,” Reyna declared, “they’ll take desperate measures to find food. In this case, attack a town.” 
 
    Shap didn’t answer her, just kept his eyes gazing toward the skyline as if he could see beyond this moment, and beyond his eyes’ limitations.  
 
    To break the silence, Reyna said, “Tremont. I remember Father talking about them. He tried several times to establish diplomatic and trading relations, but they rebuffed him each time.” 
 
    Shap nodded at her remark. “Typical. Very closed society, been that way for years and years. Not very welcoming of outsiders and has practically no dealings with other realms.”  
 
    He paused, and then muttered, “Or at least it didn’t.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about this part of Erdron for someone so, well, young.” 
 
    He gave her the hint of a smile. “Don’t let my looks fool you, Your Highness. I’m actually a two-hundred-year-old pixie lord in disguise.”  
 
    “Pixie!” Reyna half laughed. “You’re quite overgrown for a pixie.” 
 
    “We southland pixies,” Shap smiled, “are a different breed and known for how tall, good-looking, and intelligent we are. Not to mention our extraordinary humility.” 
 
    With that, he pulled Tam’s head around and headed her toward the crest that led to the adjacent hill and its stand of trees. 
 
    “Phh,” Reyna sputtered to herself, “two-hundred-year-old pixie lord?” She swung herself into Aiko’s saddle, watched as Shap rode away. “Extraordinary humility? More like extraordinary pride,” she huffed. 
 
    She pulled Aiko’s head up from the grass, bent over a little and whispered, “He wasn’t serious about that pixie lord business, was he . . .?” 
 
    Aiko shook her head, stamped her front hooves a little. “Hmm, that’s what I thought too, all bluff and guff.” Reyna tapped Aiko’s flanks with her heels, sending her after Shap and Tam. 
 
    Shap chose a spot for their camp as close to the center of the woods as he could, though the thin spruce trees didn’t offer total cover from spying eyes. Still, it gave them the advantage of being able to clearly see anyone approaching from any direction. 
 
    However, because of the thinness of the trees, Shap insisted on no campfire, which meant a cold camp for all of them. That suited Reyna just fine as she preferred to sleep cold to waking up to a troll’s or wolf’s hot breath in her face. 
 
    After they removed their saddle trappings, Reyna helped Shap gather an armful of grass for Tam and Aiko, who they had tethered close together between two trees. Shap began to wipe Tam down and as he did, she would nicker and swing her head around to eye him. 
 
    Reyna, who was brushing Aiko off with a wad of grass, as was Shap, smiled, and said, “It’s almost as if she’s telling you that you missed a spot, or go over that area again.” 
 
    “Oh, but she is, princess. Tam is very particular.” He glanced over at Reyna. “Both on how I brush her coat, and who rides her, especially the latter. You should consider that a great honor, as until very recently, she never let anyone but me get on her back.” 
 
    “Oh, I do consider it an honor, trust me.” She untangled a burr in Aiko’s mane and asked, “How did you come by Tam anyway?” 
 
    Shap turned back to his brushing, said softly, “I didn’t. She came by me.” 
 
    “Hmm, I sense there’s a story there. I’m listening.” 
 
    Shap shifted his thick grass wad to his other hand, glanced at Reyna, who waited expectantly, and then said, “There’s a horse people called the Mongs. For, umm, something that I did for them, their chief offered me the pick of their horse herd.” 
 
    “The Mongs,” Reyna nodded. “I’ve read about them. Nomadic, aren’t they, and their culture based on their horses?” 
 
    “Yes to both, and a fairly small clan too. However, they raise magnificent horses and though I’m a fair rider, they could ride circles around me all day long. Anyway, the chief took me out to where their herd grazed and said, ‘Take your pick’.” 
 
    Shap smiled a little as he brushed at Tam’s back. “There were perhaps two hundred or so horses, and most had beautiful lines, but you could tell that they weren’t show horses. No, you could see that they were bred for warriors, and you could look into their eyes and see this intelligence, this astuteness to their surroundings and to themselves. 
 
    “It was both impressive and in a way, humbling. Anyway, I stood there admiring all these splendid horses, wondering how in the world I was going to pick one, when this . . .” he smiled as his voice lowered and he stepped up next to Tam’s head, and mock-whispered in her ear, “incredible, magnificent, wondrous creature lifted her head and gazed right at me with her beautiful, liquid brown eyes.” 
 
    Tam lifted her head several times and snorted. 
 
    Reyna laughed. “Obviously, she’s agreeing with you.” 
 
    “For I am only speaking the truth, princess,” he smiled and then said, going back to brushing, “she ambled out of the herd, walked right up to me and put her head in my chest.” 
 
    He drew in a breath. “At that moment, any question of which horse I should choose floated up into the sky like a cloud drifting from a mountain peak and vanishing into thin air.” 
 
    Reyna nodded. “Ah, there’s that poet again, but what you’re saying is that she chose you.” 
 
    “That’s right. The clan chieftain was astonished and said that never had a horse chosen its rider, it had always been the other way around. Later, as I was leaving, the shaman of the clan pronounced a blessing on the two of us.  
 
    “In his blessing he said that, if I took as good care for Tam as I did for myself, I would find that not all of my stars would sparkle or glitter in the night sky, but would gently nicker to me when I closed my eyes under Night’s Curtain and when I awoke in the morning would shine so brightly as to pale the sun.” 
 
     “How beautiful,” Reyna murmured. “And have you found that to be true?” 
 
    “Oh yes, princess, very true.” 
 
    “Tam. I like the name. How did you come up with it?” 
 
    “I didn’t. The Mongs keep a very precise pedigree of their horses. When a foal is born, each is given a name that’s based on the Mong family that they belong to, and which describes part of the horse’s lineage. Tam’s name is shortened for Tamron A Ruith Leis A Ghaoith Anns na Speuran.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Reyna chuckled, “and I thought I had a long name. I can see why you call her Tam. What does it all mean?” 
 
    “Umm, well, the lineage part is pretty complicated, and the chief tried to explain it to me, but the truth is, I’m not sure I followed his explanation. But part of her name, roughly translated, means something like She Runs as the Wind in the Sky.” 
 
    “She Runs as the Wind in the Sky,” Reyna murmured and reached over to stroke Tam’s neck. “It’s a very pretty name and it suits you, seeing how fast you are.” 
 
    “What about Aiko?” Shap asked. “Any meaning there?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Reyna nodded, “the meaning is that Captain Wald brought her to me and said her name was Aiko and she was the suitably reliable horse that I had asked for before I started.” 
 
    Reyna stroked Aiko’s neck and said, “Sorry girl, we’ll have to come up with something suitable for you like Tam’s name.” 
 
    “But later, right?” Shap said. “Seeing as how these two have their eats, I say it’s time we got fed.” 
 
    In a short while, the two were sharing a small meal of smoked fish that Shap carried in his saddlebags, and water from Reyna’s flask.  
 
    Swallowing the last bit of her dried fish, Reyna asked, “Shap, I can taste the hickory in this but there is a subtle hint of something else—what is it?” 
 
    “Ah,” he began, waving one hand in a flourish, “there are several secret ingredients, Your Highness, gleaned from the mystical feasting tables of His Eminence Lord Chowdown, a virtual wizard of the culinary arts.  
 
    “To gain his favor and his recipe, I was forced to drink a whole barrel of cider ale, down two enormous wheels of tart cheese, three huge bunches of grapes, a goose pie that covered one whole table, a sugar cake that reached almost to the ceiling, all the while battling and defeating a three-headed Nargon Beast with only a kitchen knife and soup spoon.” 
 
    He held up the last bit of his fish. “Though, as you can taste, I was successful.” 
 
    Reyna blinked several times as she gazed at Shap, a small smile playing about her face. The man’s expression hadn’t changed a whit while he told his story. Outlandish and utterly make-believe of course.  
 
    “How do you do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Hold your face so straight and serious while you tell your fairy tale. Whenever I try to do that, everyone says I get this little twinkle in my eye that gives it away that I’m making a story up.” 
 
    “Are you certain I fabricated my story?” 
 
    “Absolutely. ‘Lord Chowdown’? A cake high enough to reach the ceiling? Battling a beast with a spoon and kitchen knife. Please. Totally make-believe.”  
 
    “In that case, princess, I shan’t tell you how I acquired his recipe for that very cake. A most intriguing tale, I assure you, but since you won’t believe a word of it, I won’t insult your intelligence or your senses.” 
 
    Shap popped a thumb-sized bit of fish into his mouth, smiled wanly at her and asked, “Do you want first watch, or shall I take it?” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t answer my question. What’s the other flavoring?” 
 
    “Sorry, Your Highness, but Lord Chowdown swore me to secrecy and I am a man who keeps his promises.” He shrugged, adding, “At least in this instance.” 
 
    “That’s not fair, I asked nicely.” 
 
    “That you did.” He pointed toward Night’s Curtain that slid toward the far horizon, bringing its blanket of darkness over them. “First or last watch? I’ll let you choose.” 
 
    Reyna sighed, seeing that it was apparent he wasn’t going to tell her, and said, “First watch.” 
 
    “All right,” Shap replied and added, “you know the King and Queen Stars?” 
 
    “Of course,” Reyna answered, a little indignantly.  
 
     Shap used one finger to point upward. “When they reach directly overhead, wake me.” 
 
    Reyna followed his pointing finger with her eyes. “It’s cleared up quite a bit, still, I hope it doesn’t rain, or worse, snow.” 
 
    “Do you know how to tell if it will or won’t?” 
 
    “Uh, by the heavy clouds and the raindrops or snowflakes that fall from them? No, wait, I know. Lord Chowdown was a weather wizard too and after you battled some demon, while gorging yourself on all manner of food, he taught you to be a weather master.” 
 
     “Nope,” he replied and picked up a large rock in his hand and set it on top of a nearby tree stump, flat side up. “Now, during your watch, check this rock every so often. If it’s wet on top, then you’ll know it’s raining. If it’s been blown off, then you’ll know it’s pretty windy. I call it a weather rock.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    He smiled and then said, “Seriously, tonight, when the moons rise, if they have a faint hazy ring around them, like a halo, then there’s a chance of rain or snow in the next day or so. No ring—usually no rain or snow.” 
 
    Reyna glanced at the sky, then turned to eye him suspiciously. “You’re not making that up?” 
 
    “No,” he said reassuringly, “not even a little.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Reyna admitted. “I never knew that.” 
 
    “Haven’t taken the time to lift your nose out of a book and look up at the sky, I take it?” 
 
    “I have too,” she retorted. “I like to watch the stars and clouds.” 
 
    “Just never really thought much about them though.” 
 
    “What I think about, I usually find between the covers of a book.” 
 
    “Which obviously didn’t mention that a light ring around the moons is usually a portent of getting wet or cold or both.” 
 
    She sniffed, muttering, “I just hadn’t gotten to that particular book yet.” 
 
    He gave her the ghost of a smile. “No books out here, princess. You either learn quickly how to survive or you die quickly.” 
 
    With that, he settled back, threw up his hood, rested his covered head on his saddle, his saddle blanket a pad under him, folded his arms, and closed his eyes. 
 
    “You know,” she muttered, glaring at Shap, “sometimes you make the world sound even more terrifying than it already is.” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she thought he was already asleep, but a moment later he murmured, “I didn’t make the world terrifying, princess. I only know that it can be—as you know all too well and so do I.” 
 
    Reyna sat there for a moment or two more, gazing at Shap and pondering his words. As you know all too well and so do I. Was he speaking of the fire creature’s attack on the castle that killed so many and my brother? Or does Shap have his own terrifying experiences too? 
 
    She rose to her feet and glanced again at Shap. If he does, then apparently they’re not encounters he’s willing to share, at least for now. 
 
    With a tug to snug down her tunic, she stepped softly away, her eyes first going to the horses, who stood with closed eyes, their pointed ears up, but with heads slightly drooped as if they too were asleep for the moment. 
 
    Reyna did a small circuit through the trees, stopping every so often to look and listen, but the night was still, calm, not even a breeze to stir the leaves. The evening air grew cold and she shivered a bit but didn’t raise her hood as she wanted her ears free of encumbrances.  
 
    Passing close to Shap on one round, Reyna had to admit as she peered his way that it was somewhat comforting to have him around instead of being alone as she had been for the last several days. She just wished that . . . 
 
    Her face suddenly snapped up and she stared hard, blinking several times to clear her vision. What . . .? With her eyebrows furrowed, she hurriedly took several steps to get to the edge of the tree line and stared for a moment before she spun around and ran back to Shap. 
 
    She slapped at his leg. “Shap! Wake up!” 
 
    The man was on his feet in an instant, one hand going to his scabbard. “What is it?” he demanded. “Trolls?” 
 
    “No, over here,” Reyna answered and led him to a spot where they could both look down the broad plain toward the dark horizon. 
 
    Shap took one look and then stepped farther out, his eyes never leaving the full, steady glow that seemed to stretch between two hills but was below the horizon.  
 
    “That’s a forest or grass fire,” Reyna stated, “and a big one. We better hope it doesn’t run this way.” 
 
    Shap stared for a long moment before he shook his head. “It’s neither of those, princess.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    He didn’t answer so she pulled a little at his sleeve. “Shap, you didn’t answer—again. If it’s not a forest fire, what is it?” 
 
    Shap let out a slow breath before muttering. “That’s Bradenton, and it’s burning.” 
 
    Reyna’s hand went to her mouth, the memories of the attack on Wynsur Castle dagger-sharp in her mind. “Bradenton? On fire? The whole town?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shap whispered. 
 
    “Those poor people,” Reyna replied, gaped for a moment more before she spun away, saying over her shoulder, “we need to go help them.” 
 
    In answer, Shap whirled around, barking, “Reyna! Stop!” 
 
    Reyna came to a halt, whipped around to face him, her mouth open in surprise at his sharpness and the use of her first name. Shap took a step, held up a hand, hesitated, then said, “Your Highness, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be so informal nor raise my voice at you. It’s just that you really don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because, while those wolves we met this afternoon were bad—in Bradenton, in Tremont, there are two-legged wolves a hundred times worse than Lurigs.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyes narrowed, and she took a step forward. “How do you know that, Shap?” 
 
    He licked his lips before saying, “Trust me, I just do.” 
 
    “And you’re saying that everyone in Bradenton is like that? Everyone is that horrible?” 
 
    He shook his head hard. “No, of course not, not everyone—” 
 
    “Then, I’m going to help the not-everyones. You can stay here and worry about those who are horrible and a hundred times worse than those wolves.” 
 
    With that, she dashed back to their makeshift camp and began saddling Aiko. A few moments later, Shap was beside her, throwing his saddle blanket over Tam’s back. 
 
    “Thought you weren’t coming,” Reyna muttered. 
 
    Without looking at her, he threw his saddle up, settled it on Tam’s back. “Princess,” he gruffly said, “you truly have no idea of what you’re getting yourself into by riding to that town.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    He stopped cinching his last strap, and turned to her, his face grim, eyes hard and unblinking. “Oh yes, Your Highness, if anyone does, I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm snuffled and turned in a circle, trying to go to sleep, but try as he might, he couldn’t bring on the bliss of forgetful sleep. He kept seeing his mother, her eyes warm and gentle on him, alive one moment, and then dead the next. Her words floated over and over in his mind, like soft embers that glowed gentle and warm, I love you, Wind Storm . . . Do what you must . . . 
 
    Do? What must I do? He wondered. A sudden, sharp noise caused him to jerk awake, push himself to all fours in alarm. Storm frantically looked around, thinking that some beast had made its way into their camp. 
 
    A snort, followed by a grunt caused him to whirl around, his lips drawn back in a snarl. He took one look and then relaxed as Shane padded up, her eyes on Ty as he loudly sucked in air. “Your brother’s noisy when he sleeps,” Storm stated. “I thought that some—” 
 
    “Monster had invaded the camp?” Shane finished. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “I’ve had the same thought on occasion.” She gazed at Ty, who had turned over on one side, arm under his head for a pillow, his hood up over his head.  
 
    “He actually gets worse when he has his nightmares,” she said. 
 
    “Nightmares? From what?” 
 
    Shane’s face hardened a bit. “We haven’t led the easiest life, Wind Storm.” 
 
    “Those nasty people you mentioned, they did something to you—something bad?” 
 
    Shane nodded slowly and all but whispered, her eyes fixed as if she stared off at nothing. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Oh.” Storm hesitated and then said, “I understand. My family—” he choked, couldn’t go on as his wings drooped to the ground. 
 
    Shane glanced at him, saw the misty eyes and murmured, “You too, huh?” 
 
    Storm nodded, unable to speak for the moment. His mother’s last words were like gentle embers in his head, bright, yet soft. In contrast, his thoughts of what happened to the rest of his family were like lightning strokes that jolted and seared his memory.  
 
    He took in a breath, rasped out, “It hurts to think about it.” 
 
    “I know,” Shane breathed out, “truly I know.” 
 
    “Is it like this forever? The hurt, I mean?” 
 
    Shane bit down on her lip. She could remember asking herself the very same question, only there hadn’t been anyone there to answer, to help her through the pain—the agony that was so wrenching that at times she wished she could rip her mind out of her head and toss it away. 
 
    “It . . . it,” she began, faltering over her words for an instant before saying, “will get better, but I’m not sure the memories ever go away completely. However, you get to a point where you can smile, even laugh, but—” 
 
    “You still hurt.” 
 
    “Some,” she sighed, “yes.” 
 
    “And the hate you have for the people who did this, does it ever go away?” 
 
    “Not for an instant,” she declared, her eyes flashing. “That’s always with you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Just then, Ty began to toss and turn, muttering, almost groaning in his sleep. Shane hurried over, put a hand to his shoulder and shook him. He instantly came awake, reaching for his knife “Wha—” he began.  
 
    “Easy, Ty, it’s just me,” Shane said as she squeezed his shoulder. “You were having a bad dream. Making a lot of noise.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Sorry, I seem to do that a lot.” 
 
    “Understandable, all things considered.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    Ty’s eyes flicked over to where Wind Storm had moved to the hill’s lip and was gazing off in the distance. “What is he staring at?” 
 
    Shane rose and turned to see what Ty was talking about. Her eyes immediately snapped open and she gasped, “Ty, look!”  
 
    Ty followed the tip of her bow that she used to point. He took one look and his own eyes widened at the bright, full glow on the horizon. “Fire!” he sputtered as he jumped to his feet. 
 
    Shane and Ty hurried over to where Wind Storm craned his neck, staring at the bright radiance. “What’s that glow? It’s not the moons rising, it’s in the wrong place and too bright.” 
 
    Shane swallowed and said, “A fire and a big one.” She turned to Ty. “It can only be one thing.” 
 
    Ty gulped and nodded. “It’s the town. The whole thing must be in flames!” 
 
     Shane took another step forward, one hand to her mouth, her eyes large in disbelief. She had absolutely no love for Bradenton after what it had done to them. Still, it was where they were born, where their family lived in peace and happiness for a few years until that awful night. 
 
    Now, to see it burning, even from afar, was a shock. “How is that possible?” Ty muttered to her.  
 
    “I . . . don’t know,” Shane whispered. “It’s unbelievable.”  
 
    “Wait,” Wind Storm said, “is that the town where those men took Melody and Delight?” 
 
    Ty nodded and said, “Has to be. No other town around here but Bradenton.” 
 
    “Then, I’m going there,” Wind Storm declared. “My friends are in danger.” 
 
    “What? No!” Ty sputtered. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? The town’s on fire. Burning down. Hot flames and chaos everywhere.” 
 
     “We dragons can stand fire pretty easy,” Storm returned, “but Melody and Delight won’t know what to do, where to go. They’ll be frightened, well, at least Delight will be. We have to get them out of there, take them with us.” 
 
    “No way,” Ty countered, “you might be able to withstand fire, but as you once noted, our scales are thin and they char pretty easy.” 
 
    “Then stay here,” Wind Storm asserted, “but I’m going to sneak in, find them.” 
 
    “Shane, tell him,” Ty pressed, “we’re not going—we can’t go.” 
 
    “No,” Shane replied slowly, her eyes on the glowing skyline, “he’s right, we need to go.” 
 
    “What?” Ty yelped. “No way, sis, we need to stay.” 
 
    “We need to go,” Storm insisted. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Shane agreed, “and right now.” 
 
    “To a raging fire?” Ty stammered with his mouth open and a finger pointed toward the inferno in the distance. His face clouded up. “You know what, you two are nuttier than a pecan tree at full harvest. No, you’re nuttier than a whole pecan orchard, you’re a—” 
 
    Shane reached out, grabbed his arm and hauled him to the side. “Easy Ty, you’re getting yourself all worked up.” 
 
    “You bet I’m all worked up,” he growled. “I thought we were leaving, not going back, especially not when the town’s burning down!” 
 
    Shane pulled him close, whispered fervently, “And pass up a golden opportunity?” 
 
    Ty started to hotly retort, his mouth half-open, but then lowered his voice and leaned a little closer, “What golden opportunity?” 
 
    “That!” Shane said and jerked her head toward the yellow-orange glow.  
 
    “That? What are you talking about, Shane?” 
 
    “Think, my short-sighted brother. The town’s on fire. What will the townspeople be doing?” 
 
    “Duh . . . trying to put out the fire?” 
 
    “Exactly. All their attention will be on the fire and we—” she smiled broadly, “will slip in and—” 
 
    “Take whatever we need,” Ty returned, his smile as wide as Shane’s. 
 
    “No,” Shane replied and sneaked her brother a wink as she spoke louder, “we’ll slip in and rescue Wind Storm’s friends.” 
 
    Ty studied his sister’s face for a moment, before his eyes grew a bit wider and he nodded while saying, “Oh. Right. Best idea yet, Shane.” 
 
    “You with me?” Shane asked and then stammered, “Uh, I mean you with us?” 
 
    “Lead on, sis, I’m right behind!”  
 
    Hearing that, Wind Storm dug in his talons, his eyes hard. “Let’s go!” He surged forward, his claws ripping up small tufts of grass that sprayed behind him. In moments, he was over the edge and bounding down the slope, Shane and Ty hurrying to catch up and sidestepping the small boulders that cluttered the hillside.  
 
    At the stream, the two caught up with Wind Storm, with Shane reaching out a hand to stop him, “Hold up, not so fast. You don’t know where you’re going.” 
 
    “Sure I do,” Storm answered and lifted a talon toward the glow that shone through the leaves, making a stark outline of tree limbs and trunks.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” Shane insisted. “You go charging along and there’s just a chance that we’ll run into those soldiers who captured your friends. You want to end up like them too?” 
 
    Wind Storm hesitated, eyeing the radiance that filtered through the trees. “Uh, no, I guess not.” 
 
    “Right answer. Now, I’ll lead, and you two follow. Keep low and keep quiet.” 
 
    She spun on her feet and slightly crouched over, retraced their steps back to the bridge. At the trestle, they hid in some thick orange-tipped bushes alongside the stream and eyed the span. “What now?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “Following the road would be a lot faster,” Ty muttered to Shane.  
 
    “But with a greater chance of someone seeing us,” she replied. “However, you’re right, my not-so-bright brother, this doesn’t call for a sneak but speed.” 
 
    “No sneak?” Wind Storm said. 
 
    “Not now,” Shane replied. “All right, we move fast along the road until we get closer to the town and then we duck off behind Knobby Knoll. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Ty nodded. 
 
    “Knobby Knoll?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “A hill,” Shane explained, “that we can use to look down into town, maybe spot where they’re holding your friends.” 
 
    “The garrison most likely,” Ty muttered. 
 
    “And we can see this garrison place?” Storm questioned. 
 
    “Yes,” Shane replied, “Now listen, we need to move fast down the road, but be ready to jump into the bushes if someone comes along. The last thing we need is for us to be seen. Understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” Wind Storm replied. 
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” Shane and Ty snugged their tunics down a bit and took off running up the road with Shane in the lead, Ty behind. Wind Storm galloped alongside Ty, his eyes watching both where he was going and occasionally glancing back. 
 
    They hugged the outside of the way, ready to duck into the woodlands in case someone suddenly appeared in front or behind. Every so often, Shane would slow them to a walk, to listen for the sound of pounding hooves, the creak of a wagon wheel, or voices on the night air. 
 
    The evening remained still, quiet, and dark with the moons still a few hours off from rising. A few hoots of a Three-Horned Owl broke the stillness along with the soft thuds of Shane’s and Ty’s boots as they ran. Wind Storm’s talons easily dug into the packed dirt and he wasn’t hard-pressed to stay alongside his two companions. 
 
    Without having to weave between bushes or trees, they quickly made their way to where the road began to rise before them, the beginnings of the low hills just to the west of town.  
 
    Shane cut across the road into the woodland that lined the roadside, where most of the sturdy elms’ leaves were orange and red with the season. Ty and Wind Storm hurriedly followed Shane but all of them had to slow once they hit the tree line.  
 
    Without speaking, they wove through the trees, avoiding the heaviest brush until they reached the craggy and boulder-filled backside of Knobby Knoll, the dominant hill that overlooked Bradenton. 
 
    Shane brought them to a halt, let them catch their breath. “I’ll go to the left,” Shane instructed, still breathing heavily, “climb up from there. Once on top, I’ll scout the north end of town. Ty, you take the south, then we’ll meet at the Ogre’s Head to plan what we’re going to do next.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Wind Storm asked. “Is this where I do my sneak?” 
 
    “You need to stay here,” Shane ordered, “and out of sight until we get back.” 
 
    “No!” Wind Storm declared. “Those are my friends, I’m going to help.” 
 
    “Listen, scale-head,” Ty growled, “you’re staying here and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, and don’t call me names, hairy-eared.” 
 
    “Why you, little—” 
 
    “Hey! You two stop, right now!” Shane ordered. “We don’t have time for this nonsense.” 
 
    “He started it,” Wind Storm huffed. 
 
    “Did not,” Ty retorted. 
 
    “Did too.” 
 
    “Did—”  
 
    “I said stop it!” Shane growled. She glared at the two of them, before she sighed and said, “All right, Wind Storm, you come with me. Ty, remember, meet us at the Ogre’s Head and don’t take too long.” 
 
    “Got it,” Ty muttered, and as he hurried away, said over his shoulder to Wind Storm, “Did not.” In moments, he was lost to the dark. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Shane ordered, “and listen, you stay close to me, no wandering or bolting off on your own. Remember, those Hussars are in town, we don’t want to run into them, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Storm returned. “Will we be able to see the garrison from up there?” 
 
    Shane nodded. “Pretty much the whole town, except for the south part, that’s why I sent Ty that way.” 
 
    With that, she turned and began hiking up the hill’s backside, skirting low-hanging bushes and the few trees that dotted the slope. Though Wind Storm was able to dig in his talons to push up the incline, on occasion, Shane had to grab roots and large rocks to pull herself up the knoll. Both had their eyes on the large, flickering glow that outlined the hill’s boulder-strewn crest. 
 
    Wind Storm stayed right on Shane’s heels, scrabbling up the slope, while Shane leaned into the incline, pushing hard against the rocky soil until they both hunched behind an odd-shaped but tall rock and stared down into the town.  
 
    Shane had had a mental image of what she supposed she would find once at the top, but the sight below caused her to suck in a breath. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Storm asked. 
 
    “It’s worse than I thought, much worse,” she muttered. For an instant, she felt sorry for those below, then her eyes narrowed, and her face hardened as she thought, then again, maybe it’s what they deserve after what they did to my family. 
 
    After another moment, she motioned down to a line of high flames that jabbed and roiled upward into the darkness. “The fire must have started on the far side of town—it’s almost to the common and working its way to the river.” 
 
    “The common?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “The center of town,” Shane answered and leaned forward a little, her eyes on the common’s far side, where the more ostentatious houses stood, with their wooden, slatted roofs, glass windows, wrought ironwork, and porticos.  
 
    Home to the mayor and his cronies, Shane couldn’t help herself as a small smile lifted her cheeks. Flames rolled up the sides, some licking higher than the second story on some of the houses, the black smoke rolling into the night sky.  
 
    Those homes on the nearer side were just starting to burn and Shane watched as one whole chimney suddenly collapsed inward, bringing most of the roof down with it into the fire.  
 
    Next to her, Storm had his ears flicked forward to listen to the fire’s spitting, popping, and crackling sounds. He watched as cinders floated into the air, coursing through the dark smoke. One, brighter and bigger than the others, floated down to land on a cottage’s thatched roof. An instant later, flames licked up, spread across the rooftop until the whole hut was in flames.  
 
    Wind Storm furrowed his eye scales. “Where are all the bad people? I don’t see anyone.” 
 
    Shane stiffened. He was right! “Where is everyone?” she whispered, leaning forward. “There should be a bucket brigade at the stream, taking water to fight the fire.” 
 
    “Where’s the garrison?” Storm questioned. 
 
    “Umm,” Shane said, her eyes still sighting up and down the riverbank, looking for townfolk. Seeing none, she swiveled a little and pointed downstream. “It’s those buildings there, on the far edge of town. Surrounded by that wall.” 
 
    Wind Storm stretched his neck, stared at the casern, but it was too dark and too far to really see anything. “We need to get closer,” he stated. He started to rise when he suddenly stiffened and raised a talon. “Look. People.” 
 
    Shane pushed herself up a little to stare at where Wind Storm pointed. In the firelight’s sharp glow, she could see villagers running down a street, not toward the fire to fight it, as she would have expected, but scampering frantically away from the onrushing flames. 
 
    “Something’s not right here,” she stated, “there should be a whole crowd battling that fire, not running away.” 
 
    “Maybe those people are fighting the fire,” Storm replied and gestured toward another street farther back from the river. 
 
    Shane turned her eyes to where Storm pointed just in time to see a knot of men and women burst around a corner. Some of the women herded screaming, crying children and one woman clutched a baby tightly to her bosom. The men had their swords and bows out, pointing back up the street, while at the same time pushing the women to hurry down the way.  
 
    Abruptly, Wind Storm jerked his head higher. “What is that sound?” 
 
    Shane’s eyes widened as she suddenly realized what it was that Storm heard; the ringing, clanging sound of metal on metal, along with shouts and curses, the occasional swish of arrows and above all, a loud, guttural bellowing. 
 
    Another cluster of men suddenly appeared and what they battled caused Shane’s eyes to go wide. “No . . . it can’t be . . .” she breathed low, as she recognized the brutish shapes making the deep, rumbling, bawling sound.  
 
    “Are those the bad people?” Storm asked. 
 
    Shane swallowed. “Those are trolls and yes, they’re very bad!” 
 
    Storm whipped his head back to the scene below. His grandpa had told him of having to battle trolls during the Great War but until now, he’d never actually seen one. 
 
    In the light of the dancing flames, he could see the huge lumbering forms wave maces, clubs, and swords as they charged at the group of men who stood their ground.  
 
    Swords flashed, burnished a silvery sheen by the fire’s illumination. The men fought valiantly, desperately, and managed to kill several of the brutes but there were just too many of the fiends and the brave men started to go down one by one under slashing swords and mauling maces.  
 
    His eyes widened as a trio of trolls lifted several screaming villagers by an arm or leg followed by a swift, horrific blow from an already bloody club. Several wounded men tried to crawl away but the trolls swiftly bludgeoned them to death. 
 
    Storm whipped his head around to find the first group of men and women who had raced down the street and away from the skirmish. The men stopped to form ragged ranks but the women, some crying and screaming kept running, holding onto their children’s hands. A moment later, they disappeared behind a row of houses and into the darkness. He drew in a deep breath and hoped they would make it to safety.  
 
    “No one should have to die like that,” Shane whispered next to him. Like Ty, she had no love for Bradenton or its citizens, but to be clubbed or slashed to death by a frenzied troll was not something she wished upon those below her.  
 
    They both turned their heads back to the street, for the trolls’ bellowing seemed to reach a crescendo as they lumbered down the road. Another small group of men appeared, waited a moment before they unleashed a pitiful flight of arrows that brought down two or three of the monsters, but then, as the beasts chased them fled down a side street. 
 
    They didn’t get far as another phalanx of the brutes appeared and cut the men off. It was the same result as before and the trolls lifted their heads and mouths in a growling, snarling exultant jubilation as they pounded away to find more victims.  
 
    Shane took her eyes off the gory scene to mutter, “I guess that answers my question of why no one is fighting the fire, they’re too busy fighting for their lives against the trolls.” 
 
    “And,” Wind Storm answered as softly, “they seem to be losing.” Now, everywhere he looked, death danced in the flames. Villagers trying to flee the fire were met by brutish trolls who cut them down on the spot even as they pleaded for mercy. 
 
    Shane blew out a breath and swallowed hard. “I’ve seen death before, all too real and personal, but never on this scale.” 
 
    She shook her head, placed a hand on Wind Storm, and said, “I’m sorry, Wind Storm, I don’t think we can get to the garrison, there’s just too many trolls.” 
 
    “We could try and sneak through,” Wind Storm protested.  
 
    “I don’t see how,” she replied, slumping down on her heels. “We might as well go back and tell Ty that—”  
 
    She stopped as a lean figure suddenly appeared, garishly outlined by the flames, hunched over, and clutching several pouches to his chest. He glanced anxiously around, his wrinkled, craggy face scrunched up in fear. He wore dark day pants, but had his nightshirt tucked halfway in and halfway out. 
 
    “No . . .” Shane muttered, her eyes fixed on the man, “how did he—” 
 
    One corner of her mouth lifted in a smile approaching a leer. “Never mind, guess it really doesn’t matter how he escaped the trolls. But I do wonder what he’s carrying in those bags of his?” 
 
    “Shane,” Wind Storm said, puzzled, “you’re talking to yourself.” 
 
    “Am I? Sorry. See that fellow heading toward the river? He’s a dear, dear, old friend of the family. I’m going down there, see if I can’t help him—at least assist him in carrying those heavy pouches so that he can run faster.” 
 
    Wind Storm peered across the narrow river, saw that the old man was trying to hurry, his head constantly turning to look back, fear apparent in his rapidly blinking eyes. His gait was wobbly and not very fast, as he was wearing only one sock, but no shoes and the rough cobblestones obviously hurt his tender feet.  
 
    Shane gave Wind Storm a quick, sideways glance. She couldn’t take him with her, not for what she intended to do. However, if she suggested that he stay behind, he’d get all stubborn on her again. She needed to distract him. But how? 
 
    An idea popped into her head. “Listen, Wind Storm, that fellow, he’s not only a friend, but he just might be able to help us locate Melody and Delight. Only, I’m going to need help. You’re faster than me, so I need for you to follow the hill’s crest, find Ty and tell him that Miser Tenz is in trouble and we’re going to help him. Got it?” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to help you instead?” Storm asked. 
 
    “You are going to help me,” Shane said reassuringly, “but it’s going to take all three of us. So hurry.” 
 
    Wind Storm hesitated, then spun on his talons and galloped away, loping just below the crest line. A slow smile formed on Shane’s face as she turned back to glance down at the town.  
 
    Tenz was at the last street just before the river, scurrying forward a few steps before stopping to glance around before hurrying a few more steps before halting again. “I know exactly where you’re going, Miser,” Shane whispered to herself, “the bull reeds down by the mill where the water will cover your scent and you’ll be safe from the fire.” 
 
    Her face turned hard, her eyes narrowed and fixed on the old man as she fingered her knife hilt. “But not from me if I get there first, and what you’re carrying will just about pay us back for what you stole.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Farther along the hillside and just below the crest, Ty whipped his head from side to side peering out from behind the Ogre’s Head. One sighting of trolls was all it took for him to run back to the oversized boulder with its bulbous nose, a jagged tear that mimicked a fanged mouth, and two dark depressions that resembled sunken ogre eyes.  
 
    As he knelt, hunched over, he fidgeted, waiting for Shane and Wind Storm to show. Surely, they saw the same thing as he, so why hadn’t they shown up? After all, what was there to plan other than how fast they could get back over the hill and as far away as they could in the shortest amount of time? 
 
    He gazed down into the town, watching the flames mount higher, with the trolls’ absolute carnage among the townsfolk chilling him to his core. Ty pulled his eyes away from the maelstrom below to peer behind and around him, looking for any telltale sign that might be his sister, or worse, a troll trying to sneak up on him. 
 
    “Shane,” he groaned, squinting once more at the inferno below, “where are you? Please, please don’t tell me you went all stupid on me and you’re in the middle of that!” 
 
    He grew increasingly nervous, poking his head out, watching every movement, especially any near the stream, but none were Shane. He waited a few moments more and then edged out from behind the goblinlike rock, creeping along the hillside, keeping to whatever cover he could find as he made his way toward where he thought Shane and Wind Storm might be holed up. 
 
    His eyes had just swept past a line of bushes when he saw movement. Shane! 
 
    Stooped over, using the shadows to mask her movement, she steadily worked her way toward the dark, rippling stream. She stopped to hunch down behind a bush and then started moving toward the slow-moving, wide creek. Ty shook his head. What is she doing? We agreed to do this together! And where is that runt of a dragon? 
 
    His face went hard. Is that why she’s down there? Did that horned-head go off and leave her and now she’s trying to find him? Of all the stupid—  
 
    He started to take a step toward her when his eyes caught motion off to one side and he froze in place. 
 
    A troll was stalking Shane, keeping low, but there was no doubt that his eyes were on the young woman, who was apparently oblivious to his presence.  
 
    Ty’s hesitation lasted only an instant before he flew down the hillside, not trying to mask the noise of his pounding feet against the leaves and grass. His tunic hood bounced up and down and his rabbit fur boots slipped and slid a little as he rushed down the incline, but Ty ignored everything as right then, nothing was more important to him than saving Shane. 
 
    He whipped around one tree, the low-hanging branches lashing at him. The troll increased its speed, its eyes never leaving Shane, who was still unaware of death lurking just behind her.  
 
    Ty felt like he’d been struck with lightning as a jolt ran through him from the realization that he would never get to Shane in time—he was too far, the troll too close.  
 
    Then, from out of the blackness flashed a dark green blur, low to the ground. Wind Storm had his fangs bared, his lips drawn back in a silent snarl. He was about to launch himself at the troll when he heard off to one side, “Shane! Behind you!” 
 
    At Ty’s yell, the troll slowed, his head searching for the source of the shout. It gave Wind Storm the chance he needed and he hurled himself at the brute to sink his fangs into the troll’s knee. The troll jerked its head up in surprise, bellowing at the sudden pain. It brought its mace up to smash whatever bit into him, but then hesitated as it saw what had clamped down on its leg. 
 
    The thing’s indecision was its undoing. Shane’s bolt caught the troll in one shoulder spinning him half-around. The sudden whipping motion sent Wind Storm tumbling off and partway down the hillside. He spit out a nasty-tasting piece of troll flesh as he scrambled to his feet.  
 
    The troll was roaring in anger and pain, its green face filled with rage and its thin lips drawn back in a savage snarl. As Shane backpedaled, grasping at her quiver for another arrow, the thing lumbered toward her. 
 
    Ty slid in beside her, drew back his knife and let fly. The blade turned over twice before impaling the troll in its right eye. The creature whipped its wart-filled face up in a shriek, clawing at the knife protruding from its punctured eye.  
 
    Shane had another arrow notched and was about to unloose it when a dark, shadowy figure sped by, slid on his knees behind the stumbling troll, and slashed at the thing’s knees with a gleaming, bright sword.  
 
    For a moment, the troll swayed back and forth before it toppled backward leaving the stumps of its legs, cut cleanly at the knees, standing upright. 
 
    The troll, bawling in pain, hit the ground with a dull thud, but a moment later its bellowing ended when the dark figure brought his sword down again, severing the creature’s neck. 
 
    The person straightened and threw back his tunic hood, revealing a bearded, hard face. “Captain Rafe!” Ty yelped.  
 
    The tall soldier whipped his short black night cloak over one shoulder as he stared. “You two!” he spit to one side, his eyes filled with disgust at seeing Shane and Ty. “If I had known it was you, I—”  
 
    The sound of talons in the grass caused him to whirl, his sword ready to slash at whatever was coming toward him. “Wait!” Shane yelped and threw herself between Rafe and Wind Storm. “He’s a friend.” 
 
    Rafe’s eyes went wide, his breathing heavy as he stared at Wind Storm. He shook his head, glowering at Shane. “I always knew you were a witch. Is this some spell you’ve put on me?” 
 
    “Hold on, cap'n,” Ty hurriedly said, putting himself next to Shane, “my sister may act witchy at times, but she’s no witch, and that is a real—” 
 
    “Dragon,” Shane declared, “and you’re not going to hurt him.” 
 
    Rafe still held his sword at the ready, his eyes going from Ty and Shane to Wind Storm. “First trolls, and now something more from a nightmare.” 
 
    Wind Storm padded up next to Ty. “Is he one of the bad people?” 
 
    “Hmm, no, he’s kinda good right now,” Ty replied, “especially after what he did to that troll. But I’ve seen him have his bad moments too.” 
 
    Rafe stared at Wind Storm, his mouth slightly open, breaking his beard line. “It talks,” he sputtered. 
 
    “He talks,” Shane corrected, “and quite well too.” 
 
    Nearby bellowing caused them to spin around and peer in the direction of the town. Rafe turned back, his lips pinched as his eyes flicked from Shane to Ty and then to Wind Storm. For an instant, he hesitated, then paced over to the troll, and pulled Shane’s arrows and Ty’s knife out of the dead beast.  
 
    He strode back, his eyes hard, angry. “Where did you come from?” he demanded. 
 
    “From up there,” Ty replied, pointing at the hill’s crest. 
 
    “Anyone else on the hilltop that managed to escape from the town other than you two miscreants?” 
 
    “We didn’t see anyone,” Shane quickly replied, “and we didn’t escape. We saw the fire’s glow from the forest and came to help.” 
 
    She drew in a breath. “And we’re not miscreants.” 
 
    The two locked eyes as Ty whispered to Shane, “What’s a miscreant?” 
 
    “You, that’s what!” Rafe snapped and then stabbed a finger toward Wind Storm. “And that beast for all I know, if he’s siding with you two.” 
 
    Shane reached out, snatched her arrow and Ty’s knife out of Rafe’s grasp. “Says someone,” she snapped back, “who always has a full belly, a warm fire and bed, and ducats in his purse.” 
 
    Rafe’s eyes narrowed at her retort, but before he could question them further, Shane said to Ty, “A miscreant is a fancy term for a scoundrel, a criminal, just like Miser Tenz that I saw down by the river.” 
 
    Ty’s eyes went wide, and he spun around, staring at the mill creek before shaking his head. “He’s gone,” he said dully. 
 
    “Troll got him,” Rafe muttered, “just before I saw you two.” 
 
    Shane glanced over to where she had last seen Tenz, but Rafe was right, the old man was gone, apparently snatched by a troll. “Well,” Shane sighed forlornly, “so much for that idea.” 
 
    She put a hand on Wind Storm’s head. “Thank you, you were very brave and probably saved my life.” 
 
    “I was?” Wind Storm replied and then grimaced as he worked his mouth and spit to one side several times. “Troll tastes awful. If you ever bite a troll, don’t chew or swallow.” 
 
    “Trust me, I won’t,” Shane answered as she made a face. She handed Ty his knife. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re welcome, sis,” Ty whispered back, “just a little payback for all the times you’ve gotten my neck out of the noose.”  
 
    Shane slowly turned to Rafe and though the words almost choked her, said, “And our thanks to you for the help—not that we needed it, my next arrow would have brought that troll down, but thanks anyway.” 
 
    Rafe gave her a curt nod. “You’re welcome, I think.” He seemed to be studying the threesome for a moment as if trying to make up his mind about them before saying with a long-drawn-out sigh, “Guess it can’t be helped. Let’s go, we’ve got to get out of here before more trolls show up.” 
 
    Ty stared, his eyes both hard and puzzled. “You’re not going to try and save the town? You’re a soldier, it’s your duty, and where are the rest of your troops?” 
 
    “Nothing left to save,” Rafe growled, “and from the looks of it, they’re all dead.” 
 
    He began to turn, only Wind Storm pushed himself forward, his face set hard. “Did you say he was a soldier? Is he one of those who took Melody and Delight?” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Rafe demanded.  
 
    “Let’s get out of sight first,” Shane declared, “then we’ll explain.” 
 
    Rafe shrugged, spun on his heel and scrambled up the hill, hunched over to stay in the darkness as much as possible. 
 
    Shane watched him for a moment before she growled to herself, “Can’t believe I’m doing this.” 
 
    “Doing what?” Ty asked. 
 
    She turned to Wind Storm to say, “Hurry and get behind those rocks and stay out of sight, I need to talk to Ty for a moment. Meeting Rafe is both a blessing and a curse and we need to figure out how to get him to help us find Melody and Delight.” 
 
    “Are you sure I shouldn’t stay, too?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Shane replied, “besides, with you up there, you’ll distract Rafe long enough for Ty and me to do our business, just don’t say anything and let us handle this.” 
 
    “He knows where Melody and Delight are?” Wind Storm queried. 
 
    “Probably,” Shane responded, “but we have to be careful getting the information out of him. He can be pretty touchy.” 
 
    Wind Storm considered her answer for a moment. It wasn’t easy understanding these humans, and he really had no choice but to trust Shane and Ty. “All right, then,” he dutifully answered, “please do your best.” 
 
    “We will,” Shane nodded, “this is as important to us as it is to you.” 
 
    With that, Wind Storm darted toward the craggy rocks, leaving Ty to grumble as the two followed, “Sis, what are you doing? Rafe’s the last person we should be talking to about those dragons.” 
 
    “Look at the town,” Shane replied, “you want to try and grab anything in that—be my guest. Since we’re not going to be able to steal anything of value down there, maybe we can work a deal with him, get him to tell us where they’re holding the other sproggers.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Ty asserted, “are we really going after those dragons? I thought that was just a ploy for—” 
 
    “Ty, use your head. Those trolls just changed everything. Is there anything down there worth risking our necks over other than those dragons?” 
 
    Ty drew in a deep breath. “No, I guess not. So, what kind of a deal?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m making this up on the fly.” 
 
    “Great. Real comforting, sis.” 
 
    “You have a better idea, let’s hear it.” 
 
    Ty opened his mouth, held it open for a moment, before closing it shut, his lips pressed tight. 
 
     “C’mon,” she snarled to him and the two clambered up the incline to ease around the enormous boulders that made up the Ogre’s Head to find Rafe staring at Wind Storm, and Wind Storm returning his stare.  
 
    He pointed to Wind Storm. “Where’d you get this thing from anyway?” 
 
    “We didn’t get him from anywhere,” Shane replied, “we found him. He got, uh, separated from his mother and we agreed to help him, but that’s another story. 
 
    “Now listen,” she took a step closer to Rafe to say, “a troop of the King’s Own rode into Bradenton earlier, carrying some very special cargo.” 
 
    Rafe snorted. “What? You’re out of the melon-stealing game and after the king’s property now?” 
 
    Shane chewed on her lower lip for a moment before saying, “I happen to know it’s not the king’s property but stolen.” She gave him a little shrug. “I guess that makes him a miscreant too, though everyone already knew that, right?” 
 
    “Careful . . .” Rafe’s rumble was like a dog’s warning growl not to come too close. 
 
    “Sorry,” Shane replied, “sometimes my mouth lives its own life. The point is, that property doesn’t rightfully belong to the king and moreover, it’s precious,” she glanced at Wind Storm, winked where Rafe couldn’t see, and added, “more to some than it could ever be to the king.” 
 
    Rafe stared at them for a long moment, his eyes and face expressionless. “I’m not sure what that means unless you’re saying that someone would pay more for this property than the king.” 
 
    Shane shrugged. “You said it, not me.” 
 
    “And you know someone who would?” 
 
    Shane didn’t answer, but her eyes didn’t leave Rafe’s stare. Rafe ran a tongue over his lips before saying, “You saw them ride in?” 
 
    “Yes, on the road,” Shane acknowledged. 
 
    “They were carrying—” Wind Storm blurted out, only Ty quickly interrupted, saying, “As Shane said, property more valuable than you or I could ever imagine.” 
 
    Rafe’s dark brown eyes narrowed as he peered at them in the fire’s orange glow. He seemed to be thinking as his eyes flicked from one to the other. He shook his head, his voice full of loathing, “I have no idea why I’m even speaking with you two after all the trouble you’ve given me.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ty said, “if it weren’t for us, your life would be one boring day after another.” 
 
    “I like boring,” Rafe retorted, “if it means not getting thrown off my horse, splattered with melon, and especially if it meant saving myself from embarrassment in front of my men.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shane interrupted, stepping slightly between her brother and Rafe, “you’re sore at us, and for good reason, but then again, we aren’t particularly fond of you either. We’re starving because of you so I’d say the score was even.” 
 
    She paused, then said, “However, this could work out to everyone’s benefit, enough to erase past hard feelings.” 
 
    Rafe snorted. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “Give it a chance,” Shane replied, “before you completely dismiss the idea. Now,” she prodded, “the King’s Own that rode into town?”  
 
    Rafe hesitated, seemed to mull over Shane’s question, locked eyes with her before growling, “Most of them, if not all, are dead, including their commander. The trolls caught us completely by surprise. They hit us from two sides; first they started the fire, which drew everyone out, and then they overran the garrison. The only reason I survived was that I was at the mayor’s home having dinner.” 
 
    “The mayor?” Shane sucked in a breath. “He was alive? I mean, he was at dinner?” 
 
    Rafe lifted his lips a little. “Yes, alive, at dinner, and I’ll give you three guesses what the topic of conversation was and the first two don’t count.” 
 
    Shane let out a puff of air. “Yeah, I can imagine.” 
 
    “He had a few bruises, more to his ego than to his fat, and already had the Arrest Writ signed and on his desk for you two.”  
 
    He hooked a thumb toward the fire. “If not for that, come morning, I would be combing the woods for you and this time I would’ve found you as the mayor added a nice little reward for you two.” 
 
    Ty snorted. “Find us? Not likely.” 
 
    “Too bad we can’t put that to the test,” Rafe said, “but it doesn’t really matter now. The mayor’s dead, troll got him and his wife.” 
 
    He leaned toward them, his wiry, but tall frame a bit menacing, though he kept his hands away from his two swords, one long, held in his scabbard, the other short and pressed between belt and tunic. “Now, what special cargo? What did you see?” 
 
    Shane peered intently into Rafe’s eyes and had the sudden realization that Rafe honestly didn’t know about the two little dragons the soldiers held captive. She found that extremely interesting. How was it that Captain Rafe, the garrison commander, was kept in the dark about something as important as the capture of dragons? 
 
    Not that he was one of the King’s Own, other than being part of the king’s army— still, he was one of them, wasn’t he? A Greed man? 
 
    Shane knew she had to be careful how she wormed the needed information out of the soldier. With Rafe they might well be on dangerous ground but the thought of how many ducats they could get for three dragons versus just the one was enough incentive for her to press the issue.  
 
    She said slowly, casually, “From what I understand, captain’s wages in the king’s army aren’t what they should be. I mean, there’s uniform upkeep, stable fees, sword sharpening at the blacksmith, not to mention—” 
 
    “Get on with it!” Rafe snapped. “What did you see?” 
 
    “What we saw was valuable enough to make your captain’s wages look like a drop of water in that river down there and since we both have big hearts, and have always been fond of the games we’ve had with you in the past, we’re willing to share.” 
 
    Rafe’s eyes narrowed. “You’re playing a very, very dangerous game here, woman.” 
 
    “Not if that troop is dead, like you said. No witnesses to what came into town, and potentially no witnesses as to what may go out.” 
 
    “I’ve sworn fidelity to the king!” Rafe snapped. “I’m a king’s man—taken an oath—” 
 
    “And just how do you think,” Shane fiercely interrupted, “the king is going to reward your loyalty once he finds out that you, the garrison commander, were leisurely having dinner with the mayor and his pretty daughter when the trolls attacked and burned down one of his towns? Do you think for one instant that your oath to him will mean anything to the king?” 
 
    Her eyes blazed as she barked, “I think not!” 
 
    Rafe’s mouth worked as if he were trying to hold back some angry outburst as his fingers inched toward his sword hilt.  
 
    Shane’s hand whipped up to an arrow, stopped as her fingers clasped the feathers,  but didn’t pull the shaft out of her quiver. “Don’t!” she threatened. 
 
    Ty’s knife was out in an instant, the blade held between thumb and forefinger. “Doubly don’t,” he growled, “or you’ll find yourself just like that troll with a knife blade buried in your eye.” 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t really understand all that was happening, especially the verbal tussling between the three humans, but he could sense the conflict and the tenseness in Shane’s and Ty’s voices.  
 
    Something is wrong. Is the bigger man threatening Shane and Ty? Is he refusing to tell them where the soldiers hold Melody and Delight? He drew back his lips in a snarl, and a rumbling, low growl came from his throat.  
 
    Rafe’s eyes flicked from one to the other; he heard Wind Storm growling and his voice and face tightened. “I’m a soldier—an officer! Worked my way up the ranks! You have no idea what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Ty grunted, “congratulations on all that, but like my sis said, you think any of that will matter to the king once he finds out you lost one of his towns to a pack of trolls?” 
 
    “I doubt,” Shane added, “that he’ll even offer to listen to your side of the story—not that it would help, as I seem to recall that soldiers are on duty every minute of the day. Or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    As the three held tight to their weapons, Wind Storm took a step forward, waiting for a sign from Shane or Ty that they needed his help. After another long moment, Rafe’s shoulders slumped and he let out a long sigh as if he’d just released what little pride he had left into the air.  
 
    He moved his hand away from his sword haft. “This is twice you two beat me today and I don’t take kindly to defeat.” 
 
    Shane shrugged as she lowered her hand away from her quiver. “Our da always said that you should look at defeat or failure as nothing more than the toll you pay on the road to learning life’s hard lessons.” 
 
    Rafe grunted. “In that case, today, I am at the mercy of the toll master. All right, we have a deal, we share, you get half, I get half.” 
 
    “No,” Ty barked, “thirds all around.”  
 
    Shane met Rafe’s eyes. “Seems fair. Thirds all around.” 
 
    Wind Storm’s ears pricked up. What did that mean, thirds all around? “Shane,” he started, “what does—” 
 
    “It means,” Ty muttered low to him, “that we might have the deal we—err—you want.” 
 
    “Oh. Good,” Wind Storm nodded. 
 
    Rafe hesitated, frowned, his short beard seeming to deepen his scowl. “Agreed. Now, you tell me what was in the cargo and I’ll tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    Shane shook her head. “In this case, seeing is believing and that’s what you’ll need to do. As to what we need to know? Simple. Where would those soldiers keep valuable property inside your garrison? Preferably a place that was fire- and escape-proof?” 
 
    “Fireproof?” Rafe grunted as his eyes narrowed. “You’re suggesting that whatever this treasure is could be lost to the fire.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged a glance. “Not necessarily, but fireproof would help the matter of retrieval.” 
 
    Rafe ran a hand over his beard, nodding, “There’s only one place.” He peered at Wind Storm. “Is it going too?” 
 
    “My name is Wind Storm,” Storm snapped before either Shane or Ty could answer, “and yes, I’m going too.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Rafe shrugged, “though I can’t believe I’m having a conversation with an animal.”  
 
    He turned to Shane and Ty. “Can everyone swim?” He sniffed and grunted to Shane and Ty, “Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing, as you two could use a bath.” 
 
    With that, he spun away, headed toward the hill’s crest and the tree line. “Why that dirty—” Ty sputtered, but Shane quickly interjected, “Take it easy, Ty, he’s just trying to get a rise out of you.” 
 
     “And it worked! My temper’s rising.” 
 
     “Yeah, well, cool it down, we’ve got work to do.” She bent a little and asked Storm, “Can you swim? In sounds like we might be crossing the river.” 
 
    “Uh . . . sure,” Wind Storm replied. 
 
    “Good. C’mon, let’s go before we lose him.” 
 
    The three rushed after the man, who was heading higher up the hill toward the sparse woods that crowned the top. As they hurried along, Ty whispered to Shane, “Are you sure about this? I’m thinking that after Rafe’s ‘I’m loyal to the king’ speech he gave in way too easy. I thought for sure we were in for a fight.” 
 
    Shane hesitated, her eyes on Rafe’s broad back before her lips drew back in more of a leer than a grin. “I’m sure. He just realized he’s one of us now and not a king’s man.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The king will have Rafe’s head once he finds out what happened here tonight. Rafe knows that, knows we don’t call him ‘Captain Rafe’ anymore because his commission in the king’s army died along with Bradenton.” 
 
    She laughed just a little. “Now he gets to feel what it’s like to be wanted by the law, posted as a criminal, and hunted like some rabid dog.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ty grunted. “So he’s one of us miscreants now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shane sighed as they slipped into the forest, following several steps behind Rafe. “And to think, this morning he was about to throw us in jail for stealing four melons, and now he’s going to help us steal something worth more than all the melons on Erdron.” 
 
    Their steps quickened as Rafe picked up the pace. “Like I said,” Ty muttered, “this has been some sort of day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm hurried behind Shane, Ty, and Rafe as they ran along the tree line marking Knobby Hill’s crest. Storm couldn’t help but keep his eyes turned to the burning town below and the rampaging trolls. The brutes’ guttural snarls and a few last screams of cornered townspeople told him the carnage continued, though it wasn’t long before there were no more shrieks of terror, only the trolls’ bellowing and the fire’s sputtering and crackling. 
 
     The three ahead of Wind Storm ran at an easy lope, Rafe with his sword in one hand, Ty clutching his knife, and Shane with her bow. Wind Storm ran smoothly with them and was a little surprised that the humans moved so quietly through the woods, never stumbling over the chance rock or tree root, or having to pause to catch a breath.  
 
    Rafe turned them sharply down the hill’s backside and they rushed down the steep, boulder-strewn incline until they reached the forest floor. He held them up for a moment, glanced around, and then said, “All of you stay here, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “What?” Shane sputtered. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I said,” Rafe answered gruffly, “that I’ll be back.” To Shane’s and Ty’s open-mouthed stares, he spun away and darted into the murky woodlands.  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Shane growled. 
 
    “Hey, when you gotta go, you gotta go,” Ty quipped. 
 
    “Really, Ty?” Shane countered. “You think that’s the reason he took off like that?” 
 
    Ty shrugged. “What else?” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Storm asked. He had no idea what “you gotta go,” meant though it made Ty snicker and Shane frown. 
 
    Shane blew out a breath. “What do we do? We wait—and keep a sharp lookout.” 
 
    Ty found a stump to sit on and gestured to where Rafe had disappeared into the brush. “I have to admit, I always thought of Cap’n Rafe as not much more than a paper soldier, you know, how he always sat so pretty on his horse, trying so hard to look all soldierly, but after what he did to that troll . . .” 
 
    Shane nodded a little. “Yeah, I know what you mean. And he’s a better woodsman than I ever gave him credit for too.”  
 
    She glanced back up the hill, skewing her mouth to one side as she considered how Rafe had skirted around the pine trees and wider elms without missing a step. Nor had he tripped awkwardly over a tree root in the darkness, but moved fluidly, barely making a sound.  
 
    It took a woodsman’s skill, keen eyesight, and being comfortable in the forest’s shadows to do so. Where had he learned such skills? Certainly not marching around a parade ground or sitting atop a prancing horse.  
 
    She and Ty were used to the night, having spent a good portion of their years living in the forest. Driven from Bradenton into the nearby woods by pitchfork-wielding townspeople, utter fear filled their first nights as every tiny movement of a bush, the swish of a tree limb, the hoot of an owl caused them to cling together in mind-numbing terror. 
 
    Eventually, the forest had become their home and they were as at ease in it as a farmer knows the furrows of his fields, the contour of his land. Like the farmer, they learned how to read the skies, what to harvest and eat, and what to avoid.   
 
    However, it was a hard-learned and hard-earned lesson to finally realize and accept that the woodlands weren’t filled with hobgoblins or ghostly specters as the townspeople believed, and which they had hoped would spirit Shane and Ty away and out of their lives.  
 
    Not that the forest didn’t have its dangers. A wolfpack had cornered Shane and Ty for three days in a life-saving oak tree; a wandering and obviously lost mountain Tyger had prowled the woods for a week, forcing the two to live in the same tree, living on half-green acorns and only coming down for the occasional quick drink of water.  
 
    Ty had developed a body-burning fever that almost killed him, Shane broke an arm that Ty had to set and splint, never having done either before. And of course, hunger became a companion, its presence never far away.  
 
    However, until very recently, they could usually find food: venison, rabbit, squirrel, the occasional duck or goose, supplemented by an array of berries, nuts, wild carrots, eggplant, squash, and sometimes apples.  
 
    Then, something had begun to happen to their woods. The huge flights of ducks and geese that always came in the spring and left in the fall no longer floated on the ponds or the mill stream. The deer practically disappeared, as did the predators that preyed on them. Even rabbits and squirrels became fewer and fewer.  
 
    Two successive bitterly cold springs and summers brought early snow, and the mill stream froze over for the first time ever in the winter. There was practically no harvest for the townsfolk or in the forest, and to survive, Shane and Ty had resorted to thieving. Though, like this morning, there was usually little, if anything, to steal these days, not to mention it had become so dangerous that they were literally risking life and limb just for a few morsels of food. 
 
    So, to Ty and Shane, to be on the run in the forest, even in the darkness, was nothing new, but to see Rafe move so effortlessly came as something of a shock, especially to Shane, though she had to admit to herself it was a nice kind of surprise. 
 
    While Wind Storm sat with his ears up and his head constantly moving, listening to the night sounds, Shane did a continuous small circle around them, her eyes flicking from one pool of shadowy darkness to another.  
 
    A sudden rustle in the bushes caused all three to jump, Wind Storm with his fangs bared, Ty with his knife drawn, and Shane with an arrow notched, ready to let fly.  
 
    Rafe stepped between two thick bushes and instantly held up a hand to yelp low, “It’s me!” 
 
    Wind Storm let out a quick breath as Shane and Ty lowered their weapons. “Where have you been?” Shane demanded. 
 
    Rafe ignored her as he swept past, muttering, “Taking care of some business. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged a quick glance with Ty shrugging his shoulders and muttering, “Told you so,” as they hurried after Rafe. The four rushed through a thicket of pine trees for some time until Rafe slowed them and then brought up a hand signaling for them to stop.  
 
    Wind Storm raised his head and sniffed. Water! They must be close to the broad stream, only farther down and past Knobby Hill. Rafe slowly led them forward until Wind Storm not only could smell the water, he could hear its gentle lapping and murmuring.  
 
    Rafe stopped, lifted his head a little as if listening and then reached out to part the thin limbs of a Whispering Willow. “There’s the stream,” he said in a low voice, “we go into the water from here. Stay in the middle of the stream and let nothing but your noses stick up.” 
 
    “Wait,” Ty spluttered, looking at the slow-moving, dark water, “you’re not serious. Why don’t we go farther down directly across from the garrison?” 
 
     “We could,” Rafe acknowledged, and motioned toward the bridge, “if you think you can get them to guarantee safe passage.” 
 
    Wind Storm, along with Ty and Shane raised their heads to look at where Rafe gestured. A troop of trolls stood on the bridge, swords and maces lazily held to their sides or upright and slanted against their shoulders. Some shuffled about restlessly, while others stood in one spot, their heads up, sniffing the breeze. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Shane whispered. “They’re just standing there.” 
 
    “Why don’t you saunter over and ask?” Rafe grunted. 
 
    “Funny,” Shane growled. 
 
    “Now listen, once past the bridge and around the bend there’s a stand of reeds, and just up from there is the wall next to the stable. Make for the wall—there’s a gate just up from there that we should be able to use. It’s the easiest way to get into the garrison.” 
 
    He stopped, his eyes narrowed and focused on Shane. “This had better be worth risking a sword fight with a band of trolls.” 
 
    “It is,” Shane answered, meeting his eyes and not looking away. 
 
    The two stared for a moment more before Rafe directed, “Go to your bellies, move slow, stay in the high grass, and try not to make any sound. Trolls have excellent hearing when they’re not too busy killing something, but their eyesight is not much better than a blind bat’s and that’s our one advantage.”  
 
    “Hate to tell you,” Wind Storm muttered, “but from what I’ve seen, bats aren’t that blind.” 
 
    “Whatever. You get the idea,” Rafe returned. “Ready?” 
 
    Shane glanced at Wind Storm who nodded, “Ready.” 
 
    “Ty?” she asked. 
 
     “No,” he sighed, “but let’s do this before I lose what nerve I have left.” 
 
    “Said the man who put a knife through a troll’s eye,” Shane murmured. 
 
    “Man?” Rafe snorted. “Real men don’t steal melons from an old widow.” 
 
    “Hey—” Ty started to protest, but Rafe was already on his belly, sliding through the leaves and grass toward the stream. 
 
    Ty turned to Shane and sighed, “I know, he only does it to get a rise out of me.” 
 
    “And did he?” Shane quipped as she pushed past Ty to slip to her stomach. 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Ty growled, before he lowered himself and eased into the thigh-high grass.  
 
    Wind Storm was the last to follow Rafe’s path through the high weeds, his scales sliding smoothly over the mud as he used his claws to push himself along. Shane and Ty wiggled and squirmed their way through the grass just in front of him. 
 
    Storm kept swiveling his head from watching to the front to doing his best to keep an eye on the trolls who paced back and forth over the darkened bridge. He couldn’t rid himself of the feeling that the brutes were not only watching but waiting—but waiting for what? 
 
    That notion was accompanied by the feeling that if the trolls indeed waited for someone or some thing, whatever it was couldn’t be good for their rescue attempt. 
 
    Wind Storm turned his attention back to pushing himself through the grass, trying his best not to disturb the sheaves too much lest he warn the trolls that something a bit bigger than a mouse squirmed through the sward.  
 
    Rafe reached the stream with Shane’s face almost touching his boot soles. He stopped as if to glance up- and downstream before he suddenly stiffened and went absolutely rigid.  
 
    Shane started to reach up to tap his boot when her eyes widened and she went motionless too before her hand slowly moved toward her knife. A snake raised its head out of the reeds right at Rafe’s shoulder. Its split tongue flicked in and out for several heartbeats before it slowly slithered out of the river grass and across Rafe’s back. 
 
    Shane sucked in a breath. The cat’s eyes, the sharp nose, the two red bands behind the head. A Two-Step! Bitten by one, it was said that you had just enough time to take two steps before you were dead. 
 
    Ty and Shane had run across only one before, in some rocks farther upriver. She’d dispatched it with an arrow through the head, but she dared not move for her bow now lest it strike Rafe or perhaps come after her—or, as bad, alert the trolls. 
 
    The serpent, twice as long as a man’s arm, slid onto Rafe’s back, stayed there for two heartbeats before it slithered across his other shoulder and disappeared into the rushes just beyond.  
 
    Shane let out her breath, dropped her head down for a moment before she glanced up to see Rafe move through the remaining reeds and across the mud that bordered the stream before easing himself into the water. A moment later, he disappeared, sinking below the dark liquid. 
 
    Shane hesitated, thinking of the snake, but since she didn’t know if it was a water serpent or was simply hunting along the riverbank, she slipped her knife back into its small leather scabbard and went next.  
 
    She slid across the gooey mud, barely parted the reeds and then was in the water. She grimaced as the cold seeped through her thin tunic and chilled her skin. She took a breath, let herself sink down a bit, and then, using the breaststroke that her da had taught her, swam toward the middle and the stream’s sluggish current.  
 
    After a few moments, something grabbed her foot and squeezed. Shane almost yelled before she realized that it was just Ty. He came close, sputtered, “Look!” 
 
    Shane spun in the water and groaned, “Oh, no.” 
 
    Wind Storm had made a distressing discovery. Not only could he not fly, he couldn’t swim, either. He was trying hard not to splash, but when you’re drowning, it’s hard not to panic. He sank to the bottom, felt gravel and pushed himself upward hard, his talons clawing at the dark water. Just for an instant, his nose broke the surface and he sucked in a breath, but down he sank again.  
 
    He could feel himself slipping into deeper water and instinctively knew that there would come a point where his heavy scales would prevent him from breaking the surface for a breath.  
 
    Wind Storm went down again, but this time, when he touched bottom and kicked off, though he clawed and clawed, the rippled surface stayed a talon’s length away before he began to sink.  
 
    Storm was running out of breath, his lungs burned and heaved, begging for air, but he was sinking fast. The water turned dark and colder, and Storm felt mud and rock under his back claws. He gathered himself for one last try, shoved upward with all his strength, shot up, but only for a short distance before he began to slide downward. 
 
    Suddenly, hands grabbed his front legs, pulled him upward. He broke the surface, sucked in a huge draught of air. Beside him, Shane and Ty trod water, fought against his weight to hold him up.  
 
    “I thought you said you could swim,” Shane growled in his ear.  
 
    “Like a rock,” Ty muttered from the other side.  
 
    Storm was too busy filling his starved lungs with air to answer. Shane decided she would wait until they were on dry land before she lit into him for telling them he could swim when obviously that was a lie.  
 
    The bridge came close and all three stiffened as they spotted one troll who hung over the wooden railing, staring down at the small river. Wind Storm started to suck in more air, but Shane clamped a hand around his muzzle, stifling him as they stared up at the monster above. 
 
    Frightened by the thought that the troll would spot them, just for an instant Wind Storm thought of breaking away from Ty and Shane, making for the bank. He fought his panic as he felt Shane and Ty sink a little farther in the water, and he did the same, barely able to keep his nose up thanks to his companions.  
 
    The water was cold against his scales and he abruptly found his face draped by Shane’s tunic hood, which ballooned behind and to one side of her. His inability to see only heightened Storm’s fear and he started to pull one of his talons away to get the hood off his face, but stopped, fearful that any splashing would alert the watching troll that someone was passing under the bridge.  
 
    A few moments later, the hood slipped off his face, and he found that the current had carried the three under the bridge and past the pacing trolls. To each side, Ty and Shane broke the surface. Wind Storm hadn’t realized that they had sunk below the water while still managing to keep him afloat. 
 
    Wind Storm swiveled his head a little and a weak smile crossed his face. The trolls still paced restlessly, but none turned their faces their way and none raised a warning shout. He felt a tug and turned to see Shane looking at him with an anxious expression. He nodded that he was all right and she gave him a wan smile in return.  
 
    Together, they floated around the bend until a stand of bulrushes slipped into view. Shane and Ty pushed and pulled him toward the stalks until Wind Storm felt his back claws and tail slide across the graveled bottom. He pulled himself away from the two and into the long-stemmed foliage.  
 
    Shane hadn’t quite reached dry land when something hard poked her in the side. She whipped around, her hand going to her knife before she relaxed when she saw Rafe’s grim face with his outstretched sword. 
 
    “Why does everyone keep poking me!” she murmured. Rafe ignored her, hooked a thumb up toward the sloping bank.  
 
    All four half crawled their way through the last of the reeds, before Rafe stopped them at the stalks’ edge to glance around. Seeing no one, he waved them on and broke into a hunched-over sprint toward the head-high rock wall that was part of the garrison stockade. 
 
    Wind Storm hustled behind, listening to the humans’ clothes, made soggy by their swim, rustle as they hurried, while their boots squeaked and sloshed from the water that hadn’t drained out yet.  
 
    They brushed up against the wall, and while Shane and the others kept their backs to the rock facing, with knives or sword out, Wind Storm hunched low, his ears up and listening. He turned his face up to Shane. “I hear noises, strange sounds,” he whispered, “from the other side of the wall. Trolls?” 
 
    “No,” Rafe whispered, “horses, and that’s good for us. The trolls haven’t gotten to them.”  
 
    “Why good?” Ty asked. 
 
    “Because, they’re our way out of here, and the second reason I agreed to come.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged worried glances. Seeing their expressions, Rafe groaned, “You don’t know how to ride.” 
 
    “Does a pony count when you’re four or five?” Ty quipped. 
 
     “I guess it’ll have to,” Rafe said drawing in a breath.  
 
    “What about him?” Shane asked, motioning toward Wind Storm. “I think he’d have a hard time staying on.” 
 
    “Not a good time for joking around,” Rafe declared. “Dragons fly, right?” 
 
    Wind Storm sighed. “Not all.” 
 
    Rafe blinked several times. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “He’s serious,” Ty nodded. “No horseee for him.” 
 
    Rafe blew out a breath, stared hard at Wind Storm. “Just why do we have this animal with us anyway?” 
 
    Wind Storm came up on all fours, his eyes fiery. “Because I’m—” 
 
    “The key to that treasure!” Shane hurriedly snapped, laying a hand on Wind Storm to caution him from speaking further. 
 
    Rafe’s eyes flicked from Wind Storm to Shane and then back before he leaned toward her, growling. “So help me, Shane, this had better be worth risking our lives over or—” 
 
    “How sweet,” Shane cooed, “you called me by my first name. Now, why don’t you wait until you see our treasure before you threaten us.” 
 
    The two stared at each other, neither blinking before Ty nudged Shane. “You two going to play the ‘who blinks first’ game or are we going to get on with it?” 
 
    Rafe snapped a glare towards Ty before he ordered, “I’ll go over the wall and meet you at the gate. It’s barred from the inside. Give me a lift up.” 
 
    Ty intertwined his fingers to make a small saddle. Rafe slid his short sword into his belt, put a foot into Ty’s clasped fingers, and with a little heave from Ty drew himself up onto the foot-wide wall. He lay flat for a moment, listening and looking, and apparently not hearing anything out of the ordinary, dropped over. 
 
    “C’mon,” Shane urged and the three broke into a run toward the wall’s far end. They rushed up to a stout gate constructed of rough, thick planks held to the wall by iron hinges. A moment later, there was a soft clunk on the other side from Rafe lifting and setting aside the gate’s hefty bar before he slowly swung the door open. 
 
    Though Rafe tried to keep the gate from squeaking, nevertheless, there was a long creeaakk from the rusting hinges that caused Shane and the others to cringe. Rafe held the door open but no one moved as they crouched and waited to see if the groaning sound would bring any trolls pounding their way. 
 
    Except for a few snorts and stamping of horses’ hooves, the night stayed quiet, so Rafe hurriedly waved them into the grassy area between the open-air stable and the wall.  
 
    Wind Storm found himself looking into a large stable whose pitched roof protected the equines from the weather overhead, though without walls reaching to the gable’s height, cold and wind could still enter from the side. 
 
     The open-air barn held perhaps two dozen or so stalls, most filled with horses of assorted breeds and sizes. The mellow smell of hay combined with the musky aroma of fresh horse manure wafted over Storm as he drank in the air. As this was his first time around horses, his muzzle crinkled a little from the new and strange odors, and he decided that horses were odiferous creatures.   
 
    Rafe’s eyes flicked down the row of stalls as the horses turned their heads toward them, their ears pointed up, with some showing the whites of their eyes. A few danced nervously on their hooves, snorting a bit.  
 
    “We need to take it slow and easy, they smell trolls, blood, and . . .” he peered at Wind Storm, “now dragon. They’re on edge, especially those Araba Blacks which are naturally high-strung. Wouldn’t take much to set them off and the ruckus would bring the trolls running.” 
 
    “Araba Blacks?” Shane asked. 
 
    “The ebony stallions with the glossy coats at the far end. Don’t you recognize them from when the King’s Own rode them earlier?” 
 
    “Of course, but I didn’t know what they were called. Beautiful horses.” 
 
    “Too beautiful for—” Rafe started but abruptly stopped. “Never mind. This way, and remember, move slow and easy, no sudden movements.” 
 
     Rafe led them down the side, staying close to the wall. Wind Storm kept himself small and hugged the fence, his eyes on the horses they passed. Several watched the four, swishing their manes a bit as they whiffed the new scent of dragon.  
 
    Halfway down, one chestnut-colored horse nickered and stuck his head over the top railing. Shane recognized the animal as the horse Rafe rode earlier in the day—and fallen off. Rafe took several steps over to gently run a hand over the horse’s muzzle. “Hey boy, I’ll be back for you. Promise.” 
 
    At that, he turned away and motioned for the others to follow. As they reached the stable’s end, Rafe halted them and drew them into a small pool of shadow. “Huh,” he grunted. 
 
    “What’s huh?” Shane whispered. 
 
    “They didn’t burn down the whole garrison but being on the edge of town it was the first place they hit.” 
 
    Shane, Ty, and Wind Storm peeked beyond Rafe. Most of the garrison buildings still stood, though a few lay in smoking ruins. “No,” Shane murmured, “but they made sure none of your men or the King’s Own made it out alive.” 
 
    Wind Storm’s eyes studied the open courtyard that formed a large quad with the stockade wall and buildings forming the four sides. Bodies littered the square, some on their stomach, face down, but most staring up as if in their dying moments they wanted one last look at the open sky and stars. 
 
    “You didn’t make it back here?” Ty asked Rafe. 
 
    “No,” Rafe answered bluntly, “tried to, but there was a wall of trolls between them and me.” He drew in a breath. “Went back to the mayor’s house to take care of a personal matter.” 
 
    Ty motioned to the bodies. “Personal matter? Doesn’t get much more personal than that, I’d say.” 
 
    Shane could see Rafe’s mouth harden, his eyes flare so she quickly changed the subject by gesturing toward a large cluster of slaughtered corpses. “Looks like a good many tried to get to the horses when they were cut down.” 
 
    With a deep frown, Rafe nodded, turned to glance back at the horses, rubbing at his chin. He was quiet for a moment before saying, “Still can’t understand why the trolls didn’t butcher the horses. From what I hear, they find horse meat rather tasty.” 
 
    “Breakfast,” Ty stated. “From what I saw, they had other options for their late-night snacking.” 
 
    Rafe flicked his eyes at Ty, nodded grimly. “Yeah, guess you’re right.”  
 
    “What now?” Wind Storm asked. “Where are—” 
 
    “We going from here?” Shane hurriedly interjected. 
 
    Rafe motioned off to their right. “The cell block. It has locks, bars, and an underground dungeon. If I were to store anything of value in here, that’s where it would go.” 
 
    “Locks?” Ty stated. “How are we going to get through those?” 
 
    Rafe’s face was dour as he replied, “I just happen to know a guy who knows where they keep the keys.” 
 
    He glanced around, taking in all sides, before saying, “Looks clear, let’s go, but keep a sharp watch.” 
 
    Wind Storm started to shoot forward, but Shane reached down, grabbed a horn to hold him back. “Not so fast,” she ordered, “stay with us, much safer that way.” 
 
    At first, Wind Storm wanted to shake Shane’s hand off, but decided she was right. This was so strange to him, the buildings and all, and the truth was he really didn’t know where to start looking for Melody and Delight. 
 
    “All right,” he replied and with the others, crouched low as they crossed in front of the stable and headed for the nearest row of buildings. Several of the horses whinnied loudly and they froze in place, waited anxiously while they listened for the tromp of troll feet.  
 
    None came, so they quickened their pace until they reached a small hut, still intact, its wooden frame untouched by fire. “Sergeant of the guard shack,” Rafe explained. “Wait here while I get the keys.” 
 
    Ty and Shane stood on the short, wooden entryway, Ty with his knife out, Shane’s bow notched with an arrow, while Wind Storm crouched in the dirt just off the porch. He wrinkled his nose at a disgusting odor. “Stinks,” he muttered, “what is that awful smell?” 
 
    “The work of death, Wind Storm,” Shane quietly replied, “the sweat and stink of fear just before you die. Breathe through your mouth, it’s not as bad.” 
 
    Once past the stable, she too had noticed the putrid aroma of spilled blood and guts that turned her stomach, and now she was afraid that if she inhaled too much of the fetid odor through her nose, she would empty her stomach. Not that there was much to lose. 
 
    A moment later, Rafe hurried out the door. “They’re not there!” 
 
    “No keys?” Shane demanded. 
 
    “No keys,” Rafe growled. 
 
    “Terrific,” Ty groaned. “Now what?” 
 
    “This way,” Rafe ordered. 
 
    With Rafe leading, they hurried over to a low-slung, rock-faced building. Four closely spaced bars split its two square and darkened windows. The wooden door was as thick as a man’s fist. A large metal lock securely fastened the wooden door’s iron handle through a loop in a metal plate which was bolted to the wall’s frame. The plate was a solid piece of metal and four large, thick bolts held it solidly in the outer bricks. 
 
    Shane took one look and declared, “We can’t beat that down, it’s too thick!” 
 
    “Not to mention the noise we’d make,” Ty added. 
 
    Rafe didn’t answer. Instead, he drew his short sword, slid the point between the lock’s base plate and the door and began to worry it back and forth. Grunting, he put more pressure on his sword, trying to deepen the small slit he’d made. After a few minutes, his reward were a few shavings that dropped to the ground. 
 
    “No good,” he declared. “I could spend all day and night doing this and get nowhere.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Ty asked. 
 
    Rafe turned, stared at the open quad. “We look.” 
 
    “Look?” Ty sputtered. “For what?’ 
 
    “Gaspan was the sergeant on guard tonight,” Rafe answered, “he must have the keys on him. Short fellow, curly black hair on top, short beard.” 
 
    “Uh, hate to tell you this,” Ty swallowed, “but a good many of them fellas don’t have their heads attached. How are we going to tell which head belongs to which body?” 
 
    “Look at their sleeves,” Rafe responded, “three red stripes, that’s a sergeant. Most likely the keys will be hanging from the waistband. I suggest we spread out, cover more ground.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers at Wind Storm. “You stay here, the wind’s blowing toward the stable. I don’t want the horses to smell you more than they already have and kick up a ruckus that’ll bring the trolls on us.” 
 
    Wind Storm made a face but plumped down on his rump while the other three headed into the quad. As Ty ran alongside Shane, he muttered, “The things you get me into, Shane! Now I’m rummaging through corpses looking for keys! We should have let that dragon alone!” 
 
    “You didn’t have to follow,” she sniffed and added, “by the way, it’s those fellas don’t have heads, not them fellas.” With that she broke away and loped over to a small cluster of dead bodies.  
 
    Wind Storm watched the three go from body to body, using starlight and the light from the town’s burning to see by, which meant they had to inspect each corpse closely for the red stripes. They even checked those who they identified as a King’s Own man by their dark, better clothing, reasoning that there was just the chance that one of them might have the keys. 
 
    Shane and Ty had just finished with the last body when Rafe came running up. “I found him,” he growled, “but no keys.” 
 
    “What?” Ty groaned.  
 
    “Are you sure it was him?” Shane demanded. 
 
    Rafe nodded. “It was Gaspan all right, still had his head attached.” 
 
    “And we’ve searched all the others,” Ty lamented. 
 
    Rafe turned, studied the courtyard. “Is there any chance we missed one?” 
 
    “Not out here,” Shane responded. Her eyes narrowed as she looked around. “However, what about the buildings—we didn’t search them?” 
 
    The three looked at each other before Rafe nodded. “Make it quick, I have the feeling we don’t have much time left before a bunch of hungry trolls show up.” 
 
    Separately, the three hurried through the garrison buildings, though in the darkness it was hard to see anything inside, which meant they stumbled over chairs, a few tables, though fortunately, no corpses. Still, it was practically impossible to see anything as small as a set of keys.  
 
    When they met again near the cell house, they were a grim group, though Ty threw Shane a half loaf of bread while he wolfed down the other half.  
 
    He shrugged at Rafe as he held up the last of his bread. “Sorry, but you said you’d already eaten and this was all I found.” 
 
    “What about me?” Wind Storm said. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Here,” Shane said, and split her loaf with him, which he chomped down in one bite. 
 
    Rafe ignored them, shaking his head as he glanced about the quad. “Well, that tears it, no keys.”  
 
    Shane hurriedly swallowed a bite of bread, asked, “Any ideas?”  
 
    “One,” Rafe returned, “and it’s not a good one. Most likely it will bring the trolls down on us.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s not only not a good idea,” Ty declared, swallowing the last bit of hard crust, “that’s a non-idea.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Shane said, ignoring Ty and tearing off a piece of her small loaf. 
 
    “The horses,” Rafe stated and hastily explained his notion. 
 
    “Like I said,” Ty muttered, “definitely a non-idea.” 
 
    “Be quiet, Ty,” Shane ordered and turned to Rafe. “Try to pick two that won’t throw Ty and me from the start.” 
 
    “No promises,” Rafe answered, and gestured at Wind Storm, “but with him around, I’ll try to find the steadiest of the bunch. In the meantime, keep a watch out.” With that, he spun away and dashed toward the stables. 
 
    Ty pulled Shane aside, began whispering in her ear. Watching the two, Wind Storm huffed, “There they go again.” 
 
    “Sis,” Ty muttered, “you know we’re more than pushing our luck here—we’re just about out of luck. Get serious. Let’s cut our losses and get out of here while we still can, and with our heads attached.” 
 
    “What I’m serious about,” Shane shot back, “is getting those two dragons out of there and finding their hoard of gold. And right now, the only thing standing between us being richer than a hundred kings is a locked door! Now, if you have a better idea of getting us in there, let’s hear it.” 
 
    The two glared at each other for a long moment, breathing heavily, before Ty nodded, let out a breath that was a low growl, and said, “You know, Shane, one of these days you’re not always going to get your way and I’m not going to do everything you tell me to do either.” 
 
    With that, he spun away and took up a watchful position at the far end of the cell house. Shane watched him for a moment before a small smile played about her lips. “That’ll be the day, Tyson Kellar.” 
 
    She took a few steps and motioned to Wind Storm. “Over here,” she whispered to him and led the sprogger to the other side of the low-gabled building and into the shadows. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Shane replied. “Just one of those sister-brother things, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Shane glanced down at him. “The way you say that—you have brothers? Sisters?” 
 
    “A brother. Wind Soar.” Wind Storm swallowed, choked a little as he said, “Or rather, I did have a brother. He’s dead.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Both grew quiet as the minutes passed by and then Wind Storm’s head jerked up and he craned his head toward the stables. “What’s that sound?” 
 
    Shane peeked around the building’s corner, listened for a moment, before saying, “Horses. Must be Rafe coming back.” 
 
    Wind Storm listened to the soft clip-clop of the horse’s hooves for a few moments before, with Shane, he stepped out from around the building’s edge. Rafe led four saddled horses, tugging at their reins, hurrying them along until he brought them to a halt in front of the cell house.  
 
    “Couldn’t you find some that were a bit quieter?” Ty snipped.  
 
    “Sorry,” Rafe retorted, “I forgot to put their night slippers on. You want to go back into the stables and look for them?” 
 
    Shane eyed Rafe suspiciously. “Why four horses? There’s only three of us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty took up, jutting his chin toward Wind Storm. “He certainly can’t ride.” 
 
    Rafe ignored them as he took one horse, tied it to a side rail and then swung the remaining around so that their hindquarters faced the building, and said, “There’s no quiet way to do this, so once that door comes off, we go in and get out, otherwise, the trolls will trap us in here.” 
 
    He took several stout ropes, tied one end to the horses’ saddles, the other he looped several times in the door handle and through the tight ring that held the lock to the door frame and rock facing. 
 
    Done, he ordered, “In the saddle,” and swung himself up on the inside horse. 
 
    “Now?” Ty muttered low, eyeing the two remaining mounts. 
 
    “The saddles aren’t strong enough by themselves,” Rafe explained. “It’ll take our weight and holding onto the ropes to keep the saddles from flying off, so up you come.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged a quick, nervous glance before they gingerly stepped into the stirrups, grabbed the front edge of the saddle, and heaved themselves up. Shane found it wasn’t as hard or as bad as she’d supposed, though Ty struggled to maintain his balance.  
 
    “What do I do?” Wind Storm asked eagerly. 
 
    “Nothing,” Rafe growled, “just stay back from the horses, they’re skittish enough as it is.”  
 
    Wind Storm slumped a little and backed away from the mounts. “All I want to do is help,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Rafe turned to Shane and Ty. “Both feet in the stirrups, one hand on the rope, the other holding your reins. Like this,” he held up his reins showing the leather straps in the palm of his left hand, with one leather strip slipped between his little and ring fingers, the second strap between the ring finger and middle. 
 
    “Right hand on the rope,” he went on. “Lean forward and keep your butt low. Squeeze with your knees to hold yourself in the saddle. Once I kick Lucky Lad, your two horses are going to jump, so hang on. If you fall off, you might find yourselves getting stomped by several sets of hooves.” 
 
    “Lucky us,” Ty grumbled.  
 
    “To halt your horse, pull straight back on the reins. Ready?” Rafe asked. 
 
    Ty sighed, “No, but let’s get on with it, as I don’t fancy playing hide n’ seek with trolls.” 
 
    “Shane?”  
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    The two hunched over, one hand tightly gripping the rope, the other clutching their reins, their eyes on Rafe. “This had better work,” Rafe muttered, “or we’re done here. One—two—three!” 
 
    He gave Lad a solid thump with his boots and the horse jerked forward, the rope instantly tightening. Ty’s and Shane’s horses jumped with him, all three horses struggling to pull, while their riders strained to hold onto the lines and not get yanked off their horse. 
 
    The horses labored against the heavy door, their hooves thudding on the hard-packed dirt, but the hinges on the doors stayed solid, not giving one bit. After a few moments, Rafe pulled up on his horse as did Shane and Ty. “Well, that obviously didn’t work,” Ty lamented, “does that mean we’re done?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Wind Storm offered. 
 
    Rafe blew out a breath, stared at Wind Storm. “Why not? I’m at a loss.” 
 
    Wind Storm hurried up to the bottom hinge and said, “Get ready to pull.” He scrunched up his body, set his talons, tightened his belly scales, took in a deep breath, and then blew out hard from the bottom of his stomach. A little stream of dragon fire splattered against the hinge, Storm held his flames for as long as he could, watching the metal until it turned a cherry red. “Now!” Storm huffed, out of breath. 
 
    The three kicked their horses who jerked against the ropes and a moment later, there was a low, groaning, creaking sound that grew until with an almost human shriek the door splintered, coming free from the rock frame at its base.  
 
    For a moment, the horses bolted forward. Rafe immediately brought Lad to a stop, Shane a moment later with her horse, but it took Ty several anxious seconds before his mount came to a nervous halt, lifting its hooves to dance a bit. 
 
    Rafe immediately threw off his rope and was out of the saddle. He led Lad by the reins up to Ty and said, “Get rid of the rope, stay here, hold our horses.” 
 
    “But—” Ty protested, but Rafe cut him off sharply, “No buts! I don’t want to lose our way out of here!” 
 
    Shane handed Ty her reins while saying, “Ty, Rafe’s right, do as he says, and more importantly, we’re going to have trolls boiling in here at any moment so give a shout-out as a warning.” 
 
    Ty eyed his sister before he jerked his head toward the cell house. “Go. Make it quick.” 
 
    Rafe and Shane spun away, sprinting toward the building. Wind Storm, as soon as he saw them dart toward him, scrabbled over the splintered wooden planks and into the dark room. “Wind Melody! Delight!” he called. “It’s me, Wind Storm!” 
 
    Behind him, Shane and Rafe bolted into the room. Shane took one look at the two small empty cells and spun to Rafe. “That underground cell?” 
 
    “Over here,” he said and led her and Wind Storm to the building’s far end and pointed to a small, square door set in the floor. 
 
    “We’re going to need a ladder to get down there,” Shane stated. 
 
    “No ladder needed,” Rafe answered, “it’s not that big or deep.” 
 
    He reached down, grabbed the latch on the deadbolt and slapped it back into its fitting. With one hand he lifted the square door, the hinges creaking as he brought it all the way over until it lay flat on the floor.  
 
    Rafe grabbed the hole’s lip and was about to drop down when Shane reached out with a firm hand on his arm stopping him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    Rafe stopped with a puzzled, suspicious expression on his face. Shane turned to Wind Storm. “You better do this.” 
 
    Wind Storm pushed his head down into the dark hole and softly said, “Wind Melody, Wind Delight, it’s Wind Storm. Are you down there?” 
 
    For a long moment, there was silence and Wind Storm’s heart sank thinking that they were staring into nothing more than a dark, empty hole in the ground. 
 
    Then, there was a clawing, scrabbling sound and a moment later, Wind Melody poked her head up through the square opening. Her mouth was closed shut by a rope, but her eyes held a hopeful, anxious look as she peered up at Wind Storm.  
 
    “Melody!” Wind Storm yelped and pushed his face close to hers. A wide grin started to split his face when at the sound of a low groan, he glanced up to see Rafe standing with a furious glare on his face. “More dragons!” he spat. 
 
    He whipped his sword out and whirled on Shane. “There better be more than just dragons down that hole,” he growled as he stepped closer, his sword held menacingly, “or so help me—” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Shane was on her feet in an instant, backing away from Rafe, and reaching for her knife. “Come a step closer,” she snarled as she whipped out her blade, “and I’ll let fly. Who do you think taught Ty how to throw a knife?”  
 
    Rafe stopped, his breathing heavy, his hand clenched tight on his sword’s hilt. His face was a mask of reddened fury as he fumed, “You risked our lives for that!” He jabbed a finger toward the two dragons. “You led me to believe there was a fortune hidden here.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes flicked from Rafe to Wind Storm and back before she shrugged a shoulder. “There is. It all depends on your perspective.” 
 
    She hefted her knife, twirling the point a bit. “Now, are we going to keep this standoff going and wait for the trolls to show up, or are you going to help me get those dragons out of there?” 
 
    “Get’em out yourself!” Rafe barked and headed for the door. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Think you can get through the trolls without us?” Shane hurriedly called. “You know you need my bow at the very least.” 
 
    Rafe was almost to the entrance when he stopped, his back to Shane and Wind Storm. He sucked in a breath, lifted his head to shake it in frustration, before he spun around and stomped back.  
 
    Wind Storm turned back to the opening, only Wind Melody had shrunk back into the shadows. He stuck his head in and said, “It’s all right, Melody, humans seem to get mad and fight like that all the time. Is Delight down there too?” 
 
    A moment later, Melody pushed her head up and nodded. Shane knelt next to Wind Storm, smiled at Melody, and said, “Hold on, we’ll get you out of there, cut your bonds off.”  
 
    Melody lifted her head a bit more as Shane held her knife out. “I’m going to cut those ropes around your mouth. Okay? Just hold still.” 
 
    Shane slid her knife edge between rope and scales, sawed vigorously a few times before the line parted. Melody took in a deep breath, said, “Thank you,” and then held up her front talons. A moment later, they were free of the ropes and she turned to Wind Storm. “Am I glad to see you, Storm. You wouldn’t believe—” 
 
    “Yes, I would,” Wind Storm interjected. “We saw those men and what they did to you. Where’s Delight?” 
 
    “Hiding. She’s really been scared.” 
 
    “Scared or not,” Shane said, “get her up here so we can cut her ropes and get out of this place.” 
 
    Before Melody could duck back down, Ty burst into the room. “Trolls!” he yelped. “Headed this way!” 
 
    “The horses?” Rafe demanded. 
 
    “Tied up outside,” Ty answered. 
 
    Rafe jerked forward, stabbed a finger at Wind Storm and the others. “It’s now or never, move or I’ll leave you to the trolls!”  
 
    “Where’s your friend?” Shane asked over her shoulder to Melody. 
 
    “Hiding,” Melody replied. “She’s a scaredy-dragon, won’t show herself.” 
 
    Shane bit down on her lip. Two dragons weren’t near as good as three, but sometimes you just had to accept your losses and be grateful for what you had. Still, she hated to give up. Jump in? Drag her out if she didn’t show? 
 
    “Shane . . .” Ty gurgled through clenched teeth, “the trolls . . .” 
 
    “Get to the horses!” Shane snapped at him and turned back to Storm and Melody. “Last chance, she either comes up out of there, or we leave her, and she ends up as troll breakfast stew come first light. Or,” she added as if an afterthought, “they roast her alive over an open spit.” 
 
    Melody seemed to hesitate for an instant, staring into the darkness. Storm nudged her, beseeched, “Melody! Please. Go get her!”  
 
    Melody wrinkled her muzzle at Storm, let out a low rumble deep in her throat, and sank back into the hole.  
 
    Wind Storm hung his head over the edge and peered into the blackness. He couldn’t see a thing, but there was a scrabbling of claws and raspy breathing. Then, Melody’s low growl, “I have no idea why I’m doing this . . . you’ve had your tail spikes in me ever since . . .” 
 
    Suddenly, Storm saw movement, reached down. “Help me,” he implored. 
 
    Shane flopped to her belly, stuck her arms into the hole and together, she and Wind Storm pulled Wind Delight out, then hauled Melody up. Shane made short work of the bonds around their legs and they were free. 
 
     “Let’s go!” Rafe snapped. 
 
    “Trolls!” Storm gushed to Delight. “They’re after us!” 
 
    Delight’s eyes snapped wide and she almost beat Rafe out the door. The others followed close behind and burst into the open. Wind Storm took one look and his eyes seemed to bulge in his head.  
 
    A dozen or more trolls shuffled through the garrison gate, their lips in snarls, some carrying their weapons waist-high while others dragged them, making tiny furrows in the dirt.  
 
    Just for an instant, the two parties stopped to stare at each other, before with a thunderous bellowing, the beasts charged, thrusting their maces and swords aloft. 
 
    Ty was already in the saddle, and as Shane ran to her mount, Rafe all but picked her up and threw her onto her horse. He untied the riderless horse, and whipped himself up onto Lad’s saddle as Ty yelled, “Which way?” 
 
    “The barn!” Rafe answered. 
 
    “The barn?” Ty sputtered. 
 
    “What about the dragons!” Shane yelled. “We can’t leave them behind!” 
 
    Rafe jerked his horse’s head around and hollered at the three sproggers, “Move or you’re troll meat!” 
 
    Wind Storm bolted toward the stables, his claws churning through the dirt, his tail whipping behind. Melody and Delight took to the air, while the horses pounded after them.  
 
    Rafe thumped his horse hard with his heels and caught up with Wind Storm. Storm swung a little to the side in surprise as Lad thundered just off his shoulder and put on more speed. He glanced back to see Shane and Ty bob and lurch from side to side in their saddles, trying to stay aboard their mounts. 
 
    Overhead, Melody and Delight flew along, their eyes first on Storm and then back to the howling trolls. The horses, packed tight together, with Wind Storm churning alongside, slipped around the corner of the last outbuilding and darted toward the stables. 
 
    As they reached the horse barn, Rafe yelled out, “Everyone! To the far end and wait for my signal!” 
 
    “Why?” Shane demanded. “Aren’t we going through the gate?” 
 
    “No! Trolls on the riverbank!” 
 
    Shane took one quick look over the wall, saw a mob of trolls rushing alongside the stream, with some splashing into the shallows.  
 
    She waved at the dragons and Ty. “Go!” 
 
    As Shane and Ty kicked their horses and pounded down the wide way to the barn’s far end, Wind Storm stayed with them, his heart thumping as loud as the horses’ hooves that beat at the dirt.  
 
    All but Rafe reached the end and turned to stare behind them. Rafe had tied his two horses to a side bar and was now running down the barn, flinging open the gates to the horses’ stalls.  
 
    “What is he doing?” Wind Storm questioned.  
 
    Shane narrowed her eyes for a moment in puzzlement, before she snapped, “Of course! Here,” she said to Ty, handing him her reins, “hold these.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ty demanded. 
 
    “To help.” 
 
    Shane ran to the nearest stall, swung its gate open and hurried down the row, pushing open one gate after another until she saw Rafe wave his arm at her. “Get on your horse!” 
 
    She swung around, sprinted down the open corridor to where Ty and the dragons waited. Her horse shied a little as she ran up, but Ty held onto the reins long enough for Shane to swing herself up into the saddle.  
 
    Seconds later, Rafe was alongside, breathing hard, holding onto the reins of his two steeds. “We stampede the horses,” he explained, “right into the trolls. Ride with the herd, just don’t fall off or—” 
 
    “We know,” Ty retorted, “get stomped by a bunch of hooves.”  
 
    “Once past,” Rafe went on, “head the horses for the stockade’s gate, and then the bridge. Only way across is to smash the horses into the trolls, otherwise—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we know,” Ty grunted, “we’re troll meat.” 
 
    Shane leaned down and said to Wind Storm, “Stay close to our horses.” 
 
    “Right now, I wish I was a horse,” Storm exhaled as from around the far corner came the howling pack of trolls, mouths open in savage snarls, and their menacing mace and swords held high. They charged down the way leading to the barn. 
 
    “Now!” Rafe shouted and started waving his arms and yelling so loud that his voice seemed to bounce off the timbered roof. Shane and Ty mimicked him and a few seconds later, the horses, some two dozen or more, bolted from their open stalls down the barn’s passage. 
 
    In moments, they were a thundering herd of snorting, kicking animals rushing out of the barn. Rafe, Shane, and Ty put their own horses into the pounding drive, with Shane and Ty holding tight to rein and saddle.  
 
    Wind Storm drew in a deep breath, put his head down and churned ahead, with Melody and Delight flapping just overhead.  
 
    At the sight of the oncoming, rumbling herd, the trolls froze in their tracks. For an instant, they held firm but when the leading edge of the snorting mob approached, they broke and ran, bellowing in rage. Several, however, were too slow and shrieked in terror as they went down under pounding hooves. 
 
    Wind Storm was running as hard as he could, trying to stay up with Shane. Her horse leaped over a fallen troll, but he was too slow. His talons clipped the troll’s shredded body and he tumbled head over tail, planting his face, muzzle first into the dirt. 
 
    Melody cried out from overhead, “Storm! Get up!” 
 
    Storm scrambled to his claws, heard a wild, savage snarl from nearby and whirled to find a troll lumbering toward him, mace held high, ready to smash it down on Storm’s head. Wind Storm sucked in a breath and scrambled backward, knowing he couldn’t take on the troll by himself and live.  
 
    From out of the darkness, a dark blur dove on the brute. A little blob of fire shot through the air and hit the monster in one eye. The thing shrieked, threw up a hand to grab at the smoking hole in its face. 
 
    “Run!” Melody yelled at Storm as she arced back around, ready to rake the troll again, but the thing was on its knees, both hands holding its head as Storm darted down the barn way, chasing the horses. 
 
    The herd swept through the courtyard and darted toward the garrison’s open gate. Wind Storm ran as hard as he could, but he was behind, unable to catch up to the much swifter horses. 
 
    Shane glanced over her shoulder, searching for the three dragons, fearful that they had lost them in the wild dash toward the entryway. She spotted Wind Melody and Wind Delight winging above but couldn’t find Wind Storm in all the dust. 
 
    For an instant, she hesitated, then jerked hard on her horse’s reins. The mare slid on its back hooves before coming to a stop, tossing its head up and to one side, fighting against Shane’s hold. Shane struggled to control her, fearful she would be thrown from the saddle.  
 
    Out of the swirling, dark powder, Wind Storm appeared, his claws biting into the dirt, his head down. Shane started to shout, but the words never left her lips as out of the darkness, right behind Wind Storm, two growling trolls appeared, swords held high, their cat’s eyes centered hungrily on the little dragon. 
 
    Shane found her voice, shouted, “Wind Storm! Faster!” 
 
    Wind Storm peeked over his shoulder scales, saw the lumbering, spitting trolls and tried to run faster but his legs just would not move any quicker. The trolls gained on him, brandishing their dull swords.  
 
    Suddenly, Wind Melody dove down, her talons outstretched and raked the head of one troll. It lurched to one side, running into its bellowing companion. They both stumbled, before regaining their stride just as Shane’s arrow split the skull of one between the eyes. It jerked backward for an instant, its eyes glazed over and then the thing crashed to the ground. The other didn’t stop, its clawed feet digging into the ground as it charged after Wind Storm. 
 
    Melody whipped around, came at the brute from behind. Like a hawk, she dove, her talons slashing at the thing’s bare head until green blood spewed across its crown. The monster stopped to bring its mace back to take a swing at Melody, but that was its undoing. Shane’s arrow buried itself in the monster’s eye and it slumped to the ground, twitching in its death throes.  
 
    Wind Storm hadn’t stopped running and scampered past Shane’s horse. Shane, watching Melody swing around, smiled grimly, and muttered to herself, “Not only are they worth a fortune, but at times, they’re right handy to have around too.” 
 
    She managed to get her horse turned, kicked it hard, and with Wind Storm galloping just ahead, they pounded through the gate and out into the street.  
 
    Rafe was near the herd’s head, turning them sharply down a road that ran alongside the river. Small ramshackle houses, untouched by the fire, but with their interiors dark, flashed by on one side, with the murky, rippling stream on the other. The horses’ hooves made a constant clip-clip-clip on the street’s cobblestones as they raced down the way. 
 
    Moments later, the bridge came in sight, the trolls’ eyes wide, their howling rising as the herd thundered closer and closer. Rafe spurred his horse so that he was at the head, flapping one arm and yelling to turn the horses as they reached the bridge’s opening. At first, the horses balked, rearing and whinnying at the sight of the trolls who danced around, waving arms and weapons.  
 
    “Help me!” Rafe yelled. “We don’t push those trolls off the bridge, we don’t get across!” 
 
    Wind Storm stopped long enough to shout, “Melody! Delight! Help Rafe!” 
 
    A moment later, Melody and Delight, dark shadows out of the night sky, whipped across the horses, sending them into a stomping, frantic frenzy. They bolted across the bridge, the trolls scattering in front of them. Most threw themselves over the side, tumbling into the water below, while others tried to outrun the stampeding horses only to go down under hammering hooves.  
 
    Wind Storm pushed himself close to one side, afraid that he was going to get crushed between the bridge’s brick stone and the snorting, pounding horses. He hugged the wall, his scales scraping against the brick. All he could see was flying hooves, manes and the brick’s dark gray, but that was all right as long as he didn’t see any trolls viciously swinging a mace or sword at him. 
 
    Moments later, he and the others were across the bridge and rushing down the road that led out of town. Wind Storm was breathing hard; his chest burned each time he drew in a breath and his legs felt as if he carried a mountain while he ran.  
 
    Rafe had them run for a while more before he pulled his horses up sharply and glanced behind. “For the moment, we’re in the clear,” he said, breathing heavily and then peered upward as Melody and Delight hovered above. His mouth turned down in an animal-like snarl as he whirled on Shane, his eyes and voice hard. “You tricked me.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Shane replied and then said, “but I suggest we get farther away from those brutes behind us before you start hurling insults and insinuations.” 
 
    Rafe drew in a breath, blew it out sharply, before he licked dry lips. “Can you find the split-oak from here?” 
 
    “Can a bear find honey?” Ty snorted.  
 
    “Wait for me there.” 
 
    Shane jerked upright in her saddle, breathing hard. “What do you mean, wait for you? You can’t leave!” 
 
    “I can, and I will,” Rafe growled and spurred his horse. With the other mount in tow, Rafe rode into the woodlands and in moments, disappeared into the brush. 
 
    Shane’s mouth was a tight line of anger as she stared at where the bushes still swayed from the passing of the two horses.  
 
    “Well, how do you like that?” Ty grumbled. 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me he’s gotta go again!” Shane snapped. 
 
    Ty held up an empty hand as if to ward her off. “Nope. Not me.” 
 
    He peered off at the woods, before asking, “Well, what now?” 
 
    Shane gave the woodlands one last glare before she gazed at the three dragons who lay on the grass just off the road, panting. She chewed on her lower lip. Why should we wait for Rafe after he up and left us like that? Do we actually need him now that we have the dragons? But who was the other horse for? Maybe it was for another soldier. If so, two soldiers to help us against the trolls would be nice. 
 
     She again looked at the dragons, Wind Storm in particular, who was breathing heavily after his frantic dash away from the stable. “We need to keep going, can’t stop here, too close to town and those trolls.” 
 
    Wind Storm dragged himself to his talons. “How much farther?” 
 
    “A little ways,” Shane responded, motioning down the way.  
 
    Wind Storm nodded, mumbled, “No more running for a while, all right? I can barely drag my tail as it is.” 
 
    “We’ll walk,” Shane stated, “but be ready to run if we have to.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with you, Storm,” Melody offered. 
 
    “Me too,” Delight added. 
 
    “Thanks,” Storm grunted, and then said to Shane, “Please tell me that wherever we are going there’s no trolls.” 
 
    “No promises,” Shane answered, “but one can only hope.” Shane and Ty turned their horses to slowly plod down the road. The stampeding horses had long since disappeared into the surrounding woodlands.  
 
    The three dragons followed slowly behind. “Wind Storm,” Melody asked quietly, “your mother?” 
 
    Storm’s head drooped, tears stung his eyes. “She died,” he murmured. “After the storm, we searched, but we couldn’t find you. She landed but she was so hurt . . .” he raised his head, nodded toward Shane and Ty. “They found us. Mother had them promise to help me find the mountains and then . . .” he sniffed, his head sagging lower. 
 
    “It’s okay, Storm,” Melody said softly, “you don’t need to go on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Wind Storm,” Delight murmured. “But now you know how we feel.” 
 
    “What a terrible thing to say,” Melody growled. “Just because something bad happened to you doesn’t mean it should happen to someone else.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Delight snapped. “I was only trying to say—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Storm hastily interrupted. “I understand. No need to argue.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty huffed loudly, “not only is there no reason to argue, there’s every reason to be quiet—like trolls roaming the woods.” 
 
    “You’re not helping by shouting, Ty,” Shane admonished and then turned to the dragons. “But it would be good if we’re as quiet as we can be. If you must talk—whisper.” 
 
    Wind Storm nodded and whispered, “I’m really happy to see you two, I thought we’d lost you.” 
 
    “You almost did,” Melody whispered back. “We barely made it to the ground in one piece.” 
 
    “The winds were horrible,” Delight murmured. “They tossed us up and down as if we were nothing but leaves. I’m still not sure how we ended up in the same tree.” 
 
    Melody sighed, screwed her mouth to one side, grumbled, “Yeah, of all the luck.” 
 
    “How did you get captured?” Storm asked.  
 
    “We had just hit the tree,” Delight hurriedly said, “when it blew over and—”  
 
    “Trapped us under its branches,” Melody added. “They were so heavy, we couldn’t get out. We—” 
 
    “Struggled for the longest time,” Delight went on, “I thought we would die of thirst or starvation. Then—” 
 
    “In the morning,” Melody growled low, glaring at Delight, “these men came riding along. We had landed right next to a road. Before they got us out, they tied us up, built some cages out of rope and broken limbs, and then—” 
 
    “Stuffed us in those horrible pens,” Delight whimpered, “like we were wild animals. I could hardly breathe, the rope was so tight, and they kept poking at us with their knives.” 
 
    “I saw you in the cages,” Wind Storm nodded. “We were hiding beside the road near the town when they rode by with you.”  
 
    “You were so brave to come rescue us,” Delight murmured, moving closer to Storm until their shoulder scales touched.  
 
    “No,” Wind Storm replied, gesturing with his muzzle, “it was mostly those two and Rafe. Truth is, they had to help me most of the way and they did practically all of the work.”  
 
    “I’m sure you did your part,” Melody said, her eyes on Shane and Ty. “Who are they anyway?” 
 
    Wind Storm opened his mouth as if to speak and then hesitated. “Come to think of it, I’m not sure other than they’re orphans like us. The one with the long hair is Shane and that’s her brother, Ty.”  
 
    “Are they warriors?” Delight asked. 
 
    “Umm, I don’t think so,” Storm answered. “At least they don’t act like it. The one that rode off? He’s a soldier.”  
 
    Melody slowed. “Like the ones that held us in that dark hole?” 
 
    “I . . . don’t think so,” Storm replied. “He seemed not to know about you until we pulled you out.” 
 
    “Well,” Melody rumbled, “he certainly didn’t seem glad to see us.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Storm agreed and furrowed his brow scales, “but I don’t think that was about you. He was more upset with Shane. I don’t think they like each other.” 
 
    Shane slowed and leaned over to say, “We’re leaving the road here, keep a sharp lookout.” 
 
    They turned off the roadway and slipped through the heavy bushes. Wind Storm, Melody, and Delight fell into single file behind Shane and Ty, who led their horses, picking their way through the woods.  
 
    Wind Storm couldn’t see much in the inky blackness, so he kept swiveling his ears, listening intently and drinking in the night air with his nose to taste the woodland scents. Now that he’d smelled trolls and humans, he knew the difference between the two. 
 
    The small group trooped along, no one speaking, but all peering at their surroundings and listening to the night sounds. One of the horses snorted and danced to one side when something small scurried through the brush next to him. Wind Storm caught the far-off faint hoo-hoo of an owl, and high above them came the soft flap of large wings of some unseen night hunter. 
 
    They followed a winding trail through the dark forest until Ty and Shane stepped out into a small, open meadow. On the far edge was a large, spreading oak tree whose trunk was rent and torn on one side, its branches broken and draping the ground. Its other side was full, the limbs strong and carrying a small weight of leaves that hadn’t yet fallen to the ground.  
 
    Shane turned to motion toward the tree and whispered, “Split-oak. Find someplace in the bushes to settle in and wait.” 
 
    Melody led the dragons off to one side near the tree and they plopped to their backsides. “Wonder what did that?” Wind Storm asked, motioning toward the torn tree. 
 
    “Lightning,” came Shane’s soft reply. “Now, no more talking.” 
 
    After Shane and Ty tied their horses to the oak tree, they began to pace quietly about the edges of the meadow, stopping every now and then to listen. The three dragons followed them with their eyes while their own ears flicked this way and that, listening. 
 
    Abruptly, Melody jumped to her feet with Wind Storm and Delight alongside. They whirled to face the darkness that covered their back trail, their heads outstretched, eyes narrowed. 
 
    Shane and Ty raced up next to them, their weapons at the ready. “What is it?” Shane whispered. 
 
     “Something’s moving down the trail,” Wind Storm stated. 
 
    “Trolls?” Ty gurgled. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Storm answered. “It sounds more like horses’ hooves.” 
 
    Shane and Ty relaxed a little. “Must be Rafe,” Shane declared.  
 
    A few moments later, Rafe came out of the dark, leading his horse and that of another rider who was cloaked and hooded, but her slim hands holding to the saddle horn gave it away that it was a woman under the robe.  
 
    Shane’s eyes flashed as she stared at the woman and snarled, “So this was your ‘personal business’ you had to take care of?”  
 
    “Quiet!” Rafe bit out. “Trolls off to our left and behind. Get your horses and lead them. We walk from here—silently!” 
 
    Shane and Ty hurried over to their horses and moments later, all were hurrying across the meadow and into the trees on the far side. Rafe led them deeper into the forest, weaving them between openings in the trees and letting the night cover them in a cloak of shadows and darkness.  
 
    The three dragons stayed close together, with Shane coming up last, making sure that they didn’t get lost as they hurried along. Though Rafe had Shane and Ty walk their horses, the hooded figure stayed mounted, a heavy night cloak covering any features. 
 
    After a bit, they came to a tiny, open meadow and Rafe held his hand up to call a halt. Shane eased up next to him and whispered, “Why are we stopping?” 
 
    “Thought I heard something,” he muttered.  
 
    Abruptly, a dark body winged away from a nearby tree, its wings fluttering loudly on the night air as it sailed across the meadow, the moonlight catching its gray feathers in a dull sheen. 
 
    “Appears that you did,” Shane quipped softly, “and we definitely need to watch out for owls.” 
 
    Rafe glared at her and jerked his head to one side. “This way.”  
 
    Shane waited until Ty came abreast and whispered, “Good thing he’s headed in the right direction for us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty whispered back, “have you thought of what we’re going to do if he goes the wrong way?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 
 
    “Uh huh. But not if it has trolls standing guard.” 
 
    Shane nodded as she answered, “True, but I sure would like to know who they were waiting for—the way they acted you’d think they were working for someone.” 
 
    “Maybe the trolls have a king.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She leaned toward Ty. “He’s glaring at us again, I think we need to be quiet.” 
 
    “That man does a lot of glaring.” 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    They both grinned but fell silent and Shane slowed her pace a little, waiting for the dragons. She hadn’t taken more than five steps when there was a swishing sound above them. Nets flew through the air wrapping Storm, Melody, and Delight in a dense mesh. The dragons fought against the netting but sudden yanks on the ropes attached to the corners pinned them to the ground. 
 
    The hooded figure screamed as dark figures burst from the shadows. Rafe had his sword out in an instant, and Shane was reaching for an arrow when sword points pricked their necks. “Drop them,” a hoarse voice growled, “or you die on the spot!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Shap’s hand shot out like a striking snake, bringing Reyna and her horse to a sudden halt. “What is it?” Reyna whispered, eyeing the dark forest in front of them. The woodland’s gloom and shadows were thick enough to hide a whole company of trolls, for all she knew. 
 
    Shap held his hand out, holding her in place. He turned to lean a little toward her. “Thought I heard a horse whinny.” 
 
    Reyna lifted her head, listening. The night was perfectly still, without even a soft breeze to rustle the leaves. Both stayed silent for several moments before she murmured, “I didn’t hear anything. Are you sure?” 
 
    He was slow to answer as he held tight to Tam’s reins, keeping the mare steady and still. “No . . .” 
 
    “You say that as if you’re half sure and half not so sure.” 
 
    “That’s because I am.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a wild horse you heard?” 
 
    Shap shook his head. “No wild horses around here.” 
 
    “Then perhaps it’s people from the town.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he replied, “but why would they be this far out from town instead of fighting the fire?” 
 
    Reyna opened her mouth to answer, then slowly closed it. “Good question.” She brushed back her hair, and slowly swiveled in her saddle, listening and looking. After not hearing or seeing anything, she said, “I think we should go on. If it is villagers, they may need help.” 
 
    Shap swung to her. “And if it’s not? Most decent, law-abiding folks don’t travel out in the woods at night, princess, especially not those in this realm. Here they shut their windows and doors tight at sunset. A fact I doubt you would know anything about.” 
 
    Reyna could feel her anger boil up, warming her cheeks. “For your information, I traveled at night, and I’m most certainly law-abiding.”  
 
    She started to turn away but whipped back to say, “And decent to boot.” 
 
    “You’re the exception to the rule,” Shap retorted. 
 
    “Well, I’m going on. Coming or not?” She started to thump Aiko when Shap’s hand shot out again, grabbing her reins.  
 
    Reyna started to demand that he let go, when Shap whispered, “Just ahead. Something’s moving low through the bushes.”  
 
    Reyna jerked her head up, narrowing her eyes as she stared at a shadowy spot between two trees in the near distance. “Wolves!” she declared, her hand going to her sword hilt. 
 
    “No,” Shap muttered, “not unless they’ve learned to run on two legs.” 
 
    “One of the villagers then,” Reyna stated. In Osa’s wan moonlight, she could see that Shap had a deeply perplexed expression on his face. “Shap? What is it?” 
 
     Shap didn’t answer, just sat staring until he slowly swung out of his saddle, the slight creaking of leather breaking the forest’s stillness. 
 
    Reyna followed suit and joined him, the two holding on to their reins. Their horses shifted their weight but otherwise stood quiet. Reyna put her lips close to Shap’s ears. “Shap, what’s wrong, what did you see?”  
 
    Shap hesitated, his eyes still on the trees. “I . . . I’m not sure,” he conceded. “It ran on two legs, but its head was strangely shaped as if it had a snout.” 
 
    Reyna shook her head. “The moonlight’s playing on the shadows, it tricked your eyes.” 
 
    Shap straightened, his voice firming. “No, I know what I saw. It was some sort of animal—or beast that I’ve never seen before. As tall as a man and it moved quickly.” 
 
    Reyna licked her lips and glanced at the dark shadows that had suddenly become even darker and sinister. She had seen little of the world and its creatures, but Shap seemed well-traveled and for him to admit to not recognizing the thing was a bit unsettling. Still, the horses didn’t seem agitated, which was a good sign. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Shap turned, surveyed their immediate surroundings. “It’s between us and the town.” He turned to eye Reyna. “You still set on getting to the village?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Shap shrugged. “Then we go around, I guess. Though . . .” he screwed his mouth to one side as he stared at where he’d seen the unknown creature. 
 
    “Though what?” 
 
    Shap shrugged. “I would have liked to get a better look at it. For just a moment, I thought I was looking at—” He didn’t finish his sentence, just peered at the dark woods. 
 
    “Looking at what?” Reyna pressed. 
 
    “Nothing,” Shap returned. “Stupid thought. Let’s go.” 
 
    He started to turn back to Tam when Reyna’s hand shot out, stopping him. “Listen!”  
 
    Shap had his head up and cocked to one side. “Horses!” 
 
    “And voices too!” Reyna stated. 
 
    Shap spun around, his eyes searching the shadowy forest. After a second, he motioned to their front and to one side. “Coming from over there,” he said, keeping his voice low. 
 
    “It has to be survivors from the town,” Reyna insisted, matching his tone. 
 
    “Maybe,” Shap admitted and then after a slight hesitation, said, “only, whatever that thing was, it was headed their way.” 
 
    Reyna sucked in a breath. “It’s stalking them!” 
 
    Shap glanced in the direction of the muted voices, then started tying Tam’s reins to a nearby low bush. “How good are you at staying quiet in the dark?” 
 
    Reyna’s eyebrows narrowed. “Why?” 
 
    “For two reasons, first, I don’t know who belongs to those voices and I don’t want to make myself known until I do, and second, I don’t want that thing to know we’re in the neighborhood. It might be a meat-eater, you know.” 
 
    “Oh. Good reasons.”  
 
    “Well?” Shap asked. 
 
    Reyna licked her lips, gave a little shrug. “Does playing hide n’ seek in the dark corridors of a castle with my family count?” 
 
    Shap blinked several times. “Royalty playing hide n’ seek? You’re joking.” 
 
    “Not in the least. We all played, it was one of our favorite games. I was pretty good at it, though Mother was the best. We rarely found her, and she always seemed to find us.” 
 
    Shap rubbed at his short beard, eyeing Reyna and the horses. “Oh no,” she muttered, “I can see what you’re thinking and you’re not leaving me behind, not with whatever that thing is creeping around in the bushes.” 
 
    “Then mount up on Aiko and hold on to Tam’s reins. If it shows up, skedaddle real fast out of here.” 
 
    “Skedaddle?” 
 
    “Ride swiftly away.” 
 
    “Oh.” She shook her head vehemently. “No. That would leave you to face that thing alone and on foot. I’m going with you, that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    Shap took in a deep breath, let it out. “I’d call you a stubborn brat, which I won’t, of course, because at the first chance you’d order my beheading for insulting royalty. Still, not a good decision on your part, princess.” 
 
    Reyna dimpled. “I would never order you beheaded. A thousand days as my personal servant, groom for my horse, stable hand, that sort of thing, but never beheading.” 
 
    “A thousand days as your servant?” Shap grumbled. “I’ll take the beheading.”  
 
    He pointed to Aiko. “Tie her up loose so that if that thing does come after her or Tam, they have a chance to get away.” 
 
    Once done, he reached out, pulled Reyna close, and whispered, “Draw your sword and stay behind me. Step where I step, nowhere else! Stay low. Breathe slowly and don’t brush up against bushes or tree limbs. If I stop, you stop and pretend you’re a rock. Got it?” 
 
    Reyna nodded. “I take it you’ve done this sneaking sort of thing before?” 
 
    “Sneaking?” he murmured. “Only hobgoblins and common thieves sneak and I certainly don’t play hide n’ seek. But yes, I know what I’m doing so stay close and for our lives, be quiet!” 
 
    He turned, slipped between two bushes, sword in his right hand, his eyes sweeping between watching the forest floor so as to not step on a broken branch and the path ahead. Reyna stayed right behind him, her sword out, with her eyes watching where Shap stepped and matching her footprint to his. 
 
    Shap kept to the darkest shadows as they crept forward, stopping every so often to listen. The voices stayed low, indistinct, but fortunately didn’t seem to move and stayed in the same place.  
 
    At one point, there was a rustling in the brush next to them. Shap and Reyna whirled, swords at the ready, only to relax as a raccoon waddled out, took one look and scampered away, chittering its indignation at them for startling him.  
 
    Reyna and Shap exchanged a look of relief as Reyna blew out a silent breath that lifted her bangs a bit. Shap licked dry lips and eased forward, slowly weaving through small openings between bushes and trees. They reached a spot where a hedgelike line of tall shrubs barricaded their path.  
 
    Shap held up a hand to halt them, his head cocked to one side before he glanced at Reyna. She’d heard it too. Snorts from several horses, along with the hiss of swords either sliding into or being withdrawn from scabbards.  
 
    Her companion’s eyebrows furrowed, and Reyna knew precisely what he was thinking. This wasn’t a band of fleeing survivors from the town but an armed group, probably Tremont soldiers and from what Shap had told her of the realm, there wasn’t any assurance of a warm welcome from them.  
 
    In fact, most likely it would be the exact opposite, which meant they needed to backtrack without being heard or seen by those on the other side of the hedgerow, and quickly too. Shap motioned to their back trail and Reyna nodded in agreement. She was about to turn when through a tiny slit in the bushes she saw something in the firelight that froze her in place. 
 
    She stood there rigid, unable to move, her eyes locked on the mesh net and what it held on the ground. Shap reached out a hand to pull her away, but instead, she grabbed his arm and pulled him close. She pointed through the break in the bush, not speaking. 
 
    Shap stared and then his eyes went wide, and his mouth dropped open slightly. He eased forward to get a better look. For a long moment, he peered at what lay on the ground, then he lifted his eyes and what he saw caused him to jerk upright. 
 
    He stood there, eyes full, not moving before he felt Reyna pulling at him. He took another moment to make sure of what he saw, then, together, they silently backtracked to place themselves behind a sizeable broken stump a good distance from the camp. 
 
    “You saw?” Reyna swallowed. “Under the mesh?” 
 
    Shap nodded, his eyes troubled and staring at the ground. “Yes, but this is twice tonight that I’m not sure I believe my eyes.” 
 
    “Believe them,” Reyna growled. “Those were dragons under that net!” 
 
    She sank to her backside, her back to the rough, scratchy bark, and ran a hand through her hair. “Dragons. Can you believe it? And lovely emeralds at that. Not babies but not adults either. My mother rode Wind Song, you know, a beautiful, wondrous sapphire, but that was way before I was even born and there haven’t been any dragons around for years and years and—” 
 
    Shap put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re babbling, princess,” he murmured, “though I admit, seeing actual dragons makes me want to babble too.” 
 
    “You’re right, of course, I am babbling, it’s just that . . .” Reyna drew in a deep breath, before her face turned hard. “Wait, what am I saying? Whoever those people are, they have those dragons pinned under a net!” 
 
    She started to get up. “Wait,” Shap said, holding her arm, “where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “To set them free, of course,” Reyna said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You and what army?” 
 
    Reyna set her face in a stubborn look, her eyes flaring. Shap held up a hand, holding her in place. “Look, Your Highness, I got a good look at who’s holding those dragons and it’s not a company of the King’s Hussars camped on the other side of that windbreak.” 
 
    Reyna’s face brightened a little. “That’s good, right?” 
 
    “Worse, actually.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Shap’s face and eyes went dead. “Ever heard of the Black Blades? There’s ten or twelve of them camped back there.” 
 
    “Black Blades?” 
 
    Shap hesitated, then ran a tongue over his lips. “Killers for hire, assassins, cutthroats. A splinter group from the old Jade Knives. Ten times worse than Hussars. If Hussars were poodleloos, Black Blades are a pack of ravenous trolls.” 
 
    “Oh. That is bad. So what do we do?” 
 
    “Do?” Shap snorted. “Nothing, princess, we’re done here. The only thing left is for us to quietly find our horses and head in the opposite direction. Far, far away in the opposite direction. Trust me, we don’t want to tangle with them. They’re very bad juju.” 
 
    “Juju?” 
 
    “Bad magic or bad luck, or just plain bad. Their favorite thing for having fun? Hurting folks—like breaking arms and legs for starters. Most don’t survive.” 
 
    “Lovely, just lovely.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shap returned, rubbing at his short beard, “we definitely want to stay away from them, especially if . . .” his voice trailed off. 
 
    Reyna waited, but when he didn’t go on, demanded, “Especially if—what?” 
 
    Shap shook his head, said, “Nothing, just trust me when I say your heart may be in the right place, but it’s not enough for what you’re thinking. Now, if you still want to get to Bradenton, I’ll take you, but just the two of us taking on the Blades?” 
 
    He laughed grimly. “Not if we want to see another sunrise.” 
 
    “Shap,” Reyna replied, “you don’t understand. Those are—” 
 
    “Dragons under that net. I saw the same as you, but they’re not worth our lives, princess.” His eyes grew bleak before he muttered, “Few things are, and they aren’t one of them.” 
 
    Reyna searched his face for a moment, saw in his eyes that he meant what he said, the words cold and chilling. “No,” she snapped, “I don’t believe that.” She hesitated and then said softly, “And I don’t believe you really do either.”  
 
    She pushed herself to her feet. “I’m going to do what I can for those dragons. Are you coming or not?” 
 
    Shap slowly rose and the two stared at each other, neither blinking. For an instant, Reyna could see tumult in his eyes, a wavering as if two forces fought within him before he shook his head. “Sorry, princess, but where there’s Black Blades involved, it’s not.” 
 
    He took a step in the direction of the horses. “I’m going this way. You?” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip, tried to think of something, anything that would convince him to stay, ended up hooking a thumb in the opposite direction. 
 
    He shook his head at her. “Then, princess, this may be as far as you go in your search for your mother, but good luck anyway.” 
 
    With that, he turned away and disappeared into the gloom, leaving Reyna with a hand to her mouth, her eyes going hard. “That’s twice that man’s left me when I needed help.” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes hard and icy. “And it will be the last time ever!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Reyna watched for a minute more, the faint hope that Shap would come back fading with each passing moment until it was a dull ache in her chest. Clearly, he had different feelings about what she considered important, even to the point of letting her risk her life and that spoke volumes of what he thought of her, too. 
 
    She let out a long sigh to herself, over both Shap’s reaction and her own surprising need to help free the dragons. She didn’t know dragons, of course, had never been around them, so why this desire to place her life in danger for them? Especially if they were her mother’s kidnappers. 
 
    Then again, perhaps it was because of her mother’s love for dragons, and this was her way of honoring her mother? She didn’t know if that was indeed the case, though she did know that her mother had risked her life several times over them, and they for her, so why shouldn’t she do the same? 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip and turned to face the darkness. Well, Reyna, without Shap this is going to be a bit more difficult than you supposed. Are you sure you want to go through with this anyway? 
 
    In answer, she snugged down her tunic and longbow, and slipped past the craggy, broken-off tree trunk to head toward the Black Blades’ camp. She crept through the shrubbery, bending as low as she could, while keeping her head up, watching and listening.  
 
    It wasn’t long before she heard a soft murmuring of voices, and the occasional horse’s nicker, noises she was sure that came from the Black Blades camp. She reached a spot where the high shrubs thinned and stopped to listen. After a bit, she decided that the Blades hadn’t heard her—at least that was her hope. 
 
    Silently, she pulled her longbow and quiver off her shoulder and set them to one side. She drew in a deep breath, let it out, and dropped to all fours. Using one hand to gently and quietly part the leaves and thin limbs, like a ship’s bow moving through water, she eased through the brush.  
 
    After a few moments of sneaking through the thinned-out hedge she pushed past the last of the fleshy leaves to slowly poke her head out and look around. In the small campfire’s flickering light, she could see the rounded, small mounds under the netting that marked the dragons. 
 
    She blinked several times as she abruptly caught sight of what she had missed earlier. Four even smaller humps struggled under the nets and her eyes widened slightly as she realized that the smaller mounds were four of her kind, captured just like the dragons. 
 
    Her eyebrows furrowed at that—why had the Blades put those four in with the dragons? Did that mean she had to attempt to rescue them too? She shook her head to herself. Of course, it did. If Shap’s description of the Blades fit them, she couldn’t just leave them to the merciless thugs any more than she could let the Blades have the dragons. 
 
    She studied the camp for a few moments. Around the fire stood two men, their faces turned outward, turning every so often to take in the campsite—guards apparently. More men lay on the ground, outwardly sleeping while just beyond and tethered to a rope strung between two trees stood their horses, some with drooping heads as they napped while others foraged on the grass at their feet. 
 
    Reyna did a quick survey of the surrounding ground and nodded to herself when she spotted some little hummocks topped with skimpy, vinelike brush that provided some semblance of cover. If she could get behind them, she could use their camouflage to take her almost to one edge of the net.  
 
    She licked her lips and settled herself to the ground. Take it nice and slow, Reyna, stay in the shadows, no sudden movement. Putting her face almost into the dirt, she slowly wormed her way over to one of the tiny hillocks and stopped to draw in a breath and listen. The men’s gruff voices never changed in tone or volume, so she gauged that they hadn’t noticed her slower-than-a-snail’s progress.  
 
    Swallowing, she wiggled her way behind the low rises until she reached the end where there was a pool of darkness that stretched close to the netting. She slipped her head around and peered in the direction of the campfire. The men hadn’t moved, both occasionally staring out into the gloom before returning their gaze to the fire. 
 
    Reyna brought her knife out and held it in one hand, close to her cheek. She kept her face low, but her eyes never left the two men. A noise in the forest across the way caused both men to turn, their hands to their sword hilts, and their attention on whatever had made the sound. 
 
    Now was her chance! She squirmed her way through the short grass until she was at one of the corner stakes. She raised her face and found she was staring into the eyes of a small emerald dragon. She smiled before lifting a finger to her lips signaling quiet and the green nodded a little.  
 
    After drawing in a breath, Reyna put her knife to the cord and made a quick slice of one rope, then a second, and a third. She was about to make another cut, when a sword point pressed against her neck. “You don’t want to be doing that,” a rough, raspy voice said, and then added, “drop the blade or mine will bite—deep.” 
 
    Reyna ground her teeth together, sighed, stretched out her arm, and dropped the knife. “Get up,” the voice ordered.  
 
    Reyna pushed herself up to all fours and then to her feet. The man yanked her sword out of its scabbard, tossed it to one side. “Well, well, what do we have here? A—” 
 
    The Black Blade never finished his sentence as a growling, raging ball of scales hit him in the chest, driving him to the ground. The man shrieked as Wind Melody raked his face and stomach with all four talons, drawing blood across cheeks and chin before clamping her fangs deep in the man’s neck. 
 
    The camp erupted in tumult as men sprang from their beds grabbing for swords or obsidian knives held in leather sheaths behind their necks. Horses whinnied and jerked at their tethers from the clamor and the sharp, hurried movements of both men and their shadows.  
 
    As Wind Melody battled the man on the ground, Reyna went for her knife and sword but wasn’t quick enough as someone tackled her from behind, driving her to the dirt and grass. She tried to fight back, but the man picked her up, swung her around, and slammed a fist into her jaw.  
 
    She slumped to the ground, dazed, and lay there for some time before she was rudely hauled to her feet, her arms held torturously behind her back. One look and her head and shoulders slumped, her hair brushing against her face, realizing how badly she had failed.  
 
    A half dozen men pinned a squirming Wind Melody down while above them, the man that Melody bloodied stood with his sword out, brandishing it and screaming, “Move aside! Let me at that devil, I’ll chop it to pieces for what that thing did to me!” 
 
    “Yorsha!” A nearby man yelled and darted forward to grab Yorsha’s sword arm. For an instant, Reyna’s eyes caught sight of an ugly, jagged scar that ran down the man’s face from one ear and along his jawbone.  
 
    “Put the sword down, you fool,” he gruffly ordered. “The dragon goes back in with the others.” 
 
    “No!” Yorsha snarled. He swung his head around, revealing a torn and ripped cheekbone and neck, blood running down to his shoulder. “I claim blood vengeance, Jash.” 
 
    “On a dragon?” Jash sputtered in disbelief.  
 
    “Beast or not, I want my just due. It almost ripped my throat open!” 
 
    Jash was silent for a moment, eyeing Yorsha. “Use your head, man. Blood vengeance isn’t for some dumb animal like a dragon.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Yorsha growled, “it bloodied me, would’ve killed me if Dall and the others hadn’t pulled it off. The beast’s mine, Jash, and I claim the right of blood vengeance.” 
 
    Jash held up a hand, holding Yorsha back. “Look, these dragons are worth more to us than your blood vengeance and they have to be alive, not dead for us to collect. If you kill it that means a third less in the pot for all of us. You might want to think about that before you run the dumb brute through with your blade.” 
 
    Yorsha shook his head, scowling. “I’ll give up my share that you get for the rest of them monsters to make up the difference. No one bloodies me and gets away with it Jash, you know that.” 
 
    Jash sighed. “Can’t talk you out of it then?” 
 
    “Mind’s made up.” 
 
    Jash stepped back, nodding, and then motioned toward Wind Melody. “All right, it’s yours.” 
 
    Reyna tried to scream, “No!’ but in her shocked state what came out of her mouth was a gurgled, “No . . .” 
 
    Yorsha grinned at her, turned, and opened his mouth to order his fellow Blades to move aside, only his face and mouth suddenly contorted, his body went stiff, and his eyes rolled back in his head as Jash plunged his obsidian knife into Yorsha’s heart.  
 
    Jash stepped close to a rigid but trembling Yorsha, “And you’re mine,” he rasped before he yanked his knife out, letting Yorsha fall face first to the ground with a thud. He wiped Yorsha’s blood off on his pant leg and then snapped to the others who gaped for an instant at their fallen comrade, “Put the dragon back in with the others!” 
 
    He reached back to slide his blade into his neck sheath, but a hand whipped out from the ebony darkness behind him, clamped down on his wrist and held it in place while a knife blade slashed through the air to press across his neck.  
 
    “Don’t move,” a voice whispered in his ear, “or you’ll be joining him on the ground—and as dead.” 
 
    Shap eased up his other hand and pulled Jash’s black blade from his grip before showing his face to the stunned men. “The rest of you—don’t move or he’s going to be breathing out of a new hole in his neck, and one of you will have a knife in your heart.”  
 
    He smiled grimly. “Which of you is feeling unlucky today?” 
 
    The man holding Reyna started to move, but Shap instantly said, “Move another inch and you’ll find a blade in your eye. Let her go—now!” 
 
    The man hesitated before he roughly pushed Reyna away. She stumbled a little before recovering, brushing back some loose strands of hair, gave Shap a curt nod and muttered, “Thanks.” 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded to him as he motioned at her feet. “Your sword, knife.” 
 
    Reyna swiftly plucked her sword and knife from the ground and turned to Shap. He jerked his head to one side and behind him. “Your bow,” he said. 
 
    She hurried over to scoop up her bow and quiver where Shap had silently laid them on the ground before he ambushed Jash. Shap looked at her meaningfully and said, “You know what to do.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyes widened in sudden apprehension of what he was asking of her, nevertheless, she slipped the quiver over her shoulder, whipped her bow up, and managed to notch an arrow without fumbling. She pulled the bowstring taut, her arrow point aimed at the small crowd of Blades that held Melody down.  
 
    “Get off that dragon,” Shap ordered the men. Hurriedly, they stood, taking a step or two back. “All of you, face down on the ground, both hands straight out. Make any other move and she’ll put an arrow into you, and trust me, she doesn’t miss.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip to stifle the nervous laugh that tried to part her lips as Shap moved Jash closer and muttered to her, “Keep an eye on them, I’m going to try and widen that hole.” 
 
    “I can do it!” Melody yelped and swung around, raking one man in his side with her tail spikes. The man grimaced in pain but held still as Melody ferociously attacked the ropes with her fangs, widening the hole that Reyna had started.  
 
    “Heard about dragons talking,” Shap murmured to Reyna, “wasn’t sure I believed.” 
 
    “Now you do,” Reyna smiled.  
 
    While Melody worried at the cord, out of the side of his mouth, Jash grunted to Shap, “You know we’ll hunt you down, you and your lady here—and the others, of course.” 
 
    “Not if we kill all of you first.” 
 
    Jash stiffened, then relaxed. “But you won’t.” 
 
    The knife pressed a bit harder, broke skin. Jash felt a tiny trickle of blood seep down his neck. “Don’t be so sure of yourself,” Shap snarled, “I still have a lot of mad left in me to use up.” 
 
    Jash went silent, licking his lips as his blood ran down the inside of his tunic. After a few moments, Melody had split several more of the large ropes and pulled the mesh back enough that Storm and Delight squirted through, followed by Shane, Ty, Rafe, and a young woman in a plain brown riding dress. Rafe helped the young woman free herself from the mesh, and once standing, she clung to him. 
 
    When everyone was wholly free from under the net, Shap said to Rafe, “Get horses for yourselves, spook the rest, but save the tether rope, we’re going to need it.”  
 
    “Weapons first,” Rafe growled and with Shane and Ty went to a small pile of bows and swords, picking through them until all three had swords, scabbards, bows and quivers over their shoulders, and knives slid into a hip sheath or waistband.  
 
    As Rafe, Ty, and the young woman hurried over to the horses, Shane notched an arrow and whirled around, ready to unleash at the nearest Blade, her face a mask of rage. “No!” Shap commanded.  
 
    “But they—” Shane started to protest, but Shap cut her off. “Are cold-blooded murderers. I know, but I’m not. Hold your arrow on them, but don’t let loose unless one of them moves.” 
 
    A slow smile grew on Shane’s grim face. “Moves? Breathing is moving, right?” 
 
    “Don’t!” Shap barked.  
 
    Shane skewed her mouth to one side, glaring back at Shap, but held her fire. 
 
    The three dragons had their fangs bared, their snarls directed at the nearest Blades and Reyna had to wonder if they were about to unleash dragon fire on them. She looked questioningly at Shap, who jerked his head to one side toward the dark woods. 
 
    Reyna nodded knowingly, reached down and tugged at Wind Storm, drawing his attention. “We need to get out of here—now. This way, you three.” 
 
    Wind Storm hesitated for a moment before saying, “Melody, Delight. Let’s go.” 
 
    Reyna whirled, started to lead them away when Shane yelped, “Hold on, where do you think you’re taking those dragons?” 
 
    “Why, to safety, of course,” Reyna retorted. 
 
    “Not without us, you’re not! We went through a lot to rescue those three. Almost got gutted by a pack of trolls, no less. Where those dragons go—we go.” She swung her arrow point a little toward Reyna as if to drive the point home. 
 
    Wind Storm hesitated, his head swinging between Reyna and Shane. “Why don’t we all go,” he said, “instead of standing here quarreling?” 
 
    He swung his head around and muttered to Melody and Delight, “C’mon, humans spend way too much time arguing and not doing.” 
 
    With that, the three dragons darted toward the shadows of the tree line, Reyna running alongside. Shane’s mouth tightened, and a gurgling noise came from her throat. She started to swing her bow toward Reyna, but stopped as Shap snapped, “Don’t!” and moved his blade just a fraction away from Jash’s neck as a warning.  
 
    Shane turned hard eyes on Shap for an instant before she swung her bow back toward the Blades. Rafe, Ty, and the woman hurried up, leading six saddled horses as the rest thundered away into the woodlands, spooked by the three. Rafe held up two sets of reins. “Saved two for you and your woman,” he said to Shap. 
 
    Shap shook his head. “Thanks, but we won’t need them. Take off their saddles and turn 'em loose.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Rafe shrugged and then cut through the cinch straps of two horses, their saddles tumbling to the ground before he threw up his hands to send them galloping away into the brush with the others. 
 
    With a little head gesture toward the Blades stretched out on the ground, Shap said, “We’re going to tie them nice and tight, but first we need to pluck them.” 
 
    “Pluck them?” Ty grinned. “You mean, like chickens? They go naked?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Rafe retorted, “what he means is that these are Black Blades. See what he has in his hand, that obsidian knife? Every one of them has one like it and they’re as deadly with it as your sister is with her bow. Maybe more so.” 
 
    Ty shrugged, motioning to the men on the ground. “They don’t look so dangerous now.” 
 
    “Would you like for me to let one up?” Shap asked. “Demonstrate his skill on you?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” Shap pushed Jash to the ground. “Hands straight out,” he commanded. A moment later, using the rope that Rafe handed him, he had Jash’s hands tightly bound. He went to the next Blade, put his boot on the man’s neck, warning low, “Move and my knife severs your spine at the shoulders.” 
 
    The man held perfectly still as Shap reached down and slipped out his obsidian knife from its hidden sheath. He turned and tossed it handle-first to Rafe, who caught it neatly midair and then tucked it into his saddlebag.  
 
    Shap went from Blade to Blade, repeating the process, until they were all defanged and tied up so that they couldn’t move. Shane nodded approvingly, saying, “Bound tighter than Miser Teng’s lockbox.” 
 
    Shap flicked his eyes at Shane before he knelt beside Jash and whispered in his ear, so low that the others couldn’t hear, “Don’t follow. I’ve more than paid the price, so it’s over between us.”  
 
    Jash didn’t move but his eyes were full of anger and rage as he lay face down. “No,” he replied, his voice a guttural growl, “you haven’t even begun to pay the price.” 
 
    Rising from his kneeling position, Shap ordered, “Let’s go, before more of them show up.” 
 
    “There’s more?” Ty questioned.  
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Shap sighed and led the group out of the camp, in the opposite direction of where Tam and Aiko waited. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Rafe asked as they hurried away.  
 
    “To get our horses,” Shap replied and headed them toward the spot where Reyna had guided the dragons. They rushed down a small trace until out of the shadows, Reyna and the three dragons appeared. 
 
    Shap held up a hand, halting them and murmured, “Everyone, move as quietly as you possibly can. We may have tied them up, but they can still hear.” 
 
    “We could fly above,” Melody offered, “watch for anyone following.” 
 
    Rafe hurriedly said, “Fluttering wings could carry on the night air.” 
 
    Shap nodded and said to the dragons, “Thanks for the offer, but stay on the ground for now.” 
 
    After a few minutes of slipping quickly, but quietly through the woods, Shap motioned them into a sharp ravine that cut to the left. They jogged through the high-banked gully, keeping to the soft dirt as much as they could to lessen the noise from the horses’ hooves.  
 
    The gulch ran for quite a length before it flattened out a bit, and Shap had them make another sharp turn to the left. “Wait,” Shane said, “we just made a circle.” 
 
    “That we did,” Shap answered in a low voice.  
 
    “Your horses are this way?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    She blinked at Shap before she gave him a begrudging smile. “Smart, if any of that scum were able to watch, they’d think you headed straight out of camp for your mounts.” 
 
    “That’s the general idea. Let’s just hope it buys us enough time to get as far away from here as we possibly can before they work themselves out of those ropes and get to their horses.” 
 
    “The way you tied them up?” Ty snorted. “I doubt if they’ll ever get out of those bindings.” 
 
    “They’ll be free before the moons are three or four fingers above the horizon,” Shap stated. “You can’t be a Blade unless you can defeat any known knot. Shortly after, they’ll have their horses. Blade horses are trained not to go far from their riders, even if they’re spooked bad. By the time the moons are five or six fingers high we’ll have Blades on our trail.” 
 
    “You’re not serious,” Ty sputtered. 
 
    Shap’s answer was to pick up the pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    As the small band broke through the trees and brush, Tam and Aiko jerked their heads up, their ears cocked forward at the brush rattling, but quickly settled down as Shap hurried over, crooning, “Easy Tam, easy girl. No trolls or wolves here.” He looked over his shoulder and muttered, “Just three dragons who seem to be friendly enough.” 
 
    Reyna swung to the dragons and asked, “What are your names? I’m Reyna and this is Shap.” 
 
    Melody stepped forward. “I’m Wind Melody, and this is Wind Storm.” 
 
    When Melody didn’t introduce Delight, she said in a huff, “I’m here too, you know. I’m Wind Delight. Thank you for rescuing us.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Reyna replied. “I have so many questions to ask—” 
 
    “Which can wait,” Shap growled and turned to quietly say as the rest of the party pushed into the tiny glade, “check your cinch straps, make sure they’re tight. You won’t have time afterward as I intend to ride hard without stopping.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Shane muttered, “just who made you captain of this outfit to order us around?” 
 
    “I agree,” Rafe growled. “I’m an officer in the King’s Army, so why should I listen to you?” 
 
    “Or do what you say,” Ty snipped. 
 
    Shap’s eyes flicked once to Rafe, narrowing a little, before he went back to tightening Tam’s strap and checked Reyna’s work before he turned back and gave them a slight shrug, saying, “Do what you want, I don’t care, but I’m not going to stand here and contend with you. Then again, if you want to discuss the matter with the Blades, be my guest.” 
 
    As he swung around to the three emeralds who had sat, watching and listening, Wind Melody said to Storm, “They do argue a lot, don’t they?”  
 
    “Told you so,” Storm replied.  
 
    In answer to the dragons, Shap said, “Argue or not, we need to get as far away from this place as possible. You can stay with us or go your own way.” 
 
    “Oh no, Shap,” Reyna hurriedly said, “they definitely need to stay with us.” 
 
    “Stay with you?” Shane scoffed. “I don’t think so. We rescued them in the first place and so they go with us.” 
 
    “And we seem to have rescued them in the second place,” Reyna retorted, “so they stay with us.” 
 
    Reyna and Shane took a step toward each other, holding on to their horses’ reins, with their eyes showing fire and ice all at the same time. Ty stepped next to his sister, his hand dropping to his knife hilt. 
 
    “Don’t,” Shap said, his tone soft, but his words held a menacing, keen edge, “you may think you’re good with that knife, but I assure you, you’re no match for me.” 
 
    Wind Storm’s eyes widened as they flicked back and forth between the two combative parties. Melody nudged him and whispered, “I think this is more than just an argument.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Do something,” she said.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you’ve been around them longer than I have.” 
 
    Storm took in a breath, stepped forward. “Uh, what if we all go together to wherever it is we’re going for the moment? You know what they say, those who escape together, stay together.” 
 
    “Yes,” Melody said, stepping next to Storm. “Why don’t we first get away from those bad people back there and quarrel later?” 
 
    Reyna glanced over at the dragons, nodded, and said, “It would appear they’re a bit more sensible than we are right now. They’re right, our first thought should be to get as far away from those Blades as we can.” 
 
    Shane and Ty glanced at each other before Shane gave Reyna a curt nod. “Agreed. We stay together—for now.” 
 
    “You four can go your way,” Rafe said, then motioned to the black-haired woman next to him, “but Meg and I are splitting off here.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Shap said, “but just remember, you have more than just Blades to worry about.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty said, “there’s a little matter of trolls wandering about the woods, or had you forgotten?” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Reyna added, “that we ran into some . . . um, thing that was sneaking about in the forest too.” 
 
    “What do you mean some ‘thing’?” Rafe demanded.  
 
    “Just that,” Shap responded, “a two-legged creature that was sniffing the ground as if it were following trail scent, but what it was, I have no idea as it disappeared before I could get a good look at the beast.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Enough chatter, we’ve lost time. If you’re going with us, mount up. If not, I suggest you keep riding until you’re out of this realm.” 
 
    As Shap swung into the saddle, Meg pulled at Rafe and began whispering to him. After a few moments, Rafe nodded and held up his hand. “We’ll stick with you—at least until morning.” 
 
    Shap didn’t reply to Rafe, instead, he leaned toward the emeralds. “Fly overhead, keep a watch out for riders or any other nasties that might be lurking about.” 
 
    Wind Storm glanced at Melody and Delight before shuffling his feet. “Uh, we can’t,” Melody answered. 
 
    Delight poked a talon toward Storm. “We can fly—he can’t.” 
 
    “What?” Shap sputtered. “He’s got wings.” 
 
    Wind Storm screwed his mouth to one side, his cheek scales bunching together before he spread his wings and flapped them as hard as he could, barely lifting off the ground. “Wings that don’t work,” he growled. 
 
    Shap scratched at his head. “I don’t believe this. A dragon that can’t fly.” 
 
    “Well, believe it,” Storm muttered, his eyes turned down in embarrassment.  
 
    “Uh, that’s not good,” Ty lamented. 
 
    “How fast can you run?” Shap demanded. “Fast enough to keep up with the horses?” 
 
    Wind Storm shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Looks like he stays behind,” Rafe stated. “I’m not risking my skin over a dragon.” He turned hard eyes to Shane. “Again.” 
 
    “Never,” Reyna replied and turned to Shap. “We’re not leaving him behind, Shap. What do we do?” 
 
    Shap shook his head. “Beats me, but whatever it is, let’s do it quickly. We’re wasting valuable time.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip. “You really can’t fly?” she asked Storm. 
 
    Storm lifted his eyes to her and shook his head. “Nope. Not even a little. I can glide, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Toss him a rope and pull him,” Ty quipped. “With those scales of his, he’ll skip over the ground like a rock skipping over water. Never feel a thing.” 
 
    “You can glide . . .” Reyna murmured, her face scrunched together as she stared at Storm. Her face suddenly lit up and she snapped her fingers. “Throw him a rope. Of course, that’s it!” 
 
    A few moments later the group pounded away on their horses, with three dragons overhead. Two flew under their own power, while Wind Storm’s leathery limbs were spread wide, the wind under his wings keeping him aloft as he clutched a rope tight in his talons, the other end tied to Aiko’s saddle. As the horse trotted along, he pulled Storm through the air, just as if Wind Storm were flapping along under his own ability instead of horsepower. 
 
    Shap had Tam ease up next to Aiko and said to Reyna, “Very clever.” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever flown a kite?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “Not that I recall, and certainly not a dragon kite with a live dragon on the end of the line.” 
 
    Reyna smiled wider. “Same principle, a wide surface to catch and hold the wind, and a long tail to keep it stable.” 
 
    Shap glanced up and over his shoulder at Wind Storm. “If I didn’t know better, I would say his grin is as wide as his wings.” 
 
    “Dragons do grin,” Reyna assured him. She took in a breath, her own smile disappearing, “And they cry.” 
 
    Rafe pulled alongside, called over, “Where are we headed?” 
 
    “A little south but mostly west for now,” Shap answered, pointing. “It’s empty country and the Blades keep to Tremont, where’s there’s some semblance of civilization and a profit to be made.” 
 
    “From their vicious bloodletting,” Rafe snarled. 
 
    Shap didn’t answer as just then, Ty asked, “Then they won’t follow us?”  
 
    “They’ll follow,” Shap replied, his tone grim. “But hopefully when they realize they’re giving up time and ducats for a long chase, they’ll turn back.”  
 
    He shook his head and added, “But no guarantees. Blades have long memories and a thirst for vengeance for anyone who wrongs them.” 
 
    “Like you?” Ty asked pointedly. 
 
    “Like us,” Shap replied just as meaningfully. 
 
    “How do you know so much about the Black Blades?” Shane queried. “I’ve heard of them, but you seem well acquainted.” 
 
    Shap didn’t answer, didn’t even return her look, just spurred Tam into a faster gait. 
 
    Overhead, Wind Storm sailed along smiling, as this was as close as he’d ever come to real flying, even though it took horsepower to keep him aloft. 
 
    Melody came close. “How’s it feel?” 
 
    “Great! More than great!” Storm laughed. 
 
     “Try this,” Melody encouraged and dipped her left wing while raising her right, causing her to slide to the left. “But only a little, it doesn’t take much.” 
 
    Storm nodded and pushed his left wing down while raising his right. Instantly, he was barreling toward Melody—too fast. 
 
    “Look out!” he yelped, trying to straighten his wings but found that he couldn’t right himself and sliced right at Melody. Her eyes went wide before she snapped her wings together and dropped like a rock. 
 
    Storm swept over her, splitting the air and barely missing her by a talon’s width. “Drop your right wing!” Delight yelled. 
 
    Storm dipped that wing and slid to a stop, blowing out a breath. Melody rose to flap alongside. “Whew,” she said, “that was close.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mel,” he replied. “Guess I need a lot of practice to get the hang of this.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” she responded with a little smile, “you wouldn’t believe how many times I smacked into my . . .” her voice trailed off before she whispered, “mother.” 
 
    Storm saw her eyes mist, feeling his own cloud up a bit, knowing how she felt. After a moment he said, “Hey, let’s try it again. This time I won’t push my wing down quite so hard.” 
 
    Mel sniffed, smiled, and said, “Right. Remember it doesn’t take much to turn, just a little down on one wing and the same on the other, only up. That way—” 
 
    “You’ll just sort of slip to one side,” Delight interrupted to say, and then added,  
 
    The deeper your wing dips, 
 
    The higher your wing lifts, 
 
    The sharper your turn, 
 
    The more air you churn. 
 
    “Catchy,” Storm acknowledged. “Where did you learn that?” 
 
    “My father,” Delight sadly answered. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And very true,” Melody agreed, “especially when you’re flying really fast. So, try it this time, but with only a little dipping of one wing and as little lift on the other. Okay?” 
 
    “Got it,” Storm replied and then said, “I’m going to the right this time. I suggest you both move out of the way—just in case.” 
 
    Melody and Delight flapped higher and once Storm felt assured they were safely out of the way, he cautiously lowered his right wing and lifted his left just a bit. He slowly slid to the right, still holding the rope tight. 
 
    He brought himself to a halt right behind Aiko and some thirty feet up. “I did it!” he whooped, “I did it!” 
 
    Shap instantly turned and called up, “Great. Now, either be quiet or you’ll be walking!” 
 
    “Sorry, but did you see what I did? I—” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see,” Shap growled. “And I’m not your father so I’m not going to play ‘Daddy watch me,’ either. Now, be quiet or so help me, I’ll cut the rope.” 
 
    Melody and Delight dropped to wing alongside Stormy. “Gee, he’s sure grumpy,” Delight grumbled. 
 
    “With good reason,” Melody replied, “those evil men are chasing us, and we don’t want to be caught again, so I recommend, Storm, that you practice your flying with as little whooping it up as possible.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Storm responded. “Watch out, here I go again, this time I’m going back and forth.” 
 
    For the next hour, Storm slalomed from one side to the other, practiced diving on Aiko’s tail as if it were prey and then pulling sharply up until he was almost straight overhead of Reyna and Aiko, the rope taut and thrumming a little from the wind and strain.  
 
    Several times, Reyna glanced over her shoulder and grinned wide at Storm, delighting in his sheer happiness. After one such look, she said to Shap, “He’s having a ball back there, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anyone quite so happy.” 
 
    “Glad he’s having such a good time,” Shap growled in return, his eyes searching the woods to each side and behind, his face a mask of concern. “Wish I could say the same.” 
 
    “You’re sure they’ll follow?” 
 
    “Does the sun rise in the east and set in the west?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    They rode to a set of low hills and Shap called a halt to turn to Rafe. “This is about where the king’s patrols normally pass through.” He pointed to a knoll off to the right, “You take that hill, I’ll take this one to the left, see if we can spot them before they see us.” 
 
    “No need,” Rafe answered, “King Charl pulled the patrols from here up north. Some sort of trouble brewing there.” 
 
    “Really?” Shap returned softly. “So that’s how those trolls got through so easily.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rafe ground out through clenched teeth. “As though whatever going’s on up north were a ruse so the trolls could attack Bradenton with a free hand.” 
 
    “And you didn’t have enough men,” Shap returned, “to do your own patrols?” 
 
    “Didn’t even have enough to man the garrison,” Rafe shot back. “Along with the patrols, I had to send half my complement yesterday to the silver hills.” 
 
     Shap scratched at one cheek. “So they paid the piper with your men and left your garrison wide open for an attack.” 
 
    Rafe didn’t answer, just looked straight ahead, his eyes hard and icy. 
 
    “Well,” Shap observed, “without patrols that makes it a bit easier for us, though I was hoping they and the Blades would tangle.” 
 
    “Maybe the Blades don’t know,” Shane suggested, “that there aren’t any and they’ll have to slow down.” 
 
    “They know,” Shap stated and spurred Tam into a canter. 
 
    Through the remainder of the night they kept at a constant pace, not slowing, so that when the first of Dawn’s Fingers began to push Night’s Curtain back, the group found itself overlooking a broad valley. Low, darkly forested mountains rose to each side; a few rolling hills crowned with short grass dotted the vale as a shallow, rippling stream snaked its way down the middle.  
 
    Shap motioned over to a long stand of trees that bordered the creek. “The horses need a blow and some forage, we’ll make camp over there.” 
 
    He swung out of the saddle, took Tam’s reins and began to walk toward the small woodlands. Rafe and Meg did the same as did Reyna, but Shane and Ty stayed mounted. Rafe glanced over his shoulder at them. “Get down. Walk your horses to cool them off.” 
 
    “But why?” Ty muttered. “They’ve got four legs, I’ve got only two.” 
 
    “Because,” Shap snapped back, “they’re more important than you are and need to be taken care of or you won’t have a horse to ride later.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged a dark glance before they lifted themselves out of the saddle and stepped to the ground. Ty pressed close to Shane as he led his horse a short distance behind the others. “I really don’t like that fellow.” 
 
    “Pretty bossy, isn’t he?” 
 
    “More than bossy. Thinks he knows everything,” Ty groused. He gave Shane a meaningful stare. “Especially about Black Blades.” 
 
    Shane nodded. “Don’t think I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “What're we going to do, Shane?” 
 
    “First chance, maybe tonight when everyone’s asleep, we make like flies and fly out of here with the dragons in tow.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” 
 
    “Have I ever not come up with an idea?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Just be ready, I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    The group headed downslope, the dragons dropping to the ground and shuffling behind. Leading the way, Shap picked his way through the elmlike trees until they reached the clear-flowing water.  
 
    Tall, slender grass dipped in yellow, along with waist-high blue-green reeds, and cattails tipped with small, white bulbs bordered the knee-deep stream. Mossy stones littered the creek bottom and from bank to bank the rivulet was so narrow that a horse could easily jump across. 
 
    As the tired group began loosening their saddles, the three dragons came waddling up. “Thanks, Reyna,” Wind Storm said, his eyes bright, “that was awesome.” 
 
    Reyna smiled, bent down, saying, “I’m glad it worked so well. A lot easier than trying to keep up with the horses.” She ran a hand over Storm’s muzzle, moved it a bit farther, and started scratching him between the eyes. At first, Wind Storm had his eyes crisscrossed trying to see her fingers, but then closed them, enjoying the sensation.  
 
    “He’s purring almost like a cat,” Shap murmured from nearby. 
 
    “Something my mother told me about dragons,” Reyna returned over her shoulder. “They love to be scratched between the eyes.” 
 
    Shap reached up, took a couple of fingers and scratched the spot where his nose ended between the eyes. He then did it to Tam, who flicked her head, and moved away. Shap shrugged and said, “Nope. Doesn’t do a thing for me or Tam.” 
 
    “And neither of you are dragons with scales.” 
 
    “Glad you noticed the difference.” 
 
    She laughed lightly and pulled her hand back. “Feel good, Wind Storm?” 
 
    “Very much. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Reyna answered and turned to Melody and Delight. “What about you two? Would you care for a bit of scratching, too?” 
 
    Storm hurriedly said, “You should try it. Trust me, you’ve never felt anything so good.” 
 
    Melody frowned. “Why? My dad sometimes did it to me. It wasn’t such a big deal.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Storm returned, “but this felt so much better. Go on, try it.”  
 
    Melody hesitantly stepped forward and lifted her muzzle. Reyna smiled and using her fingertips and short nails began scratching. After a moment, seeing the contented look on Melody’s face, Delight bumped Reyna, saying, “Please, me too.” 
 
    Reyna grinned and reached over with her other hand and began to scratch Delight’s scales. After a bit, she stopped and said, “Sorry, ladies, but I’ve work to do. Maybe later? And remember, I have so many questions for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Reyna,” Melody replied, “that was indeed wonderful.” 
 
    “More than wonderful,” Delight added, “and we’ll be happy to answer your questions.” 
 
    Reyna gave them a wide smile and with a little wave hurried over to Aiko, who was foraging next to the stream. “Sorry, girl,” she said, finishing slipping the saddle off her back. “I got a little distracted.” 
 
    “You might want to reconsider your priorities and your distractions,” Shap said from nearby as he washed his hands and brought some water over his face and neck. “Your horse should always come first before dragons. Take care of her, and she’ll take care of you. A lesson you should have learned quickly on the trail.” 
 
     “My priorities,” Reyna retorted, “and my—” she couldn’t help herself and glowered at Shap as she said, “distractions are just fine, thank you.”  
 
    She set her saddle against the trunk of a tree, spread her saddle blanket over it so that it would dry and strode back to Aiko. She took several handfuls of grass, pressed them together to form a matlike wad and started wiping Aiko down, removing the excess moisture from her coat.  
 
    She glanced over at Shap who was finishing filling his water flask and said, “Shap, I just have to ask, why did you come back for us? It was both courageous—and quite unexpected, or did you plan it that way?” 
 
    He stared straight ahead as he pushed the cork tight into the flask’s neck. He stayed on one knee for a few moments more before rising. “Didn’t plan it that way, princess,” he muttered. “And as far as why—” he paused, before shrugging, “I guess I didn’t want to see you, I mean, all of you, captured by those scum. I’ve seen what they do to people.” 
 
    With that, he abruptly turned and strode deeper into the tree line. Reyna watched him go for several moments, her eyes both soft and puzzled. “Hear that, girl?” she murmured to Aiko. “He didn’t want me, or rather, all of us taken prisoner by those Blades.” 
 
    With a little frown, she bit down on her lip and sighed. “I don’t know whether to be mad or glad at that man.”  
 
    She brushed at Aiko’s mane, running her fingers through the golden-brown hair. She leaned close, whispered in Aiko’s ear, “Hope is still alive, Aiko . . . hope for what might be is still alive.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Jash spit to one side, the anger contorting his face into heavy, dark lines that turned his lips into a deep scowl and his cheeks a ruddy brown. Two Blades led several rope-tied horses into camp and Rizen turned to say, “That’s the last of them.” He flicked his eyes toward Yorsha’s cold, still body. “Unless you want us to round up Yorsha’s mount. It’s still out there.” 
 
    “Leave it to the wolves, for all I care,” Jash snapped. He started to shout, “Mount up!” when Rizen reached out, held his arm for a moment, and said low, “Why don’t you leave this to me, after all, he’s—” 
 
    “Mine!” Jash barked, breathing heavy. He pulled in another breath, stepped close to Rizen, his voice a growling undertone, “They are not to know, understand me? Not one word, or so help me, Rizen—” 
 
    “You don’t have to threaten me, Jash,” Rizen retorted, his angry eyes meeting Jash’s. “I know my place in this—for both of you. I was just offering you a way out of having to do this yourself.” His face softened a little. “That’s all, Jash.” 
 
    The two stared at each other, anger lessening a bit before Jash extended his hand to squeeze Rizen’s shoulder. “No, this is something that I must do myself. When it comes time, it’s my blade, understood?” 
 
    Rizen nodded, his eyes meeting Jash’s hard expression. “Understood.” 
 
    “Get’em mounted,” Jash ordered, “we’ve wasted enough time.” He held onto Rizen for a moment more, saying, “Remember, you and the others are to get those dragons back, no matter what, but leave Shap to me.” 
 
    Rizen gave a curt nod, turned, and bellowed, “Move out!” 
 
    The Blades swung into their saddles, but none faster than Jash, who was halfway to the tree line before Rizen and the others even had time to spur their horses into a gallop. They charged into the woodlands, right where their former captives had disappeared.  
 
    They spent a good hour searching for their trail before, after cursing and scowling, Jash realized that Shap had doubled back on them and this was a false trail meant to delay and confuse. 
 
    Stung by the apparent deception, and one that he should have seen through, Jash pushed the Blades hard in the opposite direction but it was almost another hour before his head jerked up at the call, “Jash! Over here!” 
 
    He swung his horse’s head to the right, gave him two swift kicks and pounded over to where a Blade stood by his horse, pointing down. “Looks like they came out of that ravine over there,” he said, and then gestured to one side, saying, “and went that way.” 
 
    Jash took one look at the foot- and horse-prints and whipped his horse around to gallop off, following the trail. As Rizen rode up, his eyes on Jash’s headlong rush into the dark woods, the man said, “Never seen him like this before, you’d think some demon was dancing on his grave.” 
 
    Rizen flicked his eyes toward the man, thinking, you have no idea, before he grunted, “He’s never been treated like this before, either, Odo.” 
 
    “That fellow,” Odo returned, rubbing at his square chin and its short stubble, “sneaked up on us like he was some sort of ghost. Never even saw him until he had his knife on Jash’s neck. Didn’t think anyone could do that to us, let alone Jash.” 
 
    “Enough talking!” Rizen ordered, “Let’s go or do you want to end up like Yorsha?” 
 
    That was enough to send Odo scrambling to his horse to gallop behind the others who pushed their mounts hard to keep up with Jash. 
 
    Not long after, they found the spot where Shap and Reyna had left their horses. The hoofprints, set deep in the soft soil were easy to follow through the woodlands. “Straight south,” Rizen stated low to Jash. “He’s making for the Barren Downs.” 
 
    Jash ran a rough, calloused hand across his bristly beard. “Gambling we won’t follow him.” He shrugged a little. “Have to give him credit, it’s a good strategy, knowing that we usually don’t waste time on a fruitless chase with no ducats at the end.” 
 
    He licked his lips, like a hungry Tyger feasting its eyes on its next victim. “Only what he doesn’t know is that I would follow him to the ends of Erdron and not just for the ducats those dragons will bring either.” 
 
    Rizen leaned close to murmur, “Yeah, well, it’s not just money this time, is it, considering our lives depend on bringing in those dragons.” 
 
    Jash turned hard, blazing eyes on Rizen. “It’s more than those dragons, Rizen. He got away from me before, but not this time. He should have never come back because this time—this time he dies!” 
 
    With that, he spurred his horse hard and shot through the early morning forest. Somewhere ahead was a man with whom he had once shared what some would call a kinship, but whom he now loathed more than anything else in the world. 
 
    Now, the only balm that would soothe his raging hatred was to plant his Black Blade in Shap’s heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The Dain Aldus Hasach, High Earl of Anmur Estates, picked a thumb-sized roll of sausage from the plate offered him, chewed slowly as he read the dispatch. “Trolls!” he barked, almost spitting out his mouthful of meat. His face instantly hardened as he realized that most likely the weekly toll that he demanded from the mayor to keep the Blades out of Bradenton was lost. 
 
    He chewed again, suddenly made a face, and spat the sausage out where it landed as a mushy glob on the gleaming tiled floor. “Fool!” he scolded the servant who shuffled alongside holding a platter of cheeses, sweets, and meats.  
 
    “It lacks enough seasoning!” he yelled and threw the remaining portion of sausage in the man’s face. The poor fellow stumbled, trying his best not to spill the food-laden tray for if he did, he knew he wouldn’t be just covered in bits of pork, cheese, and tart fillings, but buried within the hour. 
 
    As the white-faced and shaken server juggled the platter and tried his best not to stumble, a tall, thin man, dressed in the green and silver livery of the estate, hurried up and bowed to his portly master. As he did, his eyes flicked to the Dain’s rolls of fat that seemed ready to split open his waistcoat. It never ceased to amaze him that the Dain always managed to button his coat, though it left the shiny silk fabric tortured into sharp creases across his protruding stomach. 
 
    “Yes, what is it, Mills?” The Dain barked. 
 
    Without looking up, Mills murmured, “You have visitors, sir.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Aldus scoffed, “I’m not expecting anyone today. Send them away. I’m busy.” He lifted his hand slightly and the trembling servant hurriedly put the platter directly under his hand so that his master didn’t have to reach. 
 
    “They insisted,” Mills swallowed, and held out a round bit of metal in his palm, “that you were expecting them, and this would be proof enough of their appointment.” 
 
    With a sigh, Aldus lazily glanced at the coin-sized metal before his eyes noticeably widened and he gaped at the engraving for several moments before he reached out to scoop it up from Mills’s outstretched hand. 
 
    He stared for an instant more before he rubbed a thumb over the coin’s etching of a dark cloud rimmed in yellow and streaked with golden lightning bolts. He swallowed, his thumb beginning an agitated dance on the rounded copper. “Where are they?” he demanded. 
 
    “It seemed best,” Mills replied, “to put them in the larger study. From what I could tell they were unarmed. Still, I have two of the men standing guard outside. The woman especially seemed safe enough though it was she that offered the token.” 
 
    “A woman?” Aldus questioned, his bushy eyebrows closing together to form a single line. “A woman gave you this?” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord, and she is quite lovely. The man, however . . .” his voice trailed off, a bit troubled and hesitant. 
 
    “Yes, yes, what about him?” Aldus demanded. 
 
    “Eh, he’s totally cloaked, My Lord,” Mills explained, “and wearing a monk’s robe; kept his head down so that I could not see his face. But he walks—oddly.” 
 
    Aldus stared at Mills for several heartbeats before, still rubbing the metal coin, he ordered, “Have Borl attend me with five of his men and tell him to hurry.”  
 
    He motioned to a mahogany side door, beautifully carved with inlaid woodworking. “I’ll wait there.” 
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” Mills returned and hurried away down a side corridor of the Dain’s chateau, passing a number of exquisite canvas paintings by the acknowledged grand masters of Tremont. Aldus had actually bought a few of them, but most his men had stolen from their former owners who rarely lived long enough after the thievery to report the crime. 
 
    Others, the Dain had smuggled from other realms against the king’s orders, letting any who asked to believe that they were paintings from Tremont’s masters who painted the masterpieces under an assumed name.  
 
    The Dain settled himself into an oversized plush chair in the small library, surrounded by row upon row of books which he’d all read, some twice. In his mind, Aldus was a simple man, and loved just a few things in life: exquisite food, luxurious living, knowledge, and power. Though, on any given day there was a battle between which he desired most: food or power. 
 
    Knowledge gave him power, his expanding power provided him with the finer things and satisfied his continual craving for delicious food, and well, everyone had at least one weakness, right? 
 
    He toyed with the metal coin, turning it over but finding the other side blank. He continually ran his thumb over the engraving. Has Master Vyn sent these two mysterious guests? It isn’t the normal way Vyn communicates his wishes nor pays for a job. 
 
    Aldus’s eyes narrowed. Were the two a danger to him, cutthroats sent by a rival or someone who knew who was behind the recent spate of political assassinations? Should he have them killed outright, their bodies disposed of in the acid pit concealed in the dungeon? 
 
    He shook his head ever so slightly. No one really knew of his extensive dealings both within and outside Tremont. Those who thought they did actually knew very little, and only what he allowed them to know. Most who hired him always did so through one of his select intermediaries.  
 
    And absolutely none knew that he took his pay from both the right and left hand.  
 
    His small mouth rose at one corner. If they were here to slay him, how utterly stupid to try and kill him in his own home, even if Mills had inadvertently allowed them inside. No, if this were an assassination attempt, whoever was behind it wouldn’t have sent them to his own estate in the early morning hours. 
 
    Aldus drew in a breath, causing both the buttons and stitching on his waistcoat to strain almost to the point of ripping apart. He exhaled slowly, his lips pursing into a tight pout. No, the few who knew the truth wouldn’t try to kill him, he was too valuable to them. As strange as it seemed, the most straightforward answer was that these two were indeed emissaries from Vyn and used the coin as their calling card to let him know where their allegiance lay.  
 
    He stroked his rubbery chin, which had long ago disappeared under several heavy folds of fat. Better to at least hear them out. If he was wrong and they were not who they claimed to be, or were attempting to make a fool of him, then he would have them killed.  
 
    After all, the monster would have no problem with him slaying pretenders. Indeed, most likely he would heartily approve of such actions on Aldus’s part. 
 
    The sound of running footsteps caused him to raise his head just as Borl burst through the open doorway, one hand on his sword hilt. His eyes quickly scanned the room and finding that it held only the Dain and his food servant, bowed his head, “My Lord?” 
 
    Aldus ponderously got to his feet and gestured to his man servant. “You. Refresh the platter and this time ensure that everything is prepared to my liking or you and the cook . . .” he let the ominous warning hang in the air, taking pleasure at how the little man actually trembled, his eyes locked on the deep-brown, gleaming teak floor.  
 
    “I’ll see to it, Your Lordship,” he swallowed, and was out the door so fast that Aldus felt a slight swish of air at his departure. 
 
    “Good,” Aldus laughed and waddled forward, crooking a finger at Borl. “Come with me.” 
 
    Aldus stepped out into the hallway, noting with satisfaction that Borl hadn’t brought just five men, but double that. As Borl hung at his shoulder, Aldus said, “We have two unexpected visitors, a man and a woman. According to Mills, they came without weapons. However, I don’t know who they are or what they want, and I’m not taking any chances that they’ve arrived with good intentions. 
 
    “They’re in the large study, guarded by two of yours. I want them searched for weapons and be ready for anything, understood?” 
 
    “Of course, My Lord,” Borl answered and then added, “are you sure that you don’t want me to question them first without you present?” 
 
    Aldus considered Borl’s suggestion for a few steps, but shook his head, thinking of the coin in his pocket. “No. I’ll do the questioning.” 
 
    Followed by the small phalanx of heavily armed men, they turned a corner into the main hallway that led to the chateau’s entrance. Aldus stopped before a heavy oaken door, the sharp geometric etchings highlighted by the warm cherry stain.  
 
    Aldus jerked his head to Borl, signaling for him to go first. The man gave a curt nod, opened the door, and stepped inside. Aldus was close behind, using Borl’s body as a shield.  
 
    Two figures stood motionless in the room’s center. Aldus’s beady little eyes immediately widened when he caught sight of the woman. A raven beauty, her long, ebony hair seemed to cascade over her slim shoulders, her dark eyes matching her simple, hooded tunic, riding pants, and shoulder cloak.  
 
    The easy way she held herself gave him the immediate impression of a relaxed, self-assured young woman. However, her crossed arms, slim hands resting on her forearms conveyed a sense of impatience that Aldus had kept her waiting for too long. 
 
    No scabbard or knife sheath hung from her black waistband, though to Aldus’s mind she was no simple villager or farm girl. There was substance to her—much, much more than to the silly young women and girls that he knew of the nobility. 
 
    Aldus flicked his eyes to the other. As Mills described, he was cloaked head to foot in a monk’s brown robe, his hood brought up and over the head, the head bent forward in such a fashion that Aldus couldn’t see the tall man’s face. He immediately became wary, cautious as he always was whenever someone either hid their eyes from him or wouldn’t meet his eyes upon a first meeting. 
 
    Borl and Aldus stopped a few steps from the two, while Borl’s men spilled into the room, taking up positions on either side of Aldus and Borl but several steps back. 
 
    “I am the Dain Aldus Hasach. My man here will search you for weapons before we speak. Object to the search and your lives end here.” 
 
    The young woman cocked her head a little to one side, bowed ever so slightly, just enough that it wouldn’t give offense, but letting Aldus know that she was her own woman and rank and title didn’t impress her.  
 
    As she held her arms straight out, Borl hurried over to her, patted her down clear to her foot soles. He turned to the cloaked figure and swiftly repeated the procedure. 
 
    Finished, he returned to Aldus’s side. “Well?” Aldus said. 
 
    “No weapons, but—” 
 
    “But what?” Aldus snapped. 
 
    Before Borl could answer, the woman spoke up, “Your Lordship, I am Morena. This is my companion, His Lordship, Kail of the Northern Lands.” 
 
    Aldus hesitated, then gave Kail a quick, curt bow of the head, causing his neck rolls to bulge that much more. “All right, you’ve named yourselves,” he gruffly said, “now, what is it that you want?” As was his custom, he was direct, putting those he faced on the defensive, which was his immediate intent. 
 
    Morena’s eyes flicked from side to side, taking in the armed men. “To discuss a most profitable venture, My Lord,” she murmured in a husky voice, “but one that we can only speak about with you—in private.” She flicked a finger toward the guards. “This is for your ears only, not theirs.” 
 
    Aldus shook his head. “They stay; however, I assure you that if what you claim is true, they’ll keep their mouths shut.” 
 
    Morena shook her head firmly. “Not good enough.” She paused and then said, “But we are reasonable people.” She jutted her chin toward Borl. “A compromise. He can stay. Two of you, two of us.” 
 
    Aldus started to refuse, but Morena quickly interjected, saying, “I assure you, what we have to offer warrants a little risk.” 
 
    A laugh escaped the Dain’s lips. “No ‘little risk’ is worth my life. How do I know you’re not here to assassinate me?” 
 
    A small smile crept up Morena’s face. “Ah, My Lord, if I were truly here to kill you,” she sighed, “you would already be dead.” 
 
    The two locked eyes and it took less than a heartbeat for Aldus to know that not only did she mean every word, but that she was more than capable of fulfilling the implied threat. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then ordered, “Borl, you stay, the rest of you, out!” 
 
    “My Lord,” Borl started to protest, but Aldus barked, “Shut up and keep your eyes on them. One false move—kill them on the spot!” 
 
    Borl turned slightly, jerked his head toward the doorway, the sign for his men to leave the room. As they began to file out, he turned to stare hard at Morena and her companion, one hand gripping his sword hilt, the other left purposefully free but ready in an instant to snatch the knife hidden behind his neck. 
 
    Once the last man was through the opening and the door closed, Aldus growled, “All right, let’s hear it, and this had better be worth my time.” 
 
    “It is, Your Lordship, trust me,” Morena silkily replied, and then said, “there is a band of your men led by someone named Jash out searching for three little dragons. Am I correct?” 
 
    Aldus blinked several times. How in the gods’ name did she know that? Then it struck him, Vyn must have told her. Still, they could be bluffing, trying to pin him to an admission that they could use against him. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Morena’s face took on a troubled look. “Really?” 
 
    She turned to her companion. “My Lord, it seems we made a mistake in coming here. Are you sure of your information?” 
 
    The cloaked figure only nodded. “Ah yes, that’s right,” Morena said, “your informant was quite adamant in his description of both the Dain and this Jash fellow, was he not?” 
 
    Again, the hooded man nodded. Morena’s lips turned up in a cruel sneer. “Of course, the dying really have nothing to gain by telling a falsehood, nor, as they say, do dead men tell tales. Perhaps, though, Duke Hasach needs additional proof. Show him.” 
 
    Lord Kail withdrew his hands from where he had them tucked in his oversized sleeves. Aldus couldn’t help himself and sucked in a breath. Borl went rigid as the figure extended a scaled arm and hand that ended in sharp claws that held a severed, bloody hand still tightly grasping an obsidian blade. 
 
    Borl gurgled, “Why you dirty . . .” and went for his sword but he wasn’t fast enough. The cloaked figure whipped a taloned hand into his robe and an instant later, a viper flew across the room to wrap itself around Borl’s neck. Before Borl could move, the serpent sank its knife-sharp fangs deep into his throat. 
 
    For a second, Borl clawed at the serpent before he groaned and fell to his knees. His mouth opened in a soundless groan for another instant before he tipped over and crashed to the floor, trembling and writhing as a whitish foam formed around his mouth.  
 
    Seconds later, his breathing became sharp and fast, ending in one last attempt to suck in a breath before he sighed out his last lungful and slumped over dead, his eyes open and glazed, staring at nothing.  
 
    The serpent unwrapped itself from around Borl’s neck and slithered to its master who deftly plucked it off the floor and held it in one hand as the viper hissed and twisted in his grasp. Aldus glanced up from Borl’s body to meet the cold, crimson stare of a nightmare face who thrust his scaled snout from beneath his hood. 
 
    “Well,” Morena frowned, “that wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but I suppose the demonstration would answer several of your questions, would it not? So, My Lord, do you still want to pretend you are not what you say, or shall we get down to business?” 
 
    The Dain flicked his eyes down at Borl’s body, feeling the sweat build up under his clothes. He drew in a breath, trying to slow his racing heart and mumbled, “It would seem you already know the answer to your question.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she smiled, “but I needed you to know where our information came from. Plus, we are not helpless in our own right.” 
 
    “That is quite obvious. All right, what is it that you want of me?” 
 
    “There has been a change in plans,” Morena said. “We require another group of your, uh, uniquely talented men, under our command to capture those dragons and take them to Master Vyn.” 
 
    Aldus blinked several times. “I don’t understand. I thought that was what Jash was doing.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Jash is weak, his thinking and ability limited, without imagination to accomplish what needs to be done, plus he’s not fast enough to suit His Excellency.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Instead of having those dragons in hand, he still searches, and Master Vyn’s patience is wearing thin, very—thin. However, thanks to His Lordship here, we know exactly where those dragons are, and we’ll have them in His Excellency’s hands within a few days, while your man stumbles around in the Barren Downs.” 
 
    “But Jash—” 
 
    “Will fail,” Morena snapped, before she smiled thinly. “And if Jash disappoints His Excellency, you know who Master Vyn will blame, right?” 
 
    Her smile broadened slightly as she saw Aldus stiffen. Ah, the man begins to see his predicament a bit more clearly now and the image is not to his liking. 
 
    In a calm, yet icy tone, she said, “Cooperate and we’ll ensure that His Excellency knows the hand you played in our success. Otherwise, I’m afraid that your fate will be tied to Jash’s and his fortune is looking extremely bleak.” 
 
    Aldus ran a hand over one cheek, pulling the skin down, pinching the heavy flesh together as he stared at the two. There was no doubt that they were emissaries of Vyn, though he had no idea that such a scaled monstrosity as the thing that stood before him even existed.  
 
    As he stared at Morena and her monstrous companion he felt hot and cold at the same time. It was true he had given Jash up to the mist monster, hoping to satisfy the beast and put some distance between him and the thing. Now, he realized his gamble was a miserable failure, and he was as trapped as Jash. 
 
    He felt the walls, with their ornate bookshelves and colorful paintings close in on him, and his chubby legs were barely able to hold him upright. For a moment, he considered sitting, but that would be a sign of weakness and that was the last thing he wanted just then. 
 
    “Your price,” he mumbled, “for how many men?” 
 
    “Price?” Morena laughed. “I’m sorry, did you misunderstand? Let me make it perfectly clear. Fifty men in exchange for your life.” 
 
    Aldus’s unblinking eyes, sunken behind heavy folds, grew even smaller. “I have a dozen men outside—at a word from me, they’ll cut you down. I should have them kill you anyway, for what you did to Borl.” 
 
    Morena’s lips lifted in a sneer. “By all means, call them. Do you actually believe you’ll leave this room alive, or any of your men? I assure you—you won’t, neither will they.” 
 
    Aldus flicked his eyes between the two, couldn’t help but notice how the scaled beast lifted the serpent slightly, letting Aldus know that it would take a mere flick of his wrist and Aldus would soon join Borl on the floor. 
 
    “Two thousand ducats,” he stated. 
 
    “Five hundred and we’ll laud your cooperation to Master Vyn in glowing terms.” 
 
    Aldus sniffed, his teeth grinding together before he nodded. “Done. When do you need them?” 
 
    “In two hours. Ten of Lord Kail’s warriors will be waiting for them in the woods south of the crossroads between the King’s Highway and the Bradenton Road.” 
 
    “Hold on. Why do you need my men if you already have your own?” 
 
    “Lord Kail needs most of his warriors for other—uh—assignments from His Excellency. These ten will act as scouts and guides. They’ll lead you straight to the dragons, so make sure your Blades have swift horses and carry enough food and water for several days, as they won’t be stopping to camp.” 
 
    “I’ll need more than two hours to gather fifty,” Aldus protested. 
 
    Morena shrugged. “You already have one-fifth of what you need standing outside and I suspect two or three times that number tucked away on your estate.” 
 
    She cocked her head toward Lord Kail and said, “Your Lordship, it would appear that our work here is done.” 
 
    The scaled beast nodded, slipped the serpent under his robe, and brought his hood up. Together the two strode toward the door with Aldus jumping out of the way as Lord Kail came close.  
 
    Once outside, Morena and Kail hurried down a dark side street until they slipped into the woodlands before Morena stopped and said, “You know what to do?” 
 
    Kail nodded and whistled, “A dangerousss game, missstresss.” 
 
    “Only for fools like the Dain,” she retorted. “This will work, if you do your part and I do mine. Remember, once the Blades kill everyone, you do the same to them. Make sure you have enough warriors following to do the job and they know where to take the dragons.” 
 
    “It ssshall be done.” 
 
    Back in the hall, Aldus sat slumped in a chair, waiting for his heart to slow, Borl’s body at his feet. Not since his youth had he found himself wondering if he would come out of such a meeting alive.  
 
    He sat for several minutes, considering his next move. His breathing was heavy, and the ordinarily white, silken handkerchief that he used to dab at the perspiration on his forehead was now a soggy gray.  
 
    Aldus had accepted long ago that he was an immoral, vice-ridden man, and that the only feelings he had for anyone in this world were for himself. But those two had exuded a penetrating malice far beyond what he considered himself capable of and which he could compare to only one other being. 
 
    Twice in the presence of Master Vyn he had felt almost overcome by the thing’s sheer evil, but these two were every bit as dangerous and malevolent, and he knew for a certainty that for a moment there, his life had come close to ending within a few breaths. 
 
    The question was what he was going to do about their demands. Oh, he would give them the fifty men, but not without taking his own safeguards. He hadn’t lived this long in his line of work without living a wary, cautions life and who was not as dumb as those two thought him.  
 
    After several minutes of thinking, he smiled and nodded to himself. It would be costly, but if it saved his head and ensured that those two lost theirs, it would be worth every ducat.  
 
    He pushed himself from the plush chair, straightened, and bellowed, “Mills!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm raised his head, listening to the wind’s onslaught against the trees. At times, the gusts slowed to a sigh, at others, it keened and whipped the trees, rattling their branches like sticks rapping together. “From the sounds of that,” Melody yawned next to him, “I’d say we were in for a storm—a big one.” 
 
    Storm blinked bleary eyes from too little sleep. His muscles ached, and he felt as if he carried huge boulders on his body instead of scales. “Yeah, sounds like,” Storm agreed and then turned at the sound of angry voices coming closer. He shook his head and said, “They’re at it again.” 
 
    “Arguing?” Delight asked, raising her head. 
 
    “Yes,” Storm answered. “If it’s not that, they put their heads together and whisper all the time. I’m beginning to think that humans are strange creatures.” 
 
    “Not only strange,” Melody replied, “but ugly too.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Delight responded, “they’re not all that bad. Put some wings on them and I think they’d be rather cute.” 
 
    A loud, “That’s crazy!” interrupted them and they turned to see Ty near Shap, his face contorted in harsh lines. “We run with the wind, not against! Especially if this storm continues to build!”  
 
    Ty’s breathing was heavy, and he’d thrown his hood off to face Shap, though Shap stood with his back to Ty as he tightened Tam’s saddle straps. Shap peered upward where lumpy, gray storm clouds swept along, spitting out a few flakes of snow. To the west, darker clouds promised more than just a scant sprinkling of snowflakes, but a blizzard in the making. 
 
    “No,” Shap replied evenly and motioned to one side. “The storm’s center is there.”  
 
    Finished with the last strap, he turned to eye the darkening horizon and pointed. “By going this way, putting our noses into the storm, instead of our backsides, we pass through the worst of it faster.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Reyna asked. “The storm’s center, I mean?” 
 
    Shap glanced at her and gave her a small, impish smile. “Learned it from a book. Face the wind, stick out your right arm and point—that’s the storm’s center.” 
 
    “Great,” Ty snapped, “I’ll remember that the next time I’m trying to find a storm.” 
 
    “I agree with my brother,” Shane argued, coming to stand next to Ty, “I’d rather have the cold at my back than in my face.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Shap returned calmly, “go with the wind and you’ll have the cold that much longer, or freeze to death that much sooner, depending on whether you’re a pessimist or a cynic.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Shane retorted. 
 
    Rafe and Meg joined the group, both surveying the ominous, heavy clouds. Rafe turned to Shap. “Do you have some destination in mind,” he asked, “or are you just trying to get out from under this storm?” 
 
    “My destination,” Shap returned, “is where the Blades aren’t, or had you forgotten that they’re following us?” 
 
    “The Blades will turn back in this weather,” Ty declared. “We don’t have to worry about them.” 
 
    Shap eyed the youth, shaking his head. “Continue with that wishful thinking, and you’ll find a black blade buried in your chest. No, they’re still on our trail, but go ahead, go your way and you’ll cross paths soon enough.” 
 
    “As if they’ll be able to see us in a snowstorm,” Ty snorted. 
 
    Shap shrugged. “See you, smell you, it’s all the same to them. They’ll find you, I guarantee it.” 
 
     “So,” Reyna said, stepping forward, “which direction?”  
 
    Shap stepped away from Tam before motioning toward the cloud-shrouded high knolls. “These hills turn soon enough into real mountains, sharp and high. There’s a pass—” 
 
    “Mountains?” Wind Storm asked as he shuffled forward, his tail sliding across the icy ground. “Are they the Greenstorm Mountains?” 
 
    “No,” Shap replied, “some call these peaks the Talamh Suas, or the Straight-up Land. Most call them the Breaks because of how they—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Rafe said gruffly, “what about this pass of yours?”  
 
    Shap stared at Rafe, his eyes a bit hard, before he turned to Wind Storm. “Sorry for the interruption. The Breaks come before the Greenstorms if you’re heading west.” 
 
    He turned to Rafe and said in clipped tones, “It’s called Parowen Pass and is the nearest way through the peaks. Once over the top, we drop down into Starmore Valley.  
 
    “From the direction of the wind, my guess is that the mountains will keep out the worst of the storm, so we might be able to find grass and water for the horses, plus it’ll be a bit warmer. Better yet, beyond the borders of Tremont.”  
 
    “And once past the border,” Rafe questioned, “the Blades will leave us alone?”  
 
    “Possibly,” Shap answered bluntly. “However, if you ever show your face again in this realm and the Blades find out—they’ll hunt you down. So, I suggest you say goodbye to whatever life you had back there and think about starting anew someplace else.” 
 
    “That’s gonna be really tough,” Ty quipped as he skewed his mouth to one side, “seeing as how sis and I were royalty. Hard to give up so much—castles and servants, ya know.” 
 
    “Royalty, eh?” Shap grunted, flicking his eyes quickly to Reyna and then back. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rafe snorted, giving Shane and Ty a hard look, “meet the prince and princess of thieves.” 
 
    “So what would that make you?” Ty retorted. “The Duke of Fools for not catching us?” 
 
    Rafe stiffened, his mouth hard, but it was Meg who quickly huffed, “How dare you call an officer of the King’s Army a fool!” 
 
    “Ex-officer!” Ty rebutted. “I don’t think he’s much in the king’s favor right now seeing as how he allowed the town to burn down while he played footsies with you.”  
 
    He lifted his lips in a sneer. “I’m surprised that the mayor’s daughter would even be on speaking terms with him after he got your parents killed.” 
 
    Rafe’s hand went to his sword hilt, but Shane quickly stepped in, saying, “That’s enough, Ty.” She glared at Rafe. “If you don’t want to be insulted—don’t insult.” 
 
    She whipped around to Meg. “That goes for you too. Your daddy’s not around to bully people or sic the soldiers on whomever he wants, so you’d best watch your mouth.” 
 
    “Why—I never—” Meg sputtered, her mouth working to form a retort.  
 
    Reyna ignored the bickering, bent over to speak low to Wind Storm. “Why were you asking Shap about the Greenstorm Mountains? Is that where you live?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Storm began, “we live . . .” he looked around as if trying to determine which way Haven lay before shaking his head and saying, “uh, I’m not exactly sure where our home is from here, but,” he found himself choking a little before he was able to say, “just before my mother died she said we had to reach those mountains.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyebrows arched high, and she was momentarily left speechless as she stared at Storm, before she murmured low to herself, “What are the chances?” 
 
    “What?” Storm asked. “What chances?” 
 
    “Sorry, I was talking to myself,” Reyna returned before saying, “I’m very sorry about your mother, Wind Storm, but did she say why it was so important to reach the mountains?” 
 
    “Only that—” he stopped as an eerie, long-drawn-out wail wafted among the treetops. The horses jerked their heads up, pulling on the reins while Reyna and the others straightened, turning this way and that as they tried to determine the sound’s direction. 
 
    “Wolves!” Ty asserted. 
 
    “Wolves?” Meg squealed and clutched at Rafe.  
 
    Reyna glanced at Shap. “Persistent, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I would say that hunger drives persistence,” Shap replied, “if what we heard were indeed wolves, but that’s not a wolf call.” 
 
    “Of course, it is!” Ty snapped. “I’ve heard wolves before.” 
 
    “If you did, it was a special breed,” Shap answered, “because wolves have a higher-pitched, wavering call, not low and flat, almost as if the thing were moaning.” 
 
    “But—” Ty argued before Shane ordered, “Be quiet, Ty, the man’s right, that wasn’t a wolf.”  
 
    Reyna eased a little closer to Shap, murmured, “If not a wolf, what then? Do you know?” 
 
    Shap rubbed at his chin for a moment before saying, “Sounded like the ghost of my very pious Uncle Mateus come back to haunt me for my wicked ways.” 
 
    Reyna stared at him for a second before grunting, “Your wicked ways I can believe, the ghost I think not. Now, what made that sound?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shap admitted rather brusquely, “and my curiosity isn’t enough to have me find out, either. However, I suggest we mount up and make like a bee.” 
 
    “Wait, don’t tell me,” she groaned, “and bee gone from this place?” 
 
    “You’re pretty quick.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She hesitated before she rummaged in her saddlebags and came out with her lighter tunic and a thin, but wool blanket. She walked over to Shane and Ty and held them out. “I don’t have another overgarment but this blanket should help one of you to fight off the cold a bit.” 
 
    Shane and Ty exchanged a surprised look before Shane mumbled, “Thanks a lot— really,” as she reached out for the tunic and woolen blanket. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Reyna answered and turned back to Aiko. 
 
    Shane offered Ty the tunic, saying, “You need this more than I do, I’ll be good with the blanket.” 
 
    “Are you sure, sis?” Ty asked as he took the tunic. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Reyna took the coil of rope off Aiko’s saddle horn and called, “Wind Storm.” The little dragon waddled up, a bit of a smile on his face at seeing the line. “Ready to fly again?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    She tossed him the rope, turned, and slipped a boot toe into her stirrup. A moment later, she was up and seated on Aiko. She looped the lariat tight around the saddle horn and to Shap said, “We’re ready.” 
 
    Rafe and Meg stood near their horses, uncertainty on their faces. Shap motioned ahead and said firmly to them, “If you’re coming, the trail is this way. If you’re not,” he swiveled a little to point to the left, “you could try and make it through the woodlands before turning south and east and running into the Braden River. After that,” he shrugged, “you should know Tremont well enough to get where you want to go.”  
 
    With that, he headed Tam into the wind and gently tapped his horse with a boot heel. Reyna pulled Aiko in behind Tam and watched behind as the rope swiftly tightened, lifting Wind Storm into the air, with Wind Melody and Wind Delight alongside. 
 
    “He didn’t even ask if we were ready,” Ty growled to Shane as they followed behind Reyna’s mare, “or whether we agreed on this course.” 
 
    “I don’t think he cares if we agree or not,” Shane replied. “He’s the kind that walks his own trail and doesn’t care what others think. Besides, the truth is, he knows this country and we don’t.” 
 
    Ty reached out, slowed Shane’s horse. “Meaning we keep him around until we get the lay of the land and—” 
 
    “How we find the Greenstorm Mountains,” Shane finished. She smiled a little at him, “Which, from what I heard, may not be that far away.” 
 
    Ty smiled back. “Yeah, and with it our—” 
 
    “Quiet!” she sputtered. 
 
    After a bit, Ty turned, saw that Rafe and Meg had their horses plodding behind, having chosen to stay with the group instead of striking out on their own. He jerked his head toward the two and asked, “What about them?” 
 
    Shane glanced back, her eyes on Rafe, his head pulled down against the cold. “We’ll hop over that fence when we get to it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ty muttered, and pointed to the front. “She’s making friendly with our dragons again.” 
 
    Ahead of them, Reyna had pulled Wind Storm down to where she could talk to him over her shoulder while he glided just above her. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Shane replied, “Wind Storm knows who rescued him and who are his friends.” 
 
    “Yeah, well he better know which side his cake is frosted! We were close to being troll stew and all for him and his dragon friends.” 
 
    “It’s which side is your bread buttered and don’t worry, when the time comes, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ahead of Ty and Shane, Reyna swiveled a little and called to Storm, “We didn’t get to finish our conversation. You started to tell me why it was so important to find the Greenstorms.” 
 
    “My mother said,” Storm replied, “that my grandfather wanted us to find the mountains because there was something valuable inside a crowned mountain.” 
 
    Reyna stared at Wind Storm for the longest time before she said weakly, “Did you say you were looking for a crowned mountain?” 
 
    “That’s right. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    Reyna swallowed and shook her head. “Uh, no, I don’t and by your question, I take it you don’t know either.” 
 
     “No,” Wind Storm sighed. “Only that it’s important that we find the mountain and whatever the precious thing is too.” 
 
    Reyna was quiet for a long time, alone with her thoughts. “Something precious,” she murmured to herself, “but just what?”  
 
    She hesitated for an instant and then asked, “Where did you live? Was it far from here?” 
 
    “We lived in Emerald Haven,” Storm answered, “and yes, I think it’s very far as my mother flew for a long time before we landed.” 
 
    “Emerald Haven,” Reyna frowned, “I don’t recall hearing or reading about anything like that. Tell me about it, please.” 
 
    “It was a wide, forested valley,” Melody sighed longingly, “between two extremely high, but beautiful mountain ranges, covered in wonderful, deep forests.” 
 
    “So high,” Delight added, “that no dragon could sky over them. And there was a lovely, turquoise river that flowed down the vale’s middle.” 
 
    “Sounds beautiful,” Reyna nodded. 
 
    “It was,” Wind Storm replied, and then growled, “until the Wilder dragons came.” 
 
    Reyna jerked her head up at that. “Wilder dragons? Did you say Wilder dragons? I thought they all died in the Great War.” 
 
    “No,” Melody stated, “they didn’t. They attacked us, killed—” she stopped, unable to go on.  
 
    “We lost everyone,” Wind Storm said, “all our families and as far as we know, everyone else.” 
 
    Reyna licked at her lips. Wilders! Were they indeed the ones on Hero Hill, the dragons who took Mother? It would explain the dragon tracks in the mud. But why? Why would they take Mother? The Great War is long over.  
 
    She sucked in a breath as the words on the parchment blazed in her mind. 
 
    Their short space of peace is now surely broken 
 
    Breathings of revenge are darkly spoken 
 
    Her thoughts whirled as she grappled with the words’ portent. Breathings of revenge? Of course! Mother was one of the chief leaders of the Wilders’ defeat. If not for her and the company, Vay would now be Erdron’s Dark Empress and the Wilders her army of oppression and slavery. To them would have gone the sweet-tasting spoils of war, but now they drank the bitter cup of defeat and endured the salt poured into their wounds of gall. 
 
    What did Father say—that hateful revenge is as toxic to the spirit as a viper’s poisonous bite is to the body?  
 
    Oh, Mother! If you are indeed in the Wilders’ claws, how do I get you away? 
 
    Angry tears filled her eyes as she thought of her mother in the hands of the scarlet dragons, notorious for their cruelty and brutality. She stared straight ahead as another thought filled her. The parchment said to “battle for the treasure” and Wind Storm’s grandfather had said that they would find something valuable at the crowned mountain. 
 
    She sucked in a breath. Was the treasure her mother? Was she the valuable that they sought? 
 
    After a moment, she realized that she had gotten so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t kept up the conversation with the little dragons. “I’m sorry, but I do understand, I truly do. I lost my mother to the Wilders and my brother was killed by—” 
 
    Reyna hesitated before saying, “Some sort of a creature in a cloud that spewed this horrible fire.” 
 
    “The mist monster,” Delight stated flatly, “it killed my father too.” 
 
    Reyna stared for a moment. “Wait, both the Wilders and this ‘mist monster’ attacked your valley?” 
 
    “Yes,” Delight answered, “and snakehead dragons too. It was horrible, they were killing everyone, but the monster, he was the most evil of all.” 
 
    For a moment, Reyna’s mind went to that horrible instant when Wynsur Castle came crashing down before she shook her head and said, “I’m sorry, I truly am. Shall we talk about something more pleasant as I would like to hear about where and how you lived. Were there only emeralds in your beautiful valley or were there other kinds of dragons?”  
 
    “Just emeralds,” Storm answered, doing a little slalom in the air. 
 
    “Oh. So, do you know where the other dragons are? The sapphires, purples, all the rest?” 
 
    The three dragons looked at each other before Melody said, shaking her head, “No. As far as we know, they didn’t visit us and we didn’t visit them.” 
 
    “I see,” Reyna returned. “Before the Great War we Drachs were very close to the dragons, but afterward, the dragons left us. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Umm,” Storm hesitated, then said, “my grandpa once said something about us dragons needing a time to heal.” 
 
    “To heal?” Reyna replied, her eyebrows furrowing in puzzlement. “From what? The Great War?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Storm slowly replied, “but I’m not really sure.” 
 
    Reyna fell silent, deep in thought at Storm’s answer. A time to heal? Healing meant you hurt and were in pain. However, from the way Storm said it, it wasn’t just physical wounds, but something else. But what?  
 
    Had we Drachs hurt the dragons in some fashion and so greatly that they didn’t want to be around us anymore? Was their pain so much that they fled from our presence, seeking their own havens away from the Drachs—away from the world? 
 
    The small band slogged through the building snowy slush, twice hearing the strange wailing coming from behind. The second time, Rafe eased his mount up next to Shap’s. “From what I can tell, it’s not coming any closer, but still following.” 
 
    Shap nodded his head in agreement. “Tracking us but keeping its distance. Pack tactics,” he went on, “calling in the pack but still keeping up its stalk.” 
 
    “A pack, huh?” Rafe grunted as he glanced at the passing stands of spruce and birch trees which were like a broken fence line with wide gaps every so often. “You’re sure?” 
 
     “If you’d like, we could stop,” Shap returned, “wait for them to catch up to prove I’m right.” 
 
    “No thanks, I’ll take your word for it. Still, once the pack catches up, they’ll jump us. We should look for a good defensive spot. A suitable place where we can put up a fight, convince them we’re not worth the effort.” 
 
    “We could,” Shap admitted, “only they’ve already made up their minds to attack or they wouldn’t be following.” 
 
    “So,” Rafe grunted and motioned to an irregular circle of trees, “find a suitable grove and make our stand?” 
 
    “Not unless we have to,” Shap answered. “I’d prefer something a bit more substantial at my back, especially as I don’t know what I’ll be fighting.” 
 
    Rafe motioned off to their left. “A hilltop? Make them fight uphill to us?” 
 
    Shap nodded. “Good idea, but my bet is on a place in the pass where the canyon walls come together to where two horses can barely squeeze through.” 
 
    Rafe nodded approvingly. “An even better idea. How long till we get there?” 
 
    Shap frowned while answering. “Unfortunately, not for several hours.” 
 
    “That long? We might not have several hours. I say let’s pick up the pace, get to this spot of yours before they jump us.” 
 
    “No. I’d rather have a fresh horse under me if we have to make a run for it, especially as it’s a long climb up to the pass.” 
 
    Rafe again glanced to the trees that seemed to hem them in on each side, his eyes narrowing. “So, a waiting game with us hoping they hold off long enough for us to reach the pass.” 
 
    “I have a different hope.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “That the Blades run smack into that pack of whatever it is that’s following, and they kill each other off.” 
 
    Rafe smiled and raised a hand, pretending to hold a mug. “Here’s to hope.” 
 
    It was well past noon when the storm finally unleashed its pent-up power and became a full-throated, howling blizzard. “What was that about getting through the storm faster?” Ty growled in Shap’s direction before he spit out the snow that the wind whipped into his open mouth.  
 
    “Maybe he’s right,” Reyna said to Shap, shivering and clutching her cloak tighter. “Maybe we should stop, wait out the storm.” 
 
    “This is the tail end of the storm,” Shap replied. “We’ll be out of it soon.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Shap, I—” 
 
    “But I do!” Shap barked. “You can listen and believe in the kid over there, or . . .” his face and voice softened a little, “you can believe a two-hundred-year-old man.” 
 
    He pointed. “The trail cuts off over there toward the pass. Two more hours and we’ll be at the top and that’s where we’re going to stop and not before.” 
 
    With a hand he motioned upward. “Bring those dragons in close in case one of them gets blown away. That way we won’t have far to search.” 
 
    Tam moved off a bit as Reyna muttered, “Two-hundred-year-old man indeed.” 
 
    She reeled Wind Storm in until he was swinging just over her head. “Need to pull you in closer,” she called up, “so if the wind blows you away, you won’t go far.” 
 
    Looking at the other two dragons, she grew concerned. “Wind Melody! Wind Delight! How are you two doing?” 
 
    Wind Melody was panting sharply but she managed to swallow and say, “It’s hard going. Not sure how long we can keep this up against the wind.” 
 
    Reyna licked her lips, peering at the two before she called, “Shap! Wait up!” 
 
    Shap turned Tam to face her. “What’s wrong now?” 
 
    “Wind Melody and Delight. They can’t fight this wind much longer.” 
 
    Shap pulled Tam alongside, peered up at the struggling dragons. “Is there some way they could ride double on a horse?” Reyna asked and then added, “Aiko is gentle enough.” 
 
    Shap shook his head a little. “I’m not sure any horse would tolerate a dragon on her back, the talons would bite right through horseflesh. Next thing you know both horse and rider are on a bucking ride. Think you could hang on while Aiko is trying to buck both you and a dragon off?” 
 
    Reyna shook her head. “No.” 
 
    Just then, Shane came alongside, glanced up at the two tired dragons. “Simple enough. Give’em each a rope to hang onto.” 
 
    Reyna blinked at Shane and then at Shap. Shap just shrugged as if saying, “Why not?” 
 
    Reyna gave Shane a begrudging smile. “Thanks. Now, why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Maybe because you haven’t had to do much thinking?” Shane replied. 
 
    To Reyna’s surprised look, Shane nudged her horse forward and came even with Shap. “This wind is biting right through our clothing,” she complained, “can’t we stop and let this storm blow off?” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Shap ground out, “besides, except for the—uh, Reyna, I mean, none of us are wearing winter clothes.” 
 
    Shane skewed her mouth in a lopsided smile. “You started to call her the princess, well, I agree, she does act like a spoiled princess at times.” 
 
    “A slip of the tongue,” Shap explained, “we all have our faults, you and I included.” He gazed past Shane, nodded. “Reyna is fixing the dragons up, let’s go.” 
 
    “Can’t talk you into a nice roaring campfire and us sheltering in a nice thick grove of spruce?” 
 
    “Not even if you had roasting venison on a spit.” 
 
    Shane sighed. “So much for my next offer.” 
 
    In short order, Reyna had two lines stretched out for Melody and Delight. Soon, three dragons sailed through the sky like sparkling green kites. “Pretty neat, huh?” Wind Storm asked. 
 
    “Much easier than having to beat against the wind,” Melody acknowledged. 
 
    “But,” Delight protested, “we’re tied down to a horse. We have to go where it goes.” 
 
    “Let go of the rope,” Storm impishly said, “and the wind will take you wherever you want. Well, almost anywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, let go,” Melody encouraged, “and you can go far, far away in whichever direction you choose.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, Melody,” Delight pouted and gripped the rope that much tighter. “You know what the wind would do.”  
 
    “Didn’t intend for it to be funny,” Melody growled under her breath. 
 
    For several hours, with Shap in the lead, the group trudged slowly through the icy snowstorm. It was nearing midafternoon when the terrain started to rise before them, and the winds started to subside. The snowflakes dwindled to just a few large ones that lazily drifted down from the sky. It grew lighter as the sun began to show through a thinning in the clouds. 
 
    They reached the top of a hillock, the horses’ breath making sharp, white plumes in the air as they stamped their hooves in the hock-high snow. Ahead of them stood the Breaks, icy granite massifs whose snow-splotched slopes appeared as if some Titan had sheared off the mountains’ front sides to form steep inclines. Directly before them, a dark rift split the nearest peaks into a sharp, narrow canyon. 
 
    Reyna glanced up at the three dragons who soared above her, thanks to a still sharp breeze. She started to turn away when a hard tug on one rope caught her attention and she shifted in her saddle to find the three sailing down, led by Wind Melody. 
 
    One glance and she instantly said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We’re being followed,” Melody replied. 
 
    “Pff,” Ty grunted, “tell us something we don’t know.” His face hardened as he said to Shap. “Looks like your gambit didn’t work. The Blades found us.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Melody answered, “these aren’t the Blades.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Delight added. “In fact, they aren’t men like you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Wolflike, Jash’s eyes narrowed as he surveyed the scraggly forest to their front and to each side. His breath was a wispy fog that billowed straight out from his mouth, a sign of his still seething anger. Shap, why? Why! You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? I warned you, told you to leave her be. I even looked the other way for a time—shouldn’t have, and if I hadn’t, she might still be . . .  
 
    He punched a fist into his open palm. Now I’ve got to kill you, for her sake and for mine. 
 
    Startled at the loud slap of Jash’s hand, his horse jerked its head up and nervously pranced on its hooves in the trampled snow for a moment. Jash pulled the reins tight, holding his black stallion in place and then growled at Rizen, “We should have caught up to them by now, had those dragons in our hands, and Shap spread-eagled, begging for his life!” 
 
    “Easy, Jash,” Rizen muttered and shook off the snow that collected on his shoulders, “Odo will find their trail, he’s our best tracker and he’s never let us down before. It’s this snow, covers their tracks good.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jash growled, “but the longer this takes, the more—” 
 
    “Agitated he gets?” Rizen returned. “I know.” 
 
    “Agitated?” Jash snorted. “Is that what you would call it? The last time he got ‘agitated’ was with Durl and he left him without any skin to keep his guts from spilling out on the floor. You want that to happen to you? Me? Any of us?” 
 
    Rizen shifted in his saddle. His past deeds, silent kills in the innermost parts of a castle, singlehandedly slaying half a dozen soldiers, waiting for three days in the reeds of a cold creek before his mark showed, had rightfully earned him the accolades and respect as one of the toughest Blades in the pack.  
 
    Through it all, he’d seen a lot of unpleasant deaths in his life as a Blade, but he had to admit, Durl’s gory death at the hands of Vyn had left even him shaken. 
 
    “Yeah, agitated was probably a poor choice of words.” He scratched at the stubby hairs on one cheek. “No, lousy choice of words.” 
 
    Movement caught Jash’s eyes and he motioned off to one side as a figure emerged from between the trees. “There’s Odo.” His eyes narrowed even more. “That’s not good, he’s leading his horse and his head is down, staring at the ground.” 
 
    He blew out an exasperated breath. “If he tells me he still can’t find their trail, so help me, I’m gonna—!” 
 
     “Easy Jash,” Rizen quickly said, leaning close, “the men are still grumbling about Yorsha. I know he was a hothead that wouldn’t listen to reason, but they didn’t like as how you stuck up for a beast over one of them.” 
 
    “Let’em grumble,” Jash spat back. “Next time I meet with Vyn, I’ll bring the whole idiot lot with me, give them some idea of what we’re dealing with—show’em that the only thing that prevents them from ending up like Durl is me.”  
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Rizen stated. 
 
    Jash spit to one side, wiped his mouth, and glowered at Rizen. “Think not? Try me.” 
 
    The cold that swept over Rizen wasn’t just from the brisk north wind. He’d heard Jash vent before, knew he would say things in anger he didn’t mean—but this time, Rizen wasn’t so sure that it was just hot rage coupled with frustration that drove the words—or the actions. 
 
    Would he actually do that? Would he do that to me? Is he crazy mad, or is he becoming just crazy? He shifted slightly in his saddle, uneasy at the uncomfortable thoughts that tumbled around in his mind. Ever since Jash saved his life—twice, he’d stayed loyal to the man. 
 
    However, as he glanced behind at the men who waited several horse lengths back, he wasn’t as sure of their loyalty as his own. He’d seen the stares, the hurried whispers just out of earshot. Usually a closed-mouth group, he’d heard more grumbling among them in the last day than in the previous six months; a telltale sign that they were on edge and it all centered around Jash. 
 
    Rizen turned back at the sound of boots crunching the snow underneath. “Did you find their trail?” Jash brusquely demanded. 
 
    “Aye, I found it alright,” Odo gruffly replied, hitching at his waistband to settle his short sword around his girth, “and another alongside. Someone’s following them,” he turned to glance around, his eyes narrowing as he took in the ring of trees, “and so might we be as well.” 
 
    Jash stiffened in his saddle and peered over his shoulder at their backtrail. “How many?” 
 
    “For that,” Odo returned, “best you come see for yourself.” Both Jash’s and Rizen’s eyebrows rose at Odo’s response. Without waiting, Odo turned and led his horse back along the same path he’d taken to meet Jash and Rizen. 
 
    After pushing through several snow-covered branches, Odo had them off to one side before motioning downward. “Here’s the ones we’re following, easy to see there’s five—six horses.” 
 
    “But over here,” he took several steps closer to a line of spruces, their heavily laden limbs hanging low from the snow, “well, take a look for yourselves.” 
 
    Jash and Rizen swung off their horses and strode over to where Odo knelt on one knee. Jash bent over, peered at where Odo pointed and then sucked in a breath. “Trolls!” 
 
    “No, boss,” Odo said, “them’s definitely not troll prints. Trolls have six clawed toes but their sole and heel look pretty close to our footprint. Look, these have three claws to the front, one in back and a narrow print in-between.” 
 
    “All right,” Jash nodded, “a mountain Tyger, then.” 
 
    “Not a Tyger, either,” Rizen said. “I’ve seen their tracks, four front claws with large pads set right behind.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Odo agreed and then looked at Jash, his face hard. “I admit, I don’t know what belongs to these prints, but from the length of their strides, I’d say they was about our height, maybe a bit taller.” 
 
    “Theirs?” Jash asked. “There’s more than one?” 
 
    Odo nodded. “At least three, maybe as many as five.” 
 
    “A pack,” Rizen nodded. “Only, a pack of what?” 
 
    Jash straightened, followed the prints with his eyes, one of those of an unknown enemy, another of his hated nemesis. The trails seemed to parallel the line of knolls that marched to one side. “Shap,” he growled to himself but loud enough that Rizen could hear, “where are you going?” 
 
    “Looks like deeper into the Breaks,” Rizen replied. 
 
    “Shap doesn’t take a trail,” Jash answered, “unless there’s something in it for him.” 
 
    Rizen muttered, “But what? Nothing out there. He’s gonna get hungry real quick, unless he starts eating frozen grass and birch bark.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jash growled, “but I intend to find out.” He jerked his head toward where the band of Blades waited. “Bring the men up, put two on each flank, bows at the ready. Tell’em to keep their eyes and ears open—for anything. Odo and I are going ahead, hurry and catch up.” 
 
    Rizen nodded, swung into his saddle and galloped off, his horse’s hooves spraying snow. Odo slipped his foot into a stirrup and growled to Jash, “You sure you want to ride ahead, cause I’m not.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, Odo? You said yourself you didn’t know what made the tracks.” 
 
    “Yeah, and that’s exactly why I’m not real keen on riding out front and leaving the fellows behind.” 
 
    “Don’t let last night throw you, Odo. You’ve always been one of the steadiest of my Blades.” 
 
    “Yeah? If I’m so steady, then why is my knife-hand shaking a bit?” 
 
    “You’re just cold.” 
 
    “I know cold shivering boss, but that’s not why I’m shaking.” He pointed toward the tracks and the claw prints set deep in the snow. “That’s why.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    “Coming in sight of the castle, My Lord!” the coachman called from his perch atop the driver’s bench. The Dain parted the curtain, leaned his head out to stare. Few things caused him to marvel to any degree, but Belmoor Castle was one. It wasn’t just the grand size, no, it was the thought of all the power centered and held within its imposing walls. Raw power that touched every life in Tremont mostly with harsh, even devastating consequences. 
 
    The castle’s high brownstone walls, thirty blocks of granite high, seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon. Every four rods a rounded turret rose even higher than the adjoining walls. From each keep ran the head-high battlement wall, broken every yard by shoulder-level crenels, wide notches, which allowed archers to fire down upon any enemy foolish enough to attack such a massive fortress.  
 
    The enormous, circular bastion crowned a low, flat knoll and for half a league to the castle’s front, and on all sides, the forest was hewn down, allowing the defenders to clearly and easily see any army that approached.  
 
    A lofty barbican bordered and protected the castle’s iron-slatted gateway. The towers were a third taller than the castle’s battlement. Broken into sections, the two rectangular turrets held narrow slits from which bowmen could shoot their arrows down onto the roadway and to each side.  
 
    Set in the citadel’s center was the enormous royal palace—home to the king and his large, extended family. In any other realm, the massive mansion alone would be a fortress to itself, but at Belmoor it was considered the royals’ palatial homestead and not a bastion for soldiers and their ilk.  
 
    Four rounded and pointed towers sat at each corner, and the gray stone walls, six stories high, ran at least a hundred rods between the four corners. Balconies festooned the walls, from the second floor to the top level, with double doors that opened outward. Lacy curtains billowed from some of the opened doors, and all held framed cured glass so that one did not have to open the doors to clearly see out into the vast courtyard.  
 
    In the dead center of the palace rose a broad tower with four smaller, pointed turrets at each corner. It was the King’s Keep, His Majesty’s inner sanctum and the most heavily guarded point in the entire realm. No balconies dotted its walls, and only a few windows broke the austere facing.  
 
    At the castle’s front, past the treeless kill zone, and following the road, lay the town of Tremonton. It hugged both sides of the roadway and down to the banks of the full, slow-moving Tremont River.  
 
    Like most towns in the realm, it was a collection of ramshackle houses, cottages, and the usual assortment of businesses. Only on the north end where a group of Greeds and their families lived were there spacious homes with lush, green lawns that ran down to the riverbank. 
 
    Past the town and castle, a checkerboard of farms spread across the countryside, some with pastures fenced in by stone walls to hold cattle, sheep, and goats, while other farms had fields tinted with either green or gold depending on their crop. 
 
    Aldus had read that Tremont’s centerpiece, its magnificent castle, was the most glorious in all the world, at least in the western lands. Be that as it may, he only knew that once he walked its spacious hallways and grand staircases as its Lord and Master, he would make it greater still. 
 
    But for now, he would have to bide his time as its current occupant, King Charl Tremont, tenth sovereign of the Tremont reign, was a most churlish and petulant man, who wielded a heavy hand on the realm through his feared instruments of state: his army with their cruel Royal Hussars, the Greeds, and of course, his vast treasury.  
 
    Aldus, of course, feigned allegiance and loyalty to the crown, and did so in such exuberance that he often thought that he’d missed his calling as a renowned actor. Still, if you did not submit to Charl, you forfeited your life and your possessions, and so Aldus played his part and played it exceedingly well.  
 
    Tomorrow, he would be in the king’s presence and that of his chancellor, Lord Nebo, to pay his quarterly tribute to the crown. Nebo would consult his books on Aldus’s holdings to make sure that the levy was appropriate. Of course, Aldus paid Nebo a substantial amount to ensure that he found the tax “appropriate” and just enough that it didn’t raise the king’s suspicions. 
 
    As he brought his head back into the coach and closed the curtain, Aldus grimaced to himself. He loathed coming to Tremonton, and especially to the palace, which he found dank and dreary, and the food tasteless, but his consuming hatred was for the king’s levy.  
 
    Like most everyone, he knew without a doubt that he could put his money to better use than the wasteful royal family and their incompetent bureaucracy. Still, he had to admit, this trip to Tremonton had come at a most opportune time after his visit from Morena and her devil companion. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would pay his due to the king, but tonight—tonight he would meet with two of his cohorts who would not only help him do away with Morena and her grotesque accomplice, Lord Kail, but they would begin his plan to give King Charl his just reward, and for Aldus to acquire his just due—the Magna Throne. 
 
    As he thought of the ducats that the king forced him to pay, his stomach tightened and groaned. As usual, to slake his unhappiness, he reached over to the box table that occupied the other end of the carriage and selected a mini cherry pie from the assorted foods that jiggled a bit from the bumpy ride. It only took him two bites to wolf it down, followed by a second, and then a pint of his favorite cider.  
 
    There would be no ale for him today or tonight as he needed to keep his wits about him, for sparring with the king was not for the timid. Many a poor drunken fool had given the king easy reason to seize all that he had, and Aldus wasn’t about to let that happen to him. Not after he had worked so hard to wrap himself in a circle of power that many dreamed of and few achieved—second only, he believed, to the king’s.  
 
    Whereas the king wielded his power openly as sovereign, Aldus kept his as secret as he possibly could, biding his time for the right moment to strike. 
 
    At a bit of discomfort, he shifted his weight, and made a mental note to order his head coachman to add another layer of padding to the already thick and puffy pillowlike cushions he sat upon.  
 
    For a moment, he thought the hardness might be from the strongbox full of gold Tremont ducats that lay hidden under the seat. However, he swiftly dismissed the absurd thought, as there were two inches of hardwood under his fluffy seating that held his weight and covered the iron chest. 
 
    The coach slowed, and Aldus heard the clop-clop of a horse followed by a muffled, “My Lord?” 
 
    Aldus swept the curtain aside to stare up at Hom, the newly appointed head of his personal guard, who was decked out in the livery of a man-at-arms from the Anmur Estate. He was, of course, every inch a Black Blade, but one simply did not ride into Tremonton or Belmoor Castle dressed and cloaked in the all-black assassin’s clothing of a Black Blade. 
 
    The man gave Aldus a little head bow and declared, “We’re almost to the edge of town, Your Lordship.” 
 
    “Very well,” Aldus nodded, “ride ahead to the Golden Goat and let Romrell, the innkeeper, know I’m almost there and ensure that everything is in order.” 
 
    “Of course, My Lord.” Hom gave Aldus a little head bow and kicked his horse to gallop ahead. A few minutes later, the driver guided his six-horse team to a halt at the steps to the Golden Goat. He was most careful that His Lordship would only have to step from the carriage onto the wooden steps and not set one foot in the dirt. 
 
    As the coach swayed to a halt, the two rear coachmen jumped down and scurried to the extra-wide door, one pulling it open for Aldus, both waiting with outstretched hands.  
 
    Grunting, Aldus grabbed the men’s hands and stepped out of the carriage, setting it to heavily rocking. He glanced to the west, where the sun’s last rays outlined Belmoor Castle in a soft, yellow glow. He glanced up at Hom standing on the porch, who gave him a quick nod that everything was set. 
 
    Aldus drew in a breath of satisfaction and patted his chest with one set of fingers. Their timing was perfect, his men in place, and those with whom he needed to converse wouldn’t have to make excuses to be at the Golden Goat, for it was well known that the Goat had the best supper in town. 
 
    Once down, he dismissed the coachmen, climbed the two steps to the wooden porch and said to Hom, “Bring the chest, cover it with your cloak. Four men with us, the rest take care of the horses.” 
 
    Hom snapped his finger at the first four riders behind the carriage and motioned for them to join him on the deck. He then bounded down the steps, ducked inside the coach and a moment later, hurried back to stand next to Aldus, his heavy green cloak hiding what he carried.  
 
    Aldus ponderously shuffled inside the inn, where he stopped as a short, portly man bustled up. The man bobbed his head, rubbing his hands on an apron. “Lord Aldus, once again you grace my establishment.” 
 
     “Everything in order, Romrell?” Aldus asked. 
 
    “Of course, Your Lordship,” Romrell smiled. “Your suite is all made up, and you and your men have the entire upper floor to yourselves.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Aldus returned absently as he surveyed the expansive room. Perhaps a dozen or so men sat at the tables and a few in the booths that lined the walls. Only a couple looked up from their mugs or plates to glance toward Aldus before they went back to eating or drinking. 
 
    Seeing Aldus searching the room with his eyes, Romrell leaned forward, whispered, “Your two companions are here, My Lord, far corner booths on each side.” 
 
    Aldus flicked his eyes first to the nearest corner where the well-dressed man seated there met his eyes briefly and then casually, as if the chance glance was just that, went back to his mug.  
 
    The other man, dressed in tunic and ordinary day pants, but who sat as if he were at attention in some military formation, gave him a quick, curt nod and raised his mug to his lips while looking away. 
 
    Aldus nodded in satisfaction to himself, and then murmured to Romrell, “Give me a few moments and then send them up.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Lordship.” 
 
    “By the way, how’s business?” 
 
    Romrell’s eyes gleamed a little. “Never better since our, uh, arrangement.” 
 
     Aldus grunted, “Good. Just remember, you keep to your part of the bargain, and I shall keep to mine. Otherwise . . .” his voice trailed off, his eyes narrowing as he peered at the man. 
 
    “Of course, Your Lordship,” Romrell hastily replied. “You can trust me.” 
 
    “I trust no one,” Aldus snapped. “Trust is for fools. Just ensure you know your place in our dealings and what it takes to keep me satisfied and the ducats flowing to your till.” 
 
    Romrell swallowed, nodding nervously. With that, Aldus made for the stairs leading up to the second floor, Hom and the other guards following close behind. Aldus huffed and puffed his way up the short flight of steps and waddled to the far doorway at the end of the hall. A maid servant curtsied and swung the door open for him. He stepped inside and did a quick inspection of the spacious room.  
 
    A bed and its dark oaken headboard, seemingly fit in size for a king with its satin and goose-down comforter folded back at one corner, sat pressed against one wall, while a crackling fire spit and popped in the large fireplace at the opposite end.  
 
    To his front, flowing, satin curtains covered the double doors that led to the small balcony, while a large, plush couch, four matching chairs and a sizeable, gleaming table occupied the room’s center. Just off to the side against a wall was another long table laden with food and drink. Aldus eyed the fare and smiled. Romrell knew his tastes so well! 
 
    “My Lord, if there is anything more you need,” the maid murmured, “you need only ring once.” 
 
    Aldus waved a hand dismissively and the young woman hurried from the room, brushing by Hom and the other guards. Aldus turned and said, “The other four rooms on this floor are for you. Three of your men stay in the hallway for now, and one brings the others here. The driver and coachman will sleep in the barn.” 
 
    The four bowed slightly and then the last in line spun around and headed toward the stairs. Aldus reached out, slammed the door shut, and then gestured toward the table. “Set it there.” 
 
    Hom quickly placed the velvet-covered chest on the table and stepped back. “You know what to do with those two interlopers downstairs, the ones near the door?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. I want two of your men standing guard in the hallway and four covering the outside, front and back, but unseen. And they had best be awake at all times or it’s not just their heads, but yours as well. Understood?”  
 
    “Perfectly, My Lord.”  
 
    “Once your men downstairs are finished with their business, and I’m done with mine,  send them back, we have no further need of them here.” 
 
    “I understand,” Hom bowed and exited the room. 
 
    Aldus went to the heavily laden food table and began to graze, only to be interrupted by a knock on the door and Hom sticking his head in. “Your guests, My Lord?” 
 
    “Show them in,” Aldus ordered.  
 
    Hom stepped back, holding the door open for two men, one tall and lean, wearing ordinary clothing, tunic, pants, and leather boots, while the other was a bit shorter but more stylish in dress with a flowing, dull-green cloak hanging from his shoulders, and a cocked hat with a peacock feather jutting out from one side.  
 
    As Hom closed the door behind them, Aldus gestured toward the table, “Food and drink, help yourselves if you’ve not already supped on the Goat’s excellent dinner meal.” 
 
    Neither man made for the food, so Aldus picked up several apple tarts, shrugged, and said, “Suit yourself.” He then gestured toward the chairs. “Sit.” 
 
    The two strode over, eased themselves into the plush orange cushions, both wearing wary expressions as they glanced at each other before turning to Aldus. “Captain Poller, meet . . . um, let’s call him . . .” Aldus’s eyes lit up with a sardonic gleam as he saw the shorter man suddenly stiffen, “oh, Lord Dashing, as he dresses so well, or it could be Lord Balderdash from what comes from his mouth at times.” 
 
    Aldus laughed at seeing the man’s obvious discomfort and went on, “That’s not his real name, of course, and it doesn’t really matter as he’s known by various names in other places and realms, but it will do for now.” 
 
    Poller bowed his head slightly to the man who returned it before glaring at Aldus, who merely smiled in return. He popped a tart into his mouth, chewed, swallowed and then said, “Captain Poller is the commander of the Death Fists, a particularly, umm, efficient wing of the King’s Hussars.  
 
    “His Fists have done some excellent work for me in the past, not to mention that he has little love for our king, ever since His Majesty burned to the ground Burnham Estates, along with Earl Burnham and his family. Which, unfortunately, included Captain Poller’s soon-to-be betrothed, a lovely young lass by the name of, hmm, Celestia, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Poller glowered, his face hard, his lips tight as he gave Aldus a curt nod and a gruff, “That’s right.” 
 
     Aldus smiled bleakly and motioned with a limp hand toward Dashing. “And our good Lord Dashing here, well, let’s just say he’s in the business of information gathering and leave it at that. Now, I’m sure that both of you are puzzled as to why I’ve asked you to be here at the same time, as I normally don’t do that.” 
 
    “Puzzled is an understatement,” Dashing growled, “I don’t like this, Aldus, not one bit.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Poller returned. “Too many people in the pub saw us go up the stairs after you.” 
 
    Aldus smiled wanly. “Yes, well, since I pay both of you handsomely for your work, I don’t really care what you like or dislike. Besides,” he turned to Poller after cramming another tart into his mouth, “all of your companions downstairs this evening were my men except for two who weren’t.”  
 
    He shrugged. “And shortly it won’t matter who they saw. As far as Romrell and his daughter, they’re in my employ and know better than to open their mouths.” 
 
    Poller worked his mouth trying to find something to say to the unexpected revelation. Instead, Aldus said, “Yes, captain, haven’t you learned by now that I am nothing but practical and efficient.” 
 
    “Of course,” Poller breathed. 
 
    “Now to the business at hand,” Aldus said and leaned forward, his eyes hard, narrowed, the firelight catching his eyes so that they seemed to burn red. “You’re both here,” he went on, “because from this point on we are going to work together on an extraordinary project I have in mind.” 
 
    He turned to Poller. “I understand that the king has suffered a bit of a setback in the Braden Shire. A little matter of trolls. How bad is it?” 
 
    Poller frowned. “Bad enough that he’s sent two companies of Hussars and two battalions of regulars northward to deal with the monsters.” 
 
    Aldus’s eyebrows rose. “Two companies of his Very Own? Interesting. He rarely sends more than one at a time, keeps the rest here to guard his royal self.” 
 
    “The rumor,” Poller answered, “is that it’s not just a band of trolls that is raiding into the realm, but a whole army. They burned down Bradenton, slaughtered practically everyone including a patrol of Hussars. There’s concern that they may head for the Silver Hills and Silverton next.” 
 
    “The Silver Hills?” Aldus drew in a breath, musing as he made a mental note that he needed to do something quickly to protect his mining interests that rimmed the dirty little mining town. 
 
    “And your company?” he asked.  
 
    “On alert,” Poller explained, “for deployment if it comes to that.” 
 
    “And do you think it will happen?” 
 
    “If the king gets wind that the trolls are headed for the silver district, most certainly.” 
 
    Aldus smiled to himself. Excellent! This was working out better than he had ever hoped. “Captain, I suggest that you get your company ready for a ride because the king will most certainly hear tomorrow that trolls are beating a path to Silverton.” 
 
    Poller frowned. “I don’t understand, none of our scouts have—” 
 
    Aldus raised a hand, stopping him. “Suffice it to say that by noon tomorrow, you and your men will be out of garrison, only you won’t make for Silverton directly. No, you and your Hussars will first make a little detour.” 
 
    He smiled toward Lord Dashing. “Isn’t that right, My Lord?” 
 
    Dashing worked his mouth a moment, before he nodded. “I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Good,” Aldus replied and sat back, fitted his fingertips together in a pyramid shape tapping them slightly together. “You, captain, are going on a hunting expedition. Namely, to kill some monsters and to capture three small dragons.” 
 
    He let out a breath that was almost a rumble, his face set in a hard mask. “And after that, we’re going to kill Charl Tremont, and take over the realm, with me on the throne and you two as the richest men in the kingdom.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    “Not men?” Shane demanded as she unlimbered her bow, quickly notching an arrow. “Is it trolls?” 
 
    “Trolls?” Wind Delight replied. “You mean those nasty things that chased us when we were escaping from the bad men?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty quipped, “you know, legs as big as logs, four arms carrying swords or mace to bash in people’s heads.” 
 
    “Don’t forget sharp fangs, bald heads,” Shane added, “and green skin, though not as pretty as your emerald scales.” 
 
    “No,” Storm replied, “these aren’t trolls, they only have two arms—but their heads and bodies look nothing like yours.” 
 
    “Yes,” Melody agreed, “their heads are a bit peculiar compared to your rounded ones.” 
 
    “Not troll and not like us,” Reyna questioned, “then what?” 
 
    “We don’t have time to discuss this,” Shap interrupted abruptly, and pointed toward a sharp break in the massifs’ front wall. “That’s the pass—if we can get to it before they attack, we might have a chance to hold them off, or better yet, outrun them into the valley beyond where we can let the horses have their heads.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer, but whipped Tam around and spurred her hard. His mare plunged ahead, quickly followed by all the others except Reyna. “Back aloft,” she said to the dragons, “and keep a sharp eye out. If you see anything—yell.” 
 
    “We will!” Storm grinned. “I’ve always wanted to play dragon I-spy.” 
 
    “Dragon I-spy?” Reyna asked, puzzled. 
 
    “A game, of course,” Melody answered, “that we sproggers used to play back home.” 
 
    “At least, the ones that could fly,” Storm muttered. 
 
    “Oh,” Reyna said, “well, looks like you get to play now, Storm.” With that, the dragons clutched the ropes in their claws and moments later were airborne, pulled along by Aiko, who pressed through the hock-high snow. 
 
    Shap pushed them hard until he headed them into the higher hills that fronted the mountains. As the way became steeper, he slowed them so that their mounts didn’t work so hard, saving their energy in case they needed to break into a hard gallop. He glanced over his shoulder at Reyna with a questioning expression. When he did, she, as the last in line, called up to the dragons, “See anything?” 
 
    “No,” Storm said, skewing his mouth to one side, “just trees, snow, hills, and mountains.” 
 
    “Don’t sound so disappointed,” Reyna replied dryly, “that’s actually a good thing, you know.” 
 
    “For you, maybe,” Storm quipped, “but we made a bet. First one to spot what’s following us again gets the other two’s next meal.” 
 
    “Better hope there is another next meal,” Ty called over his shoulder. 
 
    They pushed ahead, Shap threading his way through waterworn arroyos that shaped the front range of hills into rounded mounds, trying to keep them concealed as much as possible though one look back and it was easy to see the trail they left in the snow. 
 
    The farther they went into the hills, the steeper and rockier their ascent became as they climbed into the heights.  
 
    With the sun lowering, the small band plodded up a rocky trail and came out on a tiny plateau draped in knee-deep snow dotted with a black spruce forest. Towering over them was a line of gray granite peaks whose sharply pointed summits seemed to stab the turquoise sky.  
 
    Gusts swept across the mountain’s sharp flanks stirring up snow across the icy landscape into swirling wisps and whirls that lifted and then floated back down like tiny white feathers. 
 
    Shap stopped them and pointed up to the mountains. “Once inside the pass, be as quiet as possible. See those overhanging prominences up there? Sound, especially sharp noises can start an avalanche and if we’re underneath it when it comes down—well, we won’t have to worry about who or what is following us.” 
 
    His face turned grim. “In fact, we won’t worry about anything ever again.” 
 
    With that, he picked up their pace and they hurried through the small spruce forest, snow cascading off tree limbs as they brushed past. As they broke through the last tree line, they could clearly see the pass—a jagged break between two mountains that was perpetually in shadow.  
 
    Shap slowed Tam, brought her around and said, “Remember, once we’re into the gap, no noise unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    They climbed steadily and were almost to the cleft when Melody called out, “Behind us! They’re in the forest!” 
 
    Shap didn’t hesitate, but spurred Tam into the semblance of a gallop, with the others following close behind. They burst into the gap’s opening, and immediately Shap brought his hand up, stopping them. 
 
    He quickly dismounted, surveyed the overhanging walls as the three dragons settled into the fluffy snow. Pointing, Shap said to Ty and Meg, “Get the horses behind those rocks. Keep them out of sight and stay with them—last thing we need is to lose our mounts.”  
 
    “Why do I always have to worry about the horses?” Ty complained. 
 
    “Because we need two to watch the horses and your sister said you were terrible with a bow that’s why,” Shap crisply countered and then to the dragons ordered, “You three, stay here and stay quiet.” 
 
    To the others, he said, “You’re with me.” 
 
    As Ty and Meg led the horses farther back into the snow-cloaked pass, Shap and the others pushed themselves through the snow to ease behind a small jutting shoulder of the hillside. As Shap and Rafe kneeled, Reyna and Shane peered over the two’s heads at their back trail.  
 
    “Doesn’t take much of a tracker to follow us,” Shane muttered, jutting her chin toward the hillside’s downward slope. Their path out of the forest and up the last hill was easy to see, the packed-down snow markedly different from the undisturbed fluff to each side. 
 
    “Couldn’t be helped,” Reyna sighed, “our horses don’t have wings like the dragons.”  
 
    They stayed silent for several moments, staring down the slope toward the small forest. “Anyone see anything?” Rafe asked, clutching his bow. 
 
    As Shane and Reyna shook their heads, Shap replied, “No, but they could be anywhere in that thick grove.” His eyes swept across the black spruce that spread like a dark blanket over the snow, looking for any sign of movement in the dense woodland. 
 
    He gave a start as an unsettling thought entered his mind and craned his neck to stare at the heights above them. The hillside was a glistening white with just a hint of pink from the setting sun. Here and there, dark, craggy boulders jutted out from the slopes, pockmarking the white snow with grays and blacks. 
 
    “Or above us,” Shap muttered as if to himself. 
 
    The others whipped their heads up. “If even only one had a bow,” Shane growled, moving her head back and forth, peering at the crests, “whatever he is could sit up there and pick us off as easy as picking ticks off a short-haired mutt.” 
 
    “You have such a way with words,” Reyna grunted, making a face, “comparing us to ticks.” 
 
    “Was the only thing that came to mind,” Shane muttered back. 
 
    “You think they could get around us that fast?” Rafe asked, glancing at the lower, more rounded summits that rose just above them. “Get up there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Shap answered, “but if they did, we’re in a lot more trouble than I thought.” He brought his eyes back down to the spruce trees whose sloping branches bent under the snow’s weight.  
 
    He sighed deeply. “So, the good news is that they’re not Blades and they’re not trolls. The bad news is that we have no idea what’s on our tail except they’re not men, and they seem to move fast enough to keep up with horses.” 
 
    “Don’t forget they have peculiar heads,” Reyna offered softly. 
 
    “As if dragons didn’t,” Rafe gruffly said, “but this doesn’t make sense. Do you think the dragons are telling the truth? After all, none of us have seen these ‘peculiar heads.’” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t they be telling the truth?” Reyna snapped. “They have no reason to lie.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Rafe returned, his voice hard. “But I don’t know anything about dragons, do you?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Shap replied, “she probably knows more about them than any of us. Before the Great War, her people worked a dragon farm.” 
 
    Reyna turned surprised eyes on Shap for a moment, wondering how he knew about her mother’s upbringing, as he wasn’t from the Northern Kingdom. As she brought her eyes back to the others, she slowly said, “Draconstead, it was called, so yes, I do know a thing or two about dragons, and no, I don’t think they’re lying.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a game with them,” Shane offered. “I mean they do sometimes act somewhat like children.” 
 
    “Compared to us, yes,” Reyna admitted, “they’re rather like human children or perhaps a bit older, teenagers maybe. But no, I don’t think this is a game to them. They’ve been through too much not to take this seriously.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Rafe grumbled, “let’s assume the dragons are telling the truth, and they’re not making it up, that still doesn’t tell us who’s following.” 
 
    “You know,” Shane murmured, “funny thing is that until a couple days ago, I really didn’t believe the old stories and legends about dragons and such.” 
 
    “And now?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “Can’t disbelieve what I’m seeing.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got news for you,” Shap growled, “those old legends that you didn’t believe about dragons?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “A lot of those same stories also talk about netherworld creatures, and not just about dragons.” 
 
    The three remained silent for a long moment before Shane weakly asked, “Are you saying that what the dragons saw down there is one of these ‘netherworld’ beasts?” 
 
    “I think,” Shap said slowly, pulling the others behind the rock facing so only their heads showed, “that we’re about to find out. Look.” 
 
    Between two spruce trees at the very edge of the woodlands, a tall, lithe, scaly body complete with a crocodile head, and scaled arms that ended in thin, clawed hands, took a step out from behind a tree, its scarlet reptilian eyes peering up toward the pass.  
 
    In one clawed hand was a long oblong-looking object, like a flat plank, and edged along three sides as if it jutted a row of sharp fangs. Cloven hooves held up the creature’s muscular legs, but its abdomen seemed rounded as if it held a scaled pouch that protruded outward. 
 
    Reyna sucked in a breath and went rigid for a moment before spluttering, “I know this creature!”  
 
    Before she could say more, there came the thrmm of Shane’s bowstring. Her arrow shaft flew straight and true, catching the beast in one eye. It spun around and crashed into the snow thrashing about for a moment before going lifeless and still. 
 
    As if in answer to the brute’s death, the eerie wailing they’d heard before sounded above the trees. “That tears it,” Shap barked and whirled on Shane. “You couldn’t wait to see how many there were, could you? We had the chance of catching the whole lot out in the open in daylight. Now we may have to knife-fight them in the dark!” 
 
    “I—” Shane began to angrily retort, only Shap pushed roughly past her and sprinted for the horses.  
 
    Reyna and Rafe stared at Shane for a moment, neither speaking before they too whirled away to hurry after Shap. Shane watched them go, her face contorted in anger, before she slung her bow over her shoulder, muttering, “I killed a monster, so what?” and headed toward where Ty and Meg kept the horses corralled.  
 
    As Reyna ran up to Aiko, she grabbed the trailing ropes and threw them to the three sproggers. “Grab hold and hang on tight, we’re leaving!” 
 
    Moments later, Shap, Rafe, Meg, and Reyna spurred their horses down the confined valley just as Shane ran up. Ty took one look at his sister’s flushed face and demanded, “What’s going on? Those four lit out of here like they had ol’ Beelzebub himself on their tails.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Shane responded, “mount up, we’re riding hard.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Don’t argue, Ty! Mount up, now!” 
 
    Seconds later, Ty’s and Shane’s horses pounded down the chasm, hurrying after the others. They rounded a sharp bend and brought their horses to a skidding stop. Reyna and the others were standing in their stirrups, straining to see over the rockslide that filled the gorge. 
 
    “No good!” Shap snapped. “Go back, before we’re trapped in here!” 
 
    They spun their horses around, the dragons doing a little circle over their heads and rushed back toward the canyon’s protruding shoulder only to once again bring their horses to a sliding halt. 
 
    One look at the phalanx of monsters charging into the gorge and now blocking their way out, and Tam reared slightly, the whites of her eyes showing. The other horses jerked at their reins, stamping and dancing on their hooves from the sight and smell of the beasts. 
 
    Without a breeze to hold him up, Wind Storm glided down to the ground, skidded a little in the snow and came to a stop, Melody and Delight landing next to him. 
 
    One of the creatures strode forward, his gait odd, as if standing upright on his hooves gave him an unbalanced stance. As he approached, Tam shied away and for a moment Shap had a hard time controlling her.  
 
    The beast pointed a clawed finger and hissed, “Givesss usss the dragonsss and you live. No give dragonsss, we ssstill get, but you die.” 
 
    Except for the horses’ snorting and stamping, there was no sound in the group for several heartbeats before Rafe said in a low voice, “I think that’s clear enough. Logic says we give them the dragons.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can trust those things?” Reyna spat back. “And you have no idea what they’re going to do with them, either!” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Rafe growled.  
 
    “Yes,” Reyna angrily replied, “because those are bloodthirsty Kai and during the Great War they were allies and minions of Vay. Does your ‘logic’ say anything to you now?” 
 
    “Well,” Shane growled, whipping out an arrow and notching it in her bow, “my logic tells me that those monsters aren’t going to get my dragons!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Shane’s arrow was a black blur in the waning light as it buried itself between the Kai’s eyes. The thing jerked its head back and a loud wheezing issued from its throat that filled the narrow canyon. For a moment, its claws clutched at the shaft before it wavered on its hooves, went to both knees, jerked several times, and then crashed face-first onto the snow-covered ground. 
 
    Before the other Kai could react, more arrows from Shap and Rafe followed Shane’s and several Kai went down, the bolts splitting throats or burying themselves deep in the Kai’s scaled, reptilian skulls. The remaining Kai threw back their heads and let loose an eerie wailing accompanied by a rising, angry hiss as if the gorge held a thousand agitated serpents. 
 
    Shap swung an arm, motioning for the company to move back while yelling, “Take cover! Get behind those rocks!”  
 
    Reyna and the others kicked their horses hard and bolted to each side to find protection behind several jutting outcrops of rocks. Wind Storm grabbed at Melody and Delight to pull at them as he darted toward a small jumble of boulders. The three little dragons scrambled through the snow, their talons crunching and splaying the icy fluff under their claws. 
 
    Wind Storm skidded to a halt, spun around and stiffened, his mouth gaping as overhead, a slew of writhing snakes arced through the air. The serpents plopped into the snow and immediately disappeared. An instant later, they slithered their way toward the nearest horses.  
 
    Reyna gasped and then shouted, “Vipers! Don’t let them bite you or your horse!” 
 
    Wind Storm’s eyes widened a bit more as he saw the snow bulge a little from the serpents passing, like moles burrowing underground. Melody took one look, sprang like a pouncing cat and rammed her snout into the snow, coming up clenching a struggling snake in her mouth. 
 
    The viper curled in on itself and struck Melody in the muzzle with its fangs, but they didn’t penetrate. Melody chomped down hard and a moment later spit the limp snake out, with a loud, “Eechh! That’s nasty!” 
 
    She turned to Storm and Delight who stood watching her with wide eyes. “Well? Don’t just stand there, help!” 
 
    Wind Storm shook himself and bounded through the snow, found the nearest serpent and buried his snout into the icy crystals. For just a moment, he couldn’t see anything and then he felt something hit his nose and he lashed out, grabbing the snake with his fangs. The thing wriggled between his jaws and for an instant, he hesitated, then closed his eyes and bit down hard. 
 
    He raised his head from the bloodied snow to look around. Melody had dispatched two more vipers, but Delight had placed her backside against a boulder looking wide-eyed and wasn’t moving. “Delight!” Storm yelped. “We need help.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently at him and pressed herself even tighter against the craggy rocks. Storm swung around, saw that both Shap and Reyna were off their horses, holding on by one rein while they beat the snow with their swords, each time coming away with ochre-colored blood on their blades. 
 
    The others unleashed one volley of arrows after another at the Kai who drew back their arms and used their throwing sticks to release a flight of knife-sharp darts at the small company.  
 
    “Get yourselves and the horses closer to the rocks!” Shap bellowed. Reyna, Rafe, and Meg were to one side, behind a small wall of boulders while Shap, Shane, and Ty took cover across the narrow gap between them. 
 
    Storm whipped around and pushed Melody close to a boulder just as a rain of barbs pelted the snow around them, some impaling a few wiggling serpents. Once the dart blizzard ceased, Rafe and Shane jumped out and volleyed several flights of arrows.  
 
    Seeing two slithering, burrowing serpents gliding under the snow toward Aiko, Storm darted out, his talons propelling him through the fluff. Just as one snake rose up, its head curved back ready to strike, Storm jumped high and landed squarely on the viper.  
 
    With his claws holding the one snake fast, he whipped his head down and bit the other serpent’s head off. With a quick raking of his claws, he shredded the serpent under his talons and spun around to find Melody slinging away the last viper’s dead body. 
 
    “That was close,” she said. 
 
    “Too close,” Storm agreed. 
 
    “Look out!” Shap yelled. “Incoming!” 
 
    Storm glanced up to see another hail of darts arching down. He and Melody scrambled for the cover of some nearby boulders and cringed as the darts spattered against the front and top of the rocks and bounced off. 
 
    At a scream, they yanked their heads up to see Meg clutching at her shoulder, a dart buried deep in the flesh. Rafe was beside the young woman in an instant, pulling her closer to the rocks. A dark red stain was already seeping through her clothing. 
 
    “You know,” Storm said, “if someone smart lead that crowd, he’d have them first throw their snakes and while we were busy killing them, let loose with those dart things, catch us out in the open.” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Delight snapped. “Don’t give them any ideas, they might hear you.” 
 
    “Really, Delight?” Melody scoffed. She glanced at the top of the boulder protecting them. “I have an idea,” she said and backed a little way from the rock to spread her wings.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Storm demanded. 
 
    “Taking a quick peek,” Melody answered and with that, bounded up in the air, hovered for an instant, and then said, “Uh oh.” With that, she dropped to the snow. 
 
     “What’s uh oh?” Reyna asked beside her. 
 
    “Good news, I don’t think there’s anyone leading that bunch, in fact, I don’t think they have a leader. Bad news, there’s more of those Kai things coming up the canyon, maybe twice as many.” 
 
    “That’s a definite uh oh,” Storm growled. 
 
    Reyna yelled over to Shap. “More coming up the canyon, double the numbers.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Ty shouted. 
 
    “Leave the horses!” Shane barked. “Get over the rock slide to the other side!” 
 
    “We’d be too exposed making a run for it,” Shap returned. 
 
    “As if we’re not here!” Shane retorted. 
 
    “You know they’re going to rush us,” Reyna called over, “once those others join up.” 
 
    She gestured at the ochre-stained snow. “How are these vipers able to move through the cold and snow? They’re not supposed to be able to do that!” 
 
    Shap grunted. “Netherworld vipers carried by netherworld crocs that walk upright—is it that surprising that cold doesn’t affect them?” 
 
    “No,” Reyna sighed, “I guess not.” 
 
    Shap peered over his shoulder at the rock slide. They might be able to get across it, but not the horses. He quickly glanced around looking for another way out of their predicament but could see only three options: stay where they were and take on the Kai’s headlong rush, chance scrambling over the rock avalanche, or, charge down the canyon straight at the Kai and try to punch their way through and escape. 
 
    He licked his lips, met Reyna’s eyes who stared at him across the gap, hers hopeful that he would be able to save them, save her, as he had from the wolves. He peeked down the canyon as another thought formed, a desperate idea, but it just might work. 
 
    What if just one of them made that charge, distracted the Kai long enough for the rest to get up and over the rock wall? He considered the notion for another moment more before muttering low to himself, “Oh well, you know what they say, one birth, one death, make’em both count for something.” 
 
    He stood, his back to the wall, and gestured to Shane and Ty, “Give me your horse reins.” 
 
    “What?” Ty sputtered. “What for?” 
 
    “Shut up and just do it!” Shap snapped. “You,” he pointed at Shane, “get ready to unleash half a dozen arrows at those things as fast as you can and then both of you head for the wall.” 
 
    He turned and yelled across to the others, “Reyna, Rafe, Meg! When I give the word, send your horses stampeding down the canyon, then make a run for the slide. It’s our only chance.” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip and ran a hand over Aiko’s neck. “I’m sorry, girl, but you’ll have a better time of it getting through those monsters that way than staying with us.” As if Aiko understood, she jerked her head up a little and snorted.  
 
    Shap waited until Rafe had Meg on her feet, her face ashen-white in pain, one hand pressed to the wound where Rafe had yanked out the barb. “Get ready!” Shap yelled and then swung himself into his saddle.  
 
    Reyna’s eyes went as big as the nearby boulders. “Shap! What are you doing!” 
 
    “Buying you a few extra moments!” he bit out. He gripped the reins tight and was about to kick Tam into bolting down the canyon when suddenly a hooded and cloaked figure appeared at the top of the slide. 
 
    The person stood motionless for a moment as if assessing the situation and then from seemingly out of nowhere, a silver bow, notched with a gleaming silver arrow was in the person’s hand. The figure drew the bowstring taut, raised the arrow point high before swinging it to one side and then unleashed the bolt. 
 
    The gleaming arrow arched high into the sky and then tilted downward before it buried itself in a massive swath of overhanging snow that sat high on the mountainside just above the gap. 
 
    “Great,” Ty grumbled, “we get reinforcements that can’t even shoot a straight arrow but can hit the broad side of a mountain.” 
 
    “Why would . . .” Shane muttered, her eyebrows knitted together in puzzlement. Abruptly, from high above there was a muted boom! as if a giant firecracker exploded high on the mountainside. An instant later came a thick, grinding groan that rolled through the gorge as if the mountain itself were in deep pain.  
 
    Shap jerked his head up, his eyes going wide, as Tam danced nervously under him. He took one look, and yelled, “Avalanche! Get back! Get back!” 
 
    A mountain of snow rolled, rumbled, and began to slide down the steep granite wall, gaining speed and power with each passing moment. With nothing to stop or slow the monstrous wall of white, it thundered down the avalanche chute until it slid over a long rocky lip and fell free. 
 
    The Kai, having no experience with the deadly power of an avalanche, stood watching—until just before it buried them, a dozen or so broke and ran toward the rockslide.  
 
    The raging snow slide thundered down, plowing into the narrow canyon and entombing most of the Kai under a mountain of snow. The enormous mass hit the ground and sent an explosion of air shooting up the canyon. Along with the others, it caught Wind Storm, picked him up like he was a fall leaf on the ground, and flung him headfirst toward the rock wall. 
 
    Storm hit just in front of the rockslide, slid through the snow, flipping over several times before he slammed to a stop against a hard rock. He lay there for a moment, dazed, and not sure what had happened, before he shook his head to clear his senses and stood on shaky legs. 
 
    He raised his head, took one look, and tried to back away, but he was pressed up against a solid boulder with no escape. Several Kai, their faces set in fierce snarls, charged through the snow, their scarlet eyes fixed on him, their claws outstretched as if to rip his throat out. 
 
    Storm was about to yell for help when a dark shadow appeared overhead and then as if an emerald stone dropped from the sky, a huge green dragon landed squarely atop the four Kai. An instant later, their shattered bodies and blood stained the snow. 
 
    Dragon fire erupted down the canyon, immense streams of flame that filled the gorge from wall to wall and caught the few remaining Kai, turning them into smoking, burnt corpses that sizzled in the snow.  
 
    Wind Storm jerked his head up, his eyes wide before he found his voice and yelled, “Grandpa!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm was like a puppy, his mouth open, his tongue hanging out as he bounded through the snow to wrap his arms around Wind Walker’s leg. “I thought you were dead,” he blubbered. 
 
    Wind Walker reached down and caressed Storm with a gentle talon. “Came close enough, youngster, that if I had been a cat, I’d be a few lives short of my nine. But there’s someone else you should say hello to.” 
 
    Wind Walker turned Storm around a bit, and Wind Storm’s eyes went big and round. He leaped away and darted over as Wind Soar opened a claw to pull him in close. “Hey, Puny Wind, am I glad to see you. I thought—” 
 
    “Me too,” Storm sniffed as he peered up at his brother. He took in a deep, shuddering breath and sniffled, “Mother is—” 
 
    “I know,” Soar returned softly, his voice deep and sad, “we found her body.” 
 
    “Oh.” Storm’s eyes misted. “I had to leave her, Soar, I wanted to stay, but I couldn’t, it was too dangerous.” 
 
    “I understand, and so does Mother.”  
 
    “But how did you find us?” 
 
    Soar motioned to one side. “It was Charity.” 
 
    “Charity! You’re alive too!” Wind Storm blurted out and as Charity moved closer, Storm saw another dragon, sitting on his haunches. “And Brave Wind!” 
 
    Charity Wind moved closer to Soar and gently said, “Hello, Storm. Hello, Melody, Delight, we’re so happy to see all of you.” 
 
    At footsteps crunching through the snow behind them, they turned to see the hooded figure coming close. The person stopped and reached up to slide the hood back, revealing a woman with striking sapphire eyes, as if they mirrored a clear day. 
 
    Glistening silver and black hair framed her slim face, with its sharp chin, pale high cheekbones, and pointed ears. She carried a head-high staff, curled on itself  as if made of twisted wood, with a cracked burl on top. Trimmed in silver, her dark robe covered her slim body and swished about her as she strode forward a few more steps before she stopped and seemed to intently study the group.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a moment, she turned to Wind Walker and gave him a solemn head bow. “Well, Buolungrstorr Viorvindr, it would seem that we were both called to the same place.” 
 
    “No calling this time, Elise,” Wind Walker replied, “I was searching for my youngest grandson.” He reached down and pushed Wind Storm forward a little. “Wind Storm, this is an old friend, Elise Silverstrands. Elise, this is my grandson, Wind Storm.” 
 
    Wind Walker motioned just to his side. “And this is my other grandson, Wind Soar.” 
 
    Elise bent over slightly, stared at Storm for a moment before peering at Soar. “Your grandsons?” she sniffed. “Except for being green from their tail spikes to their muzzles, neither looks a bit like you Buolungrstorr, especially the youngest one.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Wind Walker gruffly replied. “Wind Storm’s the spitting image of me when I was his age, though I admit that Soar takes more after his grandmother.” 
 
    Elise straightened, peered at Wind Walker with a tiny twinkle in her eyes. Wind Walker began to chuckle. “You were always one to play a good joke when you could.” 
 
    “Those, however,” Elise replied, motioning over to the Kai’s corpses as tiny wisps of smoke rose from their charred remains, “aren’t jokes.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Wind Walker rumbled low, “I thought we killed them all during the Great War.” 
 
    “Evidently not,” Elise returned, “or else . . .” her voice dropped off and she narrowed her eyes staring at the bodies as if in thought.  
 
    After a moment, her eyes flicked over to Reyna, who stood staring, her eyes full, and her mouth open. Her eyes flicked from the sight of the adult emeralds to Elise and back. Elise started to speak to her, but at a loud moan from Meg, swung around to gaze at where the injured young woman lay propped against Rafe. “She needs help,” Rafe said, “I can’t stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Elise hurried over to Meg and knelt. “Here,” she said briskly to Rafe, “let me see, I have some knowledge of the healing arts.” With deft hands, she pulled back enough of Meg’s dress to reveal an ugly, deep puncture wound in her shoulder that bled freely. 
 
    “What did this?” Elise demanded. She pointed over to one of the Kai’s broken darts lying in the snow. “One of those?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rafe hastily answered. “I pulled it out of her, but no matter how hard I press, the bleeding won’t stop.” 
 
    “The Kai,” Elise said in clipped tones, “sometimes wet their barbs with viper venom before they’re thrown. Once impaled, the toxin keeps the wound open and the blood flowing outward.”  
 
    Meg’s breathing was sharp and fast. She reached up to clutch Elise’s forearm. “Please,” she whispered, “help me, I don’t want to die.” 
 
    Elise glanced at Rafe and said, “I’ll do what I can, but her blood carries the poison throughout her body.” 
 
    She turned, snapped a finger at Reyna. “You, take off your cloak, cover the ground.” Reyna ran over, swept her long cloak off from around her shoulders and laid it on the trampled snow next to Elise.  
 
    “Lay her on the covering,” Elise ordered Rafe. He picked Meg up and gently set her down on the long cloak. “Cover her with your cape,” Elise directed and as the soldier placed his short wrap over Meg, Elise reached into her robe and pulled out several small bottles, one light green, and one dark orange.  
 
    Watching her, Wind Storm moved a little closer, saw Elise’s lips moving, “She is slight of build and weak,” she whispered as if to herself, “shall it be six drops of Runa Nushi with its Feverfew and white snake root, and three of Runa Kene with its velvetleaf and orange angelica, or three of Nushi and six of Kene.”  
 
    She sighed deeply, holding the two bottles in front of her eyes, flicking between the two of them. “It has been so long . . .” 
 
    “Please,” Rafe gurgled, “try . . .” 
 
    Elise nodded, bent over and taking the orange bottle, carefully dripped exactly six drops into the punctured flesh. As each drop hit the wound, Meg winced and groaned as if in deep pain. 
 
    Then, Elise waited a few moments and repeated the process, only this time, it was three drops from the green flask. As each touched her torn flesh, Meg screamed and flayed about, but Rafe held her down until Elise drew back, capped the two vials and slid them into her robe. 
 
    She then drew out a tiny silver vial, held it up, and then said, “It will work better if warm.” She glanced around. “But no way to build a fire here.” She eyed Wind Storm and crooked a finger to him. “Wind Storm, I need your help.” 
 
    Storm hesitantly stepped closer and Elise held the vial out. “I need a bit of your dragon fire to warm this bottle. I cannot set it on the ground as it would cool too quickly in the snow so I must hold it while you heat the contents. Remember, the fire is for the container only. I need my fingers left intact and unburnt if you please.” 
 
    Wind Storm swallowed and meekly said, “I’m not sure I can do that.” 
 
    “Of course, you can,” Elise responded firmly, “after all, you are your grandfather’s grandson.” 
 
    She held the vial out, held just by the tips of her fingers. “Just a little, if you please, it will work much better if warmed and will ease the girl’s pain, but not steaming hot or it might scald her mouth and throat.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Storm,” Soar said from behind him. “You can do it.” 
 
    “Yes, Storm,” Melody added softly, “you can do this.” 
 
    Wind Storm swallowed again, brought his head in, scrunched up his stomach scales real tight, and from deep within felt a growing burning sensation. He opened his mouth, constricted his throat muscles, and then thrust his head out while at the same time squeezing his stomach muscles just so. 
 
    A tiny ball of dragon fire splashed against the silvery container. For a moment, the vial turned a soft, golden color and Elise hurriedly turned and ordered Rafe, “Hold her up.” 
 
    Rafe pulled the moaning Meg to a half-sitting position while Elise tilted her face up and poured the golden elixir down her throat. Meg started to choke a little and appeared ready to throw the potion back up, but Elise muttered, “Oh no, you don’t,” and reached out to hold her mouth closed while pinching her nose. 
 
    Not able to breathe, Meg swallowed the elixir and gasped for breath. “There,” Elise said in a satisfied tone, “that should do it. Let her sleep for a while and she should be good as new. Well, maybe not quite good as new, but able to sit on a horse.” 
 
    “Wait,” Rafe said, his eyes anxious as he gazed at Meg’s face, “are you sure your remedy will work?” 
 
    Elise gave Wind Storm a quick sideways glance before a small smile crossed her face as she replied, “Let her sleep and the medicine will do its job.” 
 
     With that, Elise stood, brushed a bit of snow off her robe and turned to Wind Walker. “You said that you were searching for your grandson. I take it there’s a story to be told, but first, why don’t you introduce me to your friends, Buolungrstorr?” 
 
    “For us dragons, that I can do, and I prefer Wind Walker these days, Elise.” 
 
    Elise nodded and said, “Of course, in honor of Hooper Menvoran.” 
 
    Wind Walker quickly named Wind Melody, Delight, Charity and Brave Wind, who had stood somewhat back and apart from the others. Finished, he said as he gazed at the humans in the group, “Actually, I need introductions to these others myself, as I don’t know them.”  
 
    He bent down and said, “Wind Storm, why don’t you do the honors?” 
 
    “Oh sure, Grandpa,” Storm replied and then went around the company, introducing each in turn, and mentioned how Rafe, Shane, and Ty helped him get Melody and Delight out of the garrison. 
 
    After he introduced Shap and Reyna, he said, “And they rescued us after the Black Blades captured us, and that’s how we got here, trying to get away from the Blades.” 
 
    Wind Walker’s eyebrow scales arched in surprise by Storm’s tale. “You’ve been rather busy, youngster,” he rumbled and then said to Melody and Delight, “and I am so sorry about your parents and family.” 
 
    Reyna, Shap, Ty, and Shane had stood with mouths slightly open and gawking at the sight of the adult dragons. Reyna swallowed and whispered to Shap, “Mother always said they would come back—still, it’s quite astonishing to see them in person, don’t you think?” 
 
    Shap didn’t immediately reply, his eyes flicking back and forth between the dragons, and when he did, his voice was filled with wonder, “And here I was just getting used to those small sprogger dragons . . .” 
 
    Shane and Ty had actually backed up a bit from Wind Walker, his immense size overshadowing them. It was one thing to be next to a mortally wounded and dying dragon on the ground, quite another for one that could move and swing its fearsome spiked tail back and forth. 
 
    Wind Walker gave a little head bow to the whole group and rumbled, “You have my deepest gratitude for helping not only my grandson, but Melody and Delight as well.” 
 
    With that he took a step toward Reyna and bowed his head to her. “It is an honor to meet Princess Reyna Wynsur, daughter of my good friends, Queen Cara Dracon Wynsur and King Tavin Wynsur.” 
 
    There was a sharp gasp from Shane as she spun on Reyna. “Wait,” she sputtered, “you’re a real princess? I mean, you just weren’t acting like a princess before, you really are a princess?” 
 
    Reyna drew in a deep breath and glanced at Shap, who met her eyes with a bemused expression. “I am,” she began haltingly, “Princess Reyna Abigail Cara Wynsur, daughter of King and Queen Wynsur of the Northern Kingdom.” 
 
    She turned to Wind Walker, curtsied, and bowed her head. “It is my honor to meet Buolungrstorr Viorvindr, one of the famed Three Guardians, also known as Wind Walker, renowned and courageous member of the Company of the Golden Dragon, friend to Golden Wind, the great golden dragon, and Hooper Menvoran, the Gem Guardian.” 
 
    She straightened and smiled at Wind Walker. “As well as friend to my mother and father, who spoke of you with fondness and admiration.” 
 
    “And I of them,” Wind Walker returned. “I was sorry to hear about your father, Reyna. How is your mother doing?” 
 
    Reyna bit down on her lip and said, “That’s why I’m here, Wind Walker. You see my mother is missing and I’m trying to find her.” 
 
    “Missing!” 
 
    Reyna hurriedly retold the events surrounding Cara’s disappearance and the attack on Wynsur Castle. When she finished, Wind Walker took a step toward her and said, “Are you sure that it was Wilders that spirited your mother away?” 
 
    Reyna shrugged and said, “Who else? There were talon marks from three or four dragons near my father’s gravesite, and,” she motioned to Shap, “he said that Mother seemed to be running back and forth as if she were either afraid or trying to run away.” 
 
    Wind Walker blinked several times at Reyna and a troubled look crossed his face. Reyna, seeing his distressed expression, asked, “Wind Walker, what’s wrong?” 
 
    The big emerald was slow to answer. “I cannot say for certain that it was not Wilders who took Queen Cara, but I can tell you for a certainty that there were dragons there that day; myself, Wind Song, Wind Strider, Wind Glow, along with Wind Ember, Wind Dazzle, and Wind Twinkle.” 
 
    “What?” Reyna sputtered. 
 
    “Those who could came to pay their respects,” Wind Walker explained. “All but Twinkle stayed high above the clouds until everyone but Cara had left. Twinkle let us know when she was alone, and we came down. Song, Strider, Glow, and I settled to the ground while the sprites hovered just above.” 
 
    “So,” Reyna breathed low, “the talon prints in the mud were yours, Song’s, Strider’s, and Glow’s? But mother seemed to be running back and forth.” 
 
    Wind Walker smiled a little. “She was indeed. So overjoyed at seeing us that she ran to each and gave us hugs. She almost squished little Twinkle in her enthusiasm.” 
 
    His face became hard, somber. “However, princess, we stayed only a brief time, and when we left, she was fine, just sad to see us leave—again.” 
 
    “Then, who took . . .” Reyna began before her eyes went wide and she sucked in a breath. “Hess! He was right, he did see a black cloud! It was that monster—he took her!” 
 
    Wind Walker’s eyes became sad, distressed. “That well may be Reyna, and if so, I am so sorry.” 
 
    Reyna put a hand over her eyes, felt her world spinning. She stumbled a little before strong hands held her about the shoulders and guided her over to a rounded boulder on which to sit.                                                  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured as Shap released her and stepped back. A large shadow fell on her and she looked up. “Oh, Wind Walker, this is so, so much worse than I ever imagined. How do I ever rescue my mother from something as monstrous and powerful as that thing?” 
 
    Wind Walker stayed silent for a long moment before he sighed, “In all honesty, I’m not sure, princess, but I promise you that we will not give up looking for her and finding a way to get her away from that nameless evil.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wind Walker,” Reyna whispered and turned a little as Elise stepped close to gaze at her with an odd expression before saying, “You are the daughter of Cara and Tavin?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna replied, blinked several times before hurriedly standing and leaning a little toward Elise, said, “From a description someone gave me, I believe that you are the woman who met my father and mother in the southern woods many years ago and gave them—” 
 
    She stopped, glanced at the others and then leaning a bit more, whispered, “Something of importance. Am I right?” 
 
    Elise met Reyna’s questioning face with cool eyes and an impassive expression before murmuring, “And if I am?” 
 
    “Then, I really, really need to speak with you.” She again glanced around and murmured low, “In private.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Shane sneered, “must be a palace mystery that only the select few are privy to hear.” 
 
    “It has to do with finding my mother!” Reyna snarled. “And . . .” she stared straight at Elise, murmuring, “other things dealing with my realm.” 
 
    Elise’s eyes narrowed for a moment before she nodded, “Then we shall.” She swung to Wind Walker, “But first, I would hear your tale, Wind Walker.” She flicked her eyes Reyna’s way and added, “For I have the feeling that we have several intertwining stories that have led all of us to this place.” 
 
    Wind Walker settled on his haunches and after a few minutes of describing the attack on Emerald Haven, said, “I thought we were fighting the cloud monster in a losing battle, trying to keep it away from Wind Grace and the sproggers, but when the snakeheads didn’t catch Wind Grace, the fiend left us and took off after Grace. 
 
    “But like us, it lost her in the storm and after the tempest passed, we flew in the direction of the Greenstorm Mountains, thinking that was where Wind Grace would head. The snowstorm slowed us and we had to wait out the storm, but once it cleared enough to sky we set out again.” 
 
    He sighed. “It was only a bit of luck, or perhaps a bit of help from the Fates that we found Wind Grace’s body and after that, not willing to accept that they were dead, began to search for Storm, Melody, and Delight.  
 
    “On the off-chance that they had somehow made for the Greenstorm Mountains, we skyed in this direction. A while back, we spotted deep-set tracks in the snow and then, from afar saw those vermin. Charity had the idea to follow them as she guessed, correctly, that they trailed Storm and the others.” 
 
    Elise nodded and turned to Wind Storm. “You mentioned Black Blades?” 
 
    “Don’t forget the trolls,” Ty grunted. “Might as well include them in this tale.” 
 
    “Trolls?” Elise repeated, surprise on her face. “All right,” she directed at Ty. “Tell me about the trolls.” 
 
    “Well . . .” Ty stammered, “I was just saying—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you about that murdering filth!” Rafe snapped and rose to his feet. Swiftly, he related the trolls’ rampage in Bradenton, the rescue of the dragons, their escape, and then how the Blades took them captive.  
 
    After he sat back down to tend to Meg, Elise brought a finger to her dark lips, tapped gently for a few moments before she lifted her head to Wind Walker. He lowered his head, rumbling, “Seeds of evil she has sown, Elise.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Elise sighed, “and they are beginning to sprout and grow. Like a wild flower garden left untended and uncultivated, they will bloom in an assortment of evils and cover all Erdron.”  
 
    Her eyes grew as hard as a sapphire. “Vay may be gone, but her evil lives on and we are just beginning to feel and see the faint edges of the coming maelstrom!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    “Grandpa,” Wind Storm asked, “that’s what you said before, at Council Rock. What does it mean, seeds she has sown?” 
 
    Wind Walker let out a long rumble, deep from his throat and settled to his belly. “Vay was a powerful fairy, wicked in every way imaginable. At first, as we fought her, we thought her full attention was on us, only, it wasn’t so. We came to realize that across Erdron she was inducing others to follow her, and we thought that all of them had come forth to fight against us in the last great battle.” 
 
    His sigh was deep. “However, that wasn’t true either. Yes, many came to fight, but not all. Some stayed behind, bided their time, their evil becoming stronger. They are the seeds that Vay sowed across Erdron, and now, they’re coming forth, led by a great evil spewing out of the northlands, even beyond the Wilders’ lairs.” 
 
    “Wind Walker,” Reyna asked, “this evil in the far northern lands, who or what is it exactly? Another evil fairy? A sorcerer or sorceress?” 
 
    Wind Walker turned to Elise, but she shook her head and said, “Like yours, my thoughts are like wispy clouds, there but for a moment and then gone, with nothing solid to grasp.” 
 
    “And I as well,” Wind Walker responded. “I can feel the wickedness, but I cannot name what it is exactly.” His face turned grim. “Though we have met several of its minions, and with sad consequences.” 
 
    “The thing in the clouds,” Reyna stated, “that attacked Wynsur. That was one of them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker acknowledged, “and like you we have seen the destruction of our home and the death of our kin and friends at its hands.” 
 
    “Grandpa,” Storm said, “I’m sorry, but we didn’t make it to the Greenstorm Mountains, though we tried.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see,” he returned, “but you did manage to find Elise, or,” his eyes narrowed a bit as he gazed at Elise, “did she find you?” 
 
    “Was she the thing of value that we were supposed to find?” Storm questioned. 
 
    “A thing?” Elise sputtered. “You consider me a thing, Wind Walker?” 
 
    “Only in the most benevolent, admirable, and charitable ways, of course,” Wind Walker replied with a small smile.  
 
    “A benevolent thing,” Elise mused, “A most interesting attribute.” 
 
    “Wait,” Shane called out, stepping forward, and stuttering a little, “are you saying that—that, well, whatever she is, she’s what you sent Wind Storm to find? The—the valuable thing?” 
 
    Wind Walker swung his head around, peered at Shane for a moment before saying, “I would say that people are the most precious ‘things’ of all, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Not where we come from!” Ty retorted. “What’s valuable there is money and food, not necessarily in that order, either.” 
 
    Shane was shaking her head, her eyes hard as stone as she first stared at Elise and then Wind Walker. “We risked our lives, almost got spitted by trolls over what? Nothing, absolutely nothing!” 
 
    She swung around, grabbing at Ty, spitting her words out as if they were hot, sizzling embers landing in a pool of water. “So much for gratitude! C’mon, we’re getting out of here, there’s nothing here for us!” 
 
    “But—” Ty began to sputter, only to be jerked away by Shane. “I said we’re leaving!” She strode away in a huff, followed by a puzzled Ty. 
 
    Reyna and Shap exchanged a look. “What was that all about?” Reyna wondered. 
 
    Shap shook his head. “I have no idea.” He then called out, “Good luck and let us know how you make out with that forty-foot wall of ice.” 
 
    That stopped Shane in her tracks, Ty almost stumbling into her. When she turned, Shap hooked a thumb at the rock wall behind him. “Or getting the horses over that. Or did you intend on walking to wherever the getting’s better?”  
 
    Ty and Shane swung their heads both ways, taking in the closed-off canyon before Ty muttered to Shane, “I was kinda getting used to riding instead of walking, Shane. Saves wear and tear on what’s left of the boots, you know?” 
 
    Shane hesitated, her lips pursed and hard before she snapped, “All right, what’s your idea of getting us and the horses out of here?” 
 
    Shap scratched at his head and said to Elise, “Nice job of burying those monsters with that avalanche, but in this country having a horse is almost a necessity.” 
 
    Elise sniffed and said, “I seem to be able to get along just fine without one.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Ty muttered loud, “none of us seem to have a robe you can pull a longbow, arrows, bottles, and who knows what else out of. Say, just how do you do that anyway and where can I get one?” 
 
    Elise ignored Ty, turned to glance down the canyon at the ice wall to survey her handiwork. “I suppose I was a little hasty with that arrow shot.” She shrugged a little, “Though all in all, it appears to have worked. You still live, don’t you?” 
 
    “I would say you weren’t hasty enough,” Rafe growled, motioning to Meg.  
 
    “I say it was a great shot,” Shap returned, staring straight at Rafe. “We’re alive, aren’t we?” 
 
    Wind Storm stepped up to Wind Walker and said, “Shap’s right, Grandpa, they do need their horses. They walk even slower than we do.” Under his breath, he muttered to himself, “And I need their horses, too.” 
 
     “I see,” Wind Walker mused. “The question is: What can we do about it?” 
 
    Brave Wind stepped forward. “Carry the horses to the other side.” 
 
    Wind Walker nodded. “A good thought.” He turned to Shap and the others. “Do you think your horses would stand for us carrying them a short distance?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much choice,” Shap replied, staring at their steeds. “They either stay here and starve to death, or you lift them to the other side.”  
 
    He stroked Tam’s neck. “Let’s try with mine first. I’ll stay with her, try to keep her calm.” 
 
    “A good idea,” Wind Walker replied, “as they may not appreciate being carried in a dragon’s talons.” 
 
    A moment later, Wind Walker was over the group, hovering above Tam. “Ready?” he called down. 
 
    Shap had hold of Tam’s ears, forcing her head into his chest. “Go!” Shap called sharply. 
 
    Wind Walker slipped to one side and came at Tam at an angle, reaching out with his rear talons. Just before he reached Tam, he beat his wings slowly, spread his hooks wide, and then wrapped his claws around the mare.  
 
    Just as he did, Tam tried to rear, breaking free of Shap’s grasp, but Wind Walker had her firmly in his talons. Beating his wings furiously, he lifted the horse into the sky as Shap ran for the rock wall and scrambled over the jumbled granite boulders until he disappeared over the other side. 
 
    The others waited anxiously, scouring the sky for Wind Walker’s return, but after several minutes of nothing, Ty spoke up to say, “Well, I’d say this doesn’t bode well. Something must have gone wrong. Maybe he dropped the horse.” 
 
    “He would never drop the horse!” Soar snapped.  
 
    “Just saying,” Ty returned. 
 
    A moment later, Wind Storm lifted his head at the sound of beating wings. “He’s coming back!” 
 
    Wind Walker appeared over the rock slide, slowed, and settled to the ground. “Sorry to take so long to get back; the canyon’s quite a bit narrower on the other side, took a little longer to find a place where I could set down.” 
 
    “Are Shap and Tam all right?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “Yes, though the horse kicked and whinnied quite a bit,” Wind Walker smiled, “I don’t think he much likes skying.” 
 
    “No, she wouldn’t,” Reyna smiled back. 
 
    “Shap said that your horse was to come next,” Wind Walker said to Reyna, “and that you and the injured one I was to carry on my back.” 
 
    Rafe was on his feet in an instant. “I’ll carry Meg,” he declared. 
 
    Wind Walker eyed him. “You are Rafe, yes?” 
 
    “That’s right, I’m Rafe.” 
 
    “Shap said that you would object, but he said to tell you that the rock slide is even icier and more slippery on the other side. He had a hard time of it himself and was afraid that you might fall carrying Meg and injure the both of you.” 
 
    Rafe eyed the snow-covered rocks for a few moments, flicked his eyes down to the sleeping Meg before nodding, “All right. I’ll agree to your carrying her—and me.” 
 
    “No,” Wind Walker stated flatly. “I choose who rides on my back and that is Reyna.” 
 
    Rafe’s mouth turned into a tight line across his face and he folded his arms, his eyes as hard and icy as the nearby icefall. “Well?” Wind Walker said. “What’s it to be? The two of you stay here, or I take her to safety on the other side?” 
 
    Rafe shifted his weight and then nodded curtly. “Agreed, Reyna rides with Meg.”  
 
    Wind Walker turned to Reyna. “Someone will have to hold your horse.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Shane grumbled, then said to Rafe, “seeing as how you’ll need to help getting your girlie girlfriend up on the dragon.” 
 
    “Shane . . .” Rafe growled. “So help me—” 
 
    “Just saying,” Shane glowered with a little shrug and turned her back on him to stride over to Aiko. 
 
    After handing Aiko’s reins to Shane, Reyna turned to Wind Walker. “Uh, Wind Walker,” she murmured low, “there’s just one little problem to this—I’ve never skyed on a dragon before.” 
 
    “Shap said you might have concerns and if you did, I was to say, ‘If you’re brave enough to rescue dragons, you’re certainly brave enough to ride one.’” 
 
    Reyna dimpled a little as Wind Walker went on. “I promise to be gentle and sky slowly. Together, we can do this, Reyna, daughter of Cara Dracon, who was a most masterful dragon rider.” 
 
    Reyna let out a long breath, nodded. “What do I do?” 
 
    Wind Walker slumped to his belly, thrust a leg out. “Use my leg to climb up to my neck.” 
 
    Reyna snugged her bow and quiver, as well as her scabbard, licked her lips, and reached out to grab ahold of Wind Walker’s leg. She was a little clumsy as she pulled herself up before draping her legs over his thick neck. 
 
    “Good?” Wind Walker called.  
 
    “I think so,” Reyna replied. 
 
    “Bring Meg,” Wind Walker ordered. With Ty helping, Rafe carried the sleeping girl to Wind Walker and together they managed to hoist her up to Reyna, who settled herself a little deeper and held onto Meg with both arms. She took the two cloaks that Rafe handed up to her and wrapped them as best she could around Meg. 
 
    After Rafe and Ty backed away, Wind Walker called to Wind Storm, “Storm, you, Melody and Delight might as well climb aboard too.” 
 
    Wind Storm scrambled up his grandpa’s scales, while Melody and Delight fluttered down to his back. As Storm and the other little dragons latched onto his backside, Wind Walker called out, “Reyna, squeeze your legs hard against my scales. That’s right, now here we go, easy does it.”  
 
    He spread his broad wings, fluttered them for a moment, hunkered down a little, and then, his leathery limbs beating hard, pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    Wind Storm heard Reyna gasp a little and called out, “Squeeze your legs, Reyna!” 
 
    Wind Walker turned in a gentle arc, spotted Shane holding onto Aiko and swooped down, his back claws extended. A moment later, he had the scared horse in his talons and lifted skyward. As he did, he called down, “Brave Wind, you take the next horse. Soar, Charity, check our back trail, see if any of those vermin follow and then join us.” 
 
    “My horse is next!” Rafe declared, his eyes on Wind Walker. 
 
    With that, the big emerald turned, soared over the rock slide and gained a bit of height so that his wings cleared the canyon walls. He skyed slowly, being careful in his movements. After a few moments, he turned his head slightly and asked, “Reyna, how are you doing?” 
 
    “This is fantastic!” Reyna giggled a little. “I thought that riding Aiko was amazing, but this is so much more. Speaking of Aiko, I can’t see her, is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s taking this quite well,” Wind Walker replied, “much less kicking and snorting than that first horse.” 
 
    “Good. I was afraid that she’d be so frightened by the experience.” 
 
    “Umm, yes, though I would think that if you asked her, she would say that once was enough.” 
 
    After a bit, Wind Walker squirmed his neck a little causing Reyna to ask, “Something wrong? Are Meg and I sitting in the wrong place?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Wind Walker answered. “It’s just that it’s been a while since I had a rider on my back. I’d forgotten the rather odd sensation.” 
 
    “Odd as in a bad odd?” 
 
    “Umm, no,” Wind Walker replied, “it just takes a bit of getting used to—again.” 
 
    “I understand. Like getting used to the odd sensation of skying among the clouds on the back of a beautiful emerald dragon.” 
 
    Wind Walker chuckled. “I don’t ever remember anyone calling me beautiful before. Now, Marce, my rider when we were with the company, she would call me courageous, majestic, handsome, and intelligent, not to mention—” 
 
    “Humble, Grandpa?” Wind Storm called. 
 
    Wind Walker smiled. “That too.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Wind Walker began to settle into a wider portion of the canyon. Waiting below was Shap, who had Tam tied to a boulder a short distance away. Slowly, Wind Walker eased down until he was just above the ground. Shap called up, “All right, I have her, let go!” 
 
    Wind Walker spread his claws, releasing Aiko, who immediately shied to one side, but Shap held onto her reins tightly, crooning softly to her.  
 
    Wind Walker raised himself a little as Shap hurriedly led Aiko over next to Tam, tied her reins around a jutting rock and rushed back as Wind Walker landed off to one side. 
 
    Shap climbed his way up to where Reyna held onto Meg and together, they managed to ease the limp and cumbersome young woman to the ground, where Shap picked her up and carried her away.  
 
    Reyna stayed with him and spread the longer cloak over the patch of ground that Shap had cleared of snow. Shap gently laid Meg down, and Reyna tucked the shorter cape around her. 
 
    While Wind Walker lifted off and turned back down the canyon, Wind Storm, Melody, and Delight waddled over. “Is there anything we can do?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Thanks,” Reyna answered, “but I don’t think so.” She smiled and said, “Too bad that at least one of you isn’t an orange or a yellow dragon.” 
 
    “Why orange or yellow?” Shap asked as he adjusted the second cape covering Meg. 
 
    “Because they can glow and spread warmth,” Reyna explained.  
 
    Shap’s eyebrows furrowed together. “I’ve never heard that before.” 
 
    Reyna sighed. “There’s a lot about dragons that people seemed to have forgotten about since they disappeared.” 
 
    “Dragons giving off heat,” Shap nodded. “Now that would be nice.” He turned to the three emeralds and asked, “I suppose you can’t do that?” 
 
    “No, sorry,” Melody replied, “that’s not something we can do, but do you need heat?” 
 
    Reyna pointed at Meg. “For her, yes. That’s a pretty thin dress she’s wearing, and our cloaks can warm her only so much.” 
 
    Melody glanced around and then walked over to some fist-sized rocks, pushed them close to Meg in a little pile and then drew in a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then let loose a small stream of dragon fire. The flames whipped across the rocks as Melody held her fire for as long as she could before it went out. 
 
    As the rocks glowed faintly, Melody turned to Delight. “You’ll need to use your fire, mine wasn’t quite enough to do the job.” 
 
    Delight walked over, scrunched her head in a little, and then unleashed a small ribbon of fire that splashed across the rocks. She held it for several moments before it petered out, but when it did, the stones glowed bright and gave off enough heat that it melted a bit of snow off to one side. 
 
    “There!” Melody said triumphantly. “You’ve got heat.” 
 
    “At least for a while,” Delight added. 
 
    “Thank you,” Reyna offered, “that’s wonderful.” 
 
    Shap and Reyna went over to check on the horses, make sure that they were still tied up. As they did, Wind Storm growled to Melody, “Why didn’t you ask for my dragon fire? Afraid that I wouldn’t have any?” 
 
    “Oh no, Stormy,” Melody hastily answered, “I saw what you did back there with Elise. That was amazing, I’m not sure that I could have only hit that bottle and not her whole hand.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Delight remarked. 
 
    Storm held his head up a little higher. “That was pretty good shooting, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Melody agreed, “and the reason I asked Delight for her fire was because I thought you could do it all by yourself the next time the rocks needed heating up.” 
 
    Storm nodded in self-satisfaction. “Good thinking.” 
 
    At the sound of wings, they turned to see Brave Wind sweeping down the canyon, Rafe’s horse, Lucky Lad, in his talons. The horse kicked a bit and swung its head up and down, back and forth, apparently unhappy at being in the grasp of a dragon’s claws.  
 
    As Brave Wind settled to the ground, Shap ran over, grabbed Lucky Lad’s reins which trailed to the ground and as soon as Brave Wind let go, hurried the stallion over to the other horses. A while later, Rafe came running up, a bit breathless from his long run down the canyon, but immediately went to Meg to tend to her. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the whole group was together in the darkening canyon, all except Wind Soar and Charity Wind. Wind Walker began to pace a little, his head up, searching the narrow part of the sky that they could see from the canyon floor. Wind Storm went over and asked, “Nervous, Grandpa?” 
 
    “A little worried, yes,” Wind Walker admitted.  
 
    “They’ll be all right,” Storm replied. “After all, they did survive the battle with the mist monster.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker breathed out, “there is that.” 
 
    Storm glanced over at Elise, who stood close to Meg, arms folded, observing the sleeping young woman. “Grandpa, who, or maybe what is Elise? She seems, umm, different from the other humans.” 
 
    Melody, who had come up from behind, said, “Is she a witch? I mean, how does she pull things out of her robe?” 
 
    “She is no witch,” Wind Walker replied firmly. “She’s a . . . she’s a . . . hmmm, how do I explain her? Let’s see, Storm, do you remember me telling you about the four fairy sisters?” 
 
    “Sure. Osa, Nadia, Eskar, and Vay. They created us dragons during the Age of Creation. Only Vay did something bad and they were cast into . . . into—” 
 
    “A Place of Shadows,” Melody answered, “between the heavens and Hades.” 
 
    “That’s what I was about to say,” Storm grunted. “Anyway, they stayed there for a really long time—” 
 
    “Seven epochs to be exact,” Melody said. 
 
    “Hey, he asked me.” 
 
    “I’m just helping you get it straight, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Wind Walker chuckled. “Go on, Storm.” 
 
    “After the seventh epi . . . epa, you know, the long time, they came forth, only Vay was still bad and tried to enslave everyone on Erdron. Her sisters fought her, and they all died at the end.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Wind Walker nodded. “Elise is a—” 
 
    “Fairy!” Melody yelped. “I knew it. She’s a fairy, isn’t she?” 
 
    “You’ll interrupt anyone,” Storm snapped, “even my Grandpa, who was once the Skog Kunge.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Melody said, bowing her head a bit. “Sometimes, I get a little carried away.” 
 
    “A little?” Storm mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Wind Walker smiled. “We all occasionally do. But no, Elise isn’t a fairy in the same way as Osa and her three sisters.”  
 
    He scrunched his face together as if thinking. “Perhaps there aren’t any more fairies like Osa and her sisters, but they have, umm, cousins, I guess you could call them. In the Old Tongue they’re called the Sagaleadeh.” 
 
     “Saga what?” Storm sputtered. 
 
    “Sagaleadeh,” Wind Walker repeated. “In the Common Language it’s roughly translated to ‘those called the Phoenix Fae.’” 
 
    “The Phoenix Fae,” Melody murmured. “It sounds like sort of a title.” 
 
    Wind Walker nodded, his face somber as he glanced over at Elise. “I suppose it does sound like a title of sorts and Fae in the Old Tongue does refer to one who supposedly is a fairy.” 
 
    “Supposedly . . .” Storm said slowly, “so is she a fairy or not?” 
 
    “Umm,” Wind Walker rumbled, “Of a sort, I guess.” His face scales cracked in a little smile. “Though from what I can tell, Elise may not be a true fairy. But she does have a bit of imp in her at times.” 
 
    “Imp?” Storm asked. “What’s an imp?” 
 
    “Well,” Wind Walker mused, “I suppose you could say that an imp has a little bit of fairy in them, but where true fairies are more solemn and grave, imps have their mischievous and naughty sides and they’re not always all that serious. They’re even known to pull pranks on others.”  
 
     “So . . .” Melody said slowly, “Elise is both this Phoenix Fae and an imp?” 
 
    “Like half and half?” Storm asked. 
 
    Wind Walker chuckled. “I’m not sure about that, but I do know that she is one of the very last of her kind on Erdron. Those few of us that do meet them sometimes refer to them as the Sorrowful Strangers.” 
 
    “The Sorrowful Strangers? Why?” Wind Storm questioned. 
 
    “Perhaps because of what they did to themselves, they now feel as if they are strangers in the world and their sadness is always with them.” 
 
    His face takes on a bemused expression. “Perhaps that’s why they let the imp half show, to lighten their downhearted mood.” 
 
    “What they did to themselves,” Storm said slowly. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. You see, many years ago, Elise’s people were a tiny society but quite renowned for their learning and culture, especially their knowledge. 
 
    “For a long while they had mostly peace among themselves as they pursued their main love—to learn. Then, little by little, strife began to rise, divisions among the people. Some wanted their culture to go one way, others the opposite. Their disagreements became more and more bitter. Angry, harsh rhetoric became more than just words, they became like hot torches that inflamed the people’s anger, stoked their passion beyond reason and rational thought. 
 
    “The hatred and bitterness grew and grew until war broke out amongst her people. In the end, they all but destroyed themselves in a terrible fight that lasted years. It was brother against brother, father against son, family against family. 
 
    “To end the conflict, the few survivors made a pact with Eirlene, the goddess of peace and ever since, they wander across Erdron, seeking more knowledge.”  
 
    He drew in a breath, sighed long. “Perhaps seeking the answers as to how a people could do such a thing to each other.” 
 
    “A pact?” Melody asked. “What sort of pact?” 
 
    Wind Walker shook his head. “No one knows but those few left of her people. However, it was after that they became known as the Phoenix Fae.” 
 
    “A war that almost destroyed a whole people,” Storm said. “That’s terrible, Grandpa, really terrible, but how do you know all this?” 
 
    “Do you think that this is the first meeting between Elise and me?” 
 
    “Oh.” Storm started to ask another question when Wind Walker rose to his feet. “I hear them, Soar and Charity, they’re coming up the canyon.” 
 
    As Night’s Curtain slowly swept overhead, two dark sets of wings appeared in the sky. They winged on until Soar and Charity swooped down and settled to the snow and rocks that covered the canyon’s floor. As they did, everyone gathered around. “Are there more Kai following?” Wind Walker asked. 
 
    “Not just Kai,” Soar responded, his face scales scrunching together as if puzzled, “several sets of horsemen as well.” 
 
    “Several?” Shap blurted out. “You mean several horsemen in one group.” 
 
    “No,” Charity answered, “there is a small group of horsemen near the canyon mouth, and another, much larger group farther back, moving a bit slowly but following the same trail as the first.” 
 
    “Not only that,” Soar added, “but there’s something really odd about them, for those horsemen are traveling with a small band of Kai.” 
 
    “What!” Reyna sputtered. “Are you sure? Men and Kai together?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s obvious they travel jointly,” Soar replied, “and still farther back is a rather large band of Kai, no men, but following almost the same trail as the others.” 
 
    “So what?” Ty growled. “The pass is blocked, they can’t get to us, right?” He turned to Shap. “Right?” 
 
    Shap was slow to answer. “Through this pass? No, probably not. However, farther south there is another way. It would take them the better part of a full day, with good weather, to reach it. Another day or so before they could turn north, try to pick up our tracks.” 
 
    “Assuming that they’re still after us,” Shane muttered. 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Reyna returned. “You heard those Kai back there. It’s not just the Blades that are after Wind Storm, Melody, and Delight, but the Kai are too.” 
 
    Both Wind Walker and Elise whipped around to Reyna. “What are you talking about?” Elise demanded. 
 
    “The Kai,” Reyna explained, “when they had us cornered, demanded that we give them Storm and the other two. They said they would spare our lives if we did.” 
 
    “And one of us,” Shane muttered, casting a sideways glance toward Rafe, who knelt beside Meg, “wanted to agree to that demon’s bargain.” 
 
    “But they didn’t, Grandpa,” Storm hurriedly said. “They fought the Kai, protected us.” 
 
    Wind Walker drew in a deep breath, rumbled low, as he lowered his head to Elise. “Not only did she spread her seeds wide but—” 
 
    “They have sprouted,” Elise muttered, “into strange and evil combinations.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
     There was a long moment of silence before Wind Storm looked up at Wind Walker and asked in a small voice, “Grandpa, I don’t understand. What’s going on? Why are these people after us? What have we done to deserve this?” 
 
    Wind Walker rumbled deep in his throat and flicked his eyes toward Elise, who stood to one side with a contemplative expression. He settled to his stomach, scratching a little at his cheek scales. “In all honesty, Wind Storm, I’m not entirely sure. It seems that all of us have some angel in us and some demon as well. 
 
    “So, why do some of us choose the angel, while others choose the demon? Where does an evil heart come from? From lusting after power? From greed? From envy? Or is simply choosing to rebel against the very nature of the soul? I wish I could tell you but even with all my years I still can’t explain why some choose good while others choose to do evil.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and his rumbling grew deeper, more forceful. “However, I do know I made a terrible mistake with Night Wind, one that cost us dearly.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Wind Walker hesitated and then said, “Long have I known of Night Wind’s aspirations, to be the Skog Kunge of our people, and long have I known of his dark heart, his evil scheming. But I didn’t try to stop him as I thought that our people would recognize him for what he was, a small, jealous, spiteful soul with no honor, whose only delight in our world was in corrupting our good and decent ways.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. “But I was wrong. I didn’t realize just how many of our people actually believed his nonsense and his lies. Worse, I didn’t anticipate how many would back him when he made his play. Not until that night anyway.” 
 
    “You mean when all those dragons started cheering after his speech?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker sighed. “It was then that I realized just how many he had corrupted, had wiled into accepting his detestable thinking.” 
 
    His eyes and voice turned as hard as the granite wall they sat near. “When I had the chance, I should have expelled him from among us, but after the Great War, I truly thought our people would easily recognize his corrupt thinking and turn away.” 
 
    His head drooped a little. “But they didn’t and foolishly chose him as the Chief Arbiter after I abdicated.” 
 
    Wind Walker shook his head, sighing sadly. “Oh my people, I failed you, but you failed yourselves and look what we both have wrought upon our beautiful Haven and our families.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence before Melody took a few steps forward and asked, “Then, is it us sproggers, have we done something wrong?”  
 
    “No, of course not,” Wind Walker declared, lifting his head to gaze at her, “how could you have done anything wrong?” 
 
    “Then why are they chasing us?” Delight stridently demanded. “We’re just sproggers, we haven’t anything that anyone would want.” 
 
    “She’s right, Grandpa,” Storm said with a little shrug, “we’re just sproggers.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Soar said, giving Storm a little push with his talon, “but you were once a prince too. The Prince of Sproggers,” he declared, raising a talon skyward.  
 
    “Well, so were you,” Storm returned darkly, “but I don’t see anyone chasing your scaly hide.” He glanced over at Charity Wind. “Except maybe Charity.” 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” Soar growled, pushing at Storm a little harder. “Maybe they just like to pick on little people like you.” 
 
    “You two stop,” Wind Walker growled and turned to the others. “I don’t think we’re going to find our answers tonight. Maybe we should all get some rest, it’s been a rather long day.”  
 
    He started to turn when Wind Storm came up close, tugged at him. “Grandpa, our friends, they look cold.” 
 
    Wind Walker raised his head, saw that Reyna had her arms wrapped around herself, was shivering a bit, as were Shane and Ty. “So they do. That we can do something about. Watch your ol’ grandpa at work.” 
 
    He glanced around, spotted what he was looking for, lumbered over, and an instant later, an eruption of dragon fire washed over a good-sized boulder. In moments, it was glowing a warm, cherry-red. “There,” he said, “that should provide you with a bit of warmth for a while.” 
 
    “Oh, Wind Walker, thank you,” Reyna gushed. 
 
    Wind Walker turned to the other adult dragons. “Let’s take turns during the night keeping the boulder heated up, shall we?” 
 
    Within a few moments, Shap and the others had brought the horses in closer to the glowing rock so that they and the horses could share its heat. As she watched the dragons settle nearby, Reyna bit down on her lip, rose, and walked over to Wind Walker.  
 
    “Wind Walker?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    Wind Walker opened his eyes, raised his head off his forelegs to gaze at Reyna. “Yes, Reyna?” 
 
    “I was wondering, well . . .” her hesitant voice trailed off, before Wind Walker knowingly said, “You’d like me to tell you about your mother and father when they were younger, in the days leading up to the final battle.” 
 
    Reyna smiled. “Yes, I would like that very much. I mean, I think I know quite a bit about them, but you were there, with the company and all. You have a unique perspective on what actually happened.” 
 
    Wind Walker nodded his head slowly. “I suppose so. What is it that you would like to know?” 
 
    “Why, everything!” 
 
    Wind Walker chuckled. “That would take days and days, princess.” He grew thoughtful and said, “Why don’t I tell you about your mother and Hooper? You know, at the start, at times, your mother held a very dim view of Hooper Menvoran.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “Oh yes. For a while there, they were like two pieces of flint—strike them together and sparks flew, only these weren’t the sparks of affection, or of growing love, but rather of fussing and feuding.” 
 
    “Really? Why, Mother never mentioned any of that, she always spoke in such glowing terms of Hooper.” 
 
    “The passage of time softens former ill feelings, I suppose,” Wind Walker observed. “There was this one time . . .” he began and far into the night wove a tale of how Hooper and Cara turned friction into mutual respect, and then to friendship, and then to a deep, burning love for each other. A love that carried Hooper through his final, consuming battle with Vay. 
 
    Since he was an early riser, Wind Storm was already awake when Dawn’s Fingers began to push aside Night’s Curtain. He ambled over to find Reyna slumped against Wind Walker, asleep, with one of his front legs wrapped around her to give her some warmth and protection against the cold.  
 
    At footsteps, he turned to see Elise ambling up the canyon, her hood just covering her head, her staff held in one hand while she buried the other in her robe. Her curled rod made a light tapping on the ground as she moved slowly along, and from how her eyebrows knitted together, deep in thought. 
 
    He took several steps to meet her, calling out softly, “Good morning, Elise.”  
 
    Elise abruptly stopped as if she hadn’t noticed Wind Storm. She reached up, dropped her hood down, stared at Storm for a moment before bending over slightly and saying, “Good morning, little prince of the emerald sproggers.” 
 
    Storm shook his head, a small, embarrassed smile cracking his face. “Uh, never mind about that prince business, it was no big deal and Soar was just kidding around. I’m no prince of anything anymore. I’m just me.” 
 
    “Really?” Elise replied, and smiled wanly. “You may be wrong, Wind Storm, it may be a big deal, a very big deal indeed.” 
 
    She glanced over, saw that Wind Walker was coming awake, and said, “I must speak with your grandfather, we have certain . . . matters to discuss.” 
 
    With that, she turned and strode over to where Wind Walker raised his head, watching her approach. At his movement, Reyna came awake, stood, and stretched. She placed a hand on Wind Walker’s neck scales. “Thank you, Wind Walker, hearing about my mother, the way you talked about her last night was wonderful.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, princess. And I promise, we shall do everything possible to find her, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, until next time?” 
 
    “Until next time, Wind Walker,” Reyna replied and turned away. 
 
    Wind Walker waited until Elise came close and said, “I recognize that look, Elise. You know something about our predicament.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Elise responded, “but it took me a while before I realized that I did.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it then.”  
 
    As Reyna made her way over to where the others were beginning to stir from slumber, she glanced over her shoulder to see Elise and Wind Walker move a bit farther away from the others, stop, and begin to have what appeared to be an earnest conversation though their words were too low for her to hear.  
 
    Ty stretched, yawned, and scratched at his tunic. “Bed was pretty much like home, only a bit colder.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Shane said, as she pushed herself to a sitting position, reached back, and brought out a thumb-sized rock. “I dreamt I was a princess sleeping on a goose down mattress, only something kept poking me in the back and I tossed and turned.” She held up the rock. “Now I know why.” 
 
    Reyna came up next to Shap, who was tending to the horses and stroked both Tam’s and Aiko’s neck. “How are you today, my favorite girls?” 
 
    “Both hungry like the rest,” Shap grunted, checking Tam’s hocks and forelegs before he turned to Aiko. “We need to be on the lookout for some feed today, even if it’s a few tufts of late fall grass.” 
 
    At a moan, they turned to see Rafe helping Meg to a sitting position. While Shap stayed with the horses, Reyna went over and knelt. “How are you doing?”  
 
    “Absolutely, terribly, horribly miserable,” Meg replied, pressing a hand to her shoulder. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Ty quipped. “Then you’ll fit right in with the rest of us.” 
 
    Rafe glared at him while calling to Shap, “Toss over a water flask, would you?” 
 
    Shap grabbed a full one from near the warm boulder and pitched it to Rafe. “Here,” Rafe said to Meg, “drink, it’ll do you good. 
 
    He held the flask for Meg while she eagerly sucked at its contents. While Meg drank deeply, Shane gestured over to where Elise and Wind Walker had drawn apart, their heads together, but with voices too low to carry. “Wonder what their nibs are discussing?” 
 
    “Where to find food, I hope,” Ty said, putting a hand on his stomach, “My innards are growling as loud as a dragon.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Wind Storm replied, “my grandpa can growl pretty loud, you know.” 
 
    A few moments later, Elise and Wind Walker joined the group. “Elise strongly feels,” Wind Walker began, “and I agree, that the Greenstorm Mountains pull at us for a reason.” 
 
    Elise spoke up to say, “At least they draw some of us in that direction, I myself and some, if not all, of the dragons.”  
 
    Her eyes flicked toward Reyna before adding softly, “Perhaps some of you, too. Nevertheless, Wind Walker is correct in that those of us who are going should make for the Greenstorms as soon as possible.” 
 
    Shane stepped forward, her face dark and troubled. “Hold on, that sounds like you’re leaving us behind. After all we’ve done to save your sproggers?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty butted in saying, “you’re leaving us behind after all we’ve done? To face the Blades, and those Kai monsters by ourselves? That’s not right. Say, just what is it you’re looking for anyway?” 
 
    Wind Walker turned to Elise, nodded. “They should hear as well.” 
 
    Elise hesitated, then said, “Many years ago, I stumbled upon the fabled city of Ansor Lat deep in the jungles to the south. Its buildings, homes, roads, everything was overgrown with vines and dense foliage to the point it was barely recognizable as a place where hundreds, perhaps thousands of its citizens once lived.  
 
    “In the far past, it was a majestic and glorious city, known not just for its riches but more for its wealth of knowledge gained from its Oracle Crystals.” 
 
    “Oracle Crystals?” Shane sputtered. 
 
    “Yes,” Elise nodded. “The Mecanis, the people who built Ansor Lat, worshipped Atana, the Goddess of Crafts, Knowledge, and Learning. They adored her so fervently that she created the crystals and gave them as gifts to seven Mecanis, who in turn became the first Crystal Seers. 
 
    “The crystals were said to be so powerful that they could look across not only our world but into the heavens as well, even into the Parthenon, where the gods dwell. The Seers of Ansor Lot would gaze into the crystals and from the visions that unfolded, learn the universe’s greatest mysteries or the smallest bits of understanding. 
 
    “They filled a vast library with their writings of all they saw and heard. The lore was that one could start reading in the library and it would take ten thousand lifetimes to even get through the first shelves.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of books,” Ty quipped. “Sure hope most of them had pictures; makes for faster reading, you know.” 
 
    Elise ignored him, went on, “I found only a small part of the library still standing, empty, the shelves barren and dusty, the rest ravaged by the passage of time. I thought my quest a failure in that finding the library with all its vast contents, and hopefully even one of the Oracle Crystals, was my heart’s desire.” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “When I found neither, I was heartbroken and wandered among the ruins, until, towards the end of the library, I noticed something quite unusual.” 
 
    When she hesitated, Reyna leaned forward, eagerly saying, “Yes? What was it, Elise?” 
 
    “A sealed room,” Elise simply said. “It was fairly small and heavily overgrown, and I had actually passed by it several times before I realized that there was a structure under all the vegetation.” 
 
    “A sealed room,” Shane breathed, “full of treasure, no doubt.” 
 
    “Or holding the Oracle Crystals,” Ty muttered. “Now, wouldn’t that be something to have one of those. We could find out where Miser Tenz hid our—” 
 
    Shane elbowed him sharply, growled, “Be quiet, Ty. Go on, Elise. Don’t mind my brother, sometimes his mouth disconnects from his brain. Did you get inside the room?” 
 
    Elise gave them a pale smile. “Eventually. As I studied the four outer walls, looking for a doorway, or some other device to gain entry, I realized that what I had supposed were motifs on the walls and their pattern were actually what is known as a Chaldan Lock.” 
 
    “A Chaldan Lock?” Shap grunted. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Chaldans, an ancient people,” Elise explained, “were obsessed with protecting their worldly possessions, so they devised very intricate locks to safeguard their belongings. Over time, these locks became so involved that even the Chaldans began to forget how to open them and essentially lost everything they were trying to protect.” 
 
    “Wait,” Ty snorted, “are you saying that they locked themselves out of their own homes and couldn’t get back in?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Elise acknowledged. 
 
    “So, what made these safeguards so elaborate?” Reyna asked. 
 
    Elise took a finger, pointed upward. “That.” 
 
    “That?” Ty grunted, looking skyward at the clear, dawning sky. “That . . . what?” 
 
    “Oh,” Reyna whispered, peering at the last of the twinkling lights, “you mean the stars?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elise nodded. “Look at the night sky and you can see an endless array of star combinations. Sometimes we put them together to make sky pictures, like Draco the Dragon, or Ursa the Bear, or—” 
 
    “Ty the Nimwit,” Rafe growled. 
 
    “Hey,” Ty retorted, “that’s not—” 
 
    “Elise,” Shap called out quickly, “just how did the Chaldans use the stars to create these locks?” 
 
    Elise bent down, spread out several stones on the ground. Straightening, she said, “How many possible patterns can you see, starting at one stone and ending at another?” 
 
    “More than my mind can picture,” Wind Storm said, swaying his head back and forth as he peered at the rocks. 
 
    “Exactly,” Elise said, “and that’s precisely what the Chaldans counted on—none able to figure out the right combination in the correct order. You wouldn’t even know where to start, which stone to pick first.  
 
    “Or, in their case, it was a small indentation in the wall with a symbol next to it and dozens of others, only with different symbols, of course. Pick wrong and nothing happens, the lock doesn’t open. 
 
    “However,” she scowled, “in some cases, the Chaldan’s Locks had a deadly side. If you chose wrong, you paid for it with your life as the lock was joined to some lethal device that sprang upon you by simply pushing the wrong button or pressing the incorrect indentation.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ty snorted, “they were pretty serious about safeguarding their dirty laundry, weren’t they?” 
 
    “So,” Wind Melody said, “there was a Chaldan Lock safeguarding the sealed room you found?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elise answered. 
 
    “And you figured out the combination?” Delight asked. 
 
    “It took months, barely eating, with little sleep, but yes, I’m here, alive, am I not?” 
 
    “Care to share how you—” Ty began, but Elise interrupted him saying, “No, for that is not important. What is of consequence is what I found inside. At first, I didn’t understand its significance. But after a great deal of thought and meditation, I am beginning to understand a little.” 
 
    She stood there for so long without moving as if thinking to herself, that Ty finally blurted, “Well? Are you going to tell us what you found or not?” 
 
    Elise blinked several times, reached inside her robe and pulled out a large amulet that covered her whole hand and hung by a thin chain around her neck. She took the rounded talisman and held it out for the others to see.  
 
    Around the rim of the medallion were seven blank spaces, each tinted in a different hue: green, blue, orange, yellow, red, violet, and purple. In the center was a bright, golden orb with seven lines each connected to one of the outer intervals and each line’s color matched to its corresponding space. 
 
    “When I found this,” Elise explained, “my initial thought was that it was some bauble of a Mecanis that they had hidden for safekeeping.”  
 
    She frowned a bit before saying, “I am not one that wears or appreciates jewelry, but I felt strongly that I should keep this amulet. Why, I didn’t know until yesterday.” 
 
    When she didn’t go on, Ty sputtered, “Well? Why?” 
 
    Elise sighed and then said softly, “I believe for this reason.” 
 
    She moved closer to Wind Storm and said to him, “This won’t hurt, Wind Storm, just hold still for a moment.” 
 
    Wind Storm swallowed a little and fought his impulse to back away as Elise held the amulet close to him, almost touching his snout, but he stood his ground. Abruptly, the golden orb in the amulet’s center flared sharply and the green hued space glowed brightly.  
 
    Then, an engraving became sharp and clear on the amulet and then seemed to lift off the talisman until it floated in the air. There were sharp gasps from Reyna and Meg while Ty sucked in a breath. “Witchcraft!” 
 
    Elise quickly held up a hand as if to stop Ty from speaking further. “No witchcraft, for this is no evil thing which I hold—of that I assure you. Rather, I believe it is an ancient power and sign given for our benefit.” 
 
    Wind Storm lifted his head, his eyes wide, to stare at the image that floated just above him. Dark green storm clouds swirled about a looming mountain. Lightning bolts flashed from the clouds to sear the mountain. At the peak’s base was a sharp, distinct light that blazed brightly and almost too sharp for the eye. 
 
    The image hung in the air for several moments, and then slowly faded until all that was left was the empty space again on Elise’s amulet. 
 
    No one spoke for several moments and then it seemed everyone was speaking. Wind Walker waited a moment before loudly saying, “Quiet, everyone.”  
 
    He looked at Wind Storm. “Are you all right, Storm?” 
 
    Wind Storm gulped and nodded. “I—I think so. What—what did we just see and why did it do that when you pushed it close to me, Elise?” 
 
    Elise glanced at Wind Walker, who nodded at her and she said, “Yesterday, when I grew close to you, Wind Storm, the amulet grew warm against my skin. At the time, I thought it was because I was heated from the battle. But then it happened several more times when you were close. 
 
    “Twice, in secret, I took the amulet out to look at it but there was nothing to see other than what you see right now. However, the amulet didn’t grow warm around any of your fellow emeralds, just you, so I suspected that if I placed it very close to you, perhaps touching you, that something extraordinary would happen.” 
 
    “Extraordinary?” Reyna said. “I would say more than extraordinary. But I’m with Wind Storm, what did we see and what does it mean?” 
 
    “A green storm over a green mountain,” Wind Walker replied, “and a beckoning light. Part of the reason that we’re going on to the Greenstorms.” 
 
    “Part?” Reyna questioned. “There’s more?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elise replied as she tucked the amulet back into her robe and then drew out a small, yellowed, and withered parchment scroll. 
 
    “I found this,” she said, holding it out gently, almost reverently, “and another parchment near the amulet.” She glanced Reyna’s way and said softly, “The other scroll I delivered to those I believed that it spoke to and who would eventually come to understand its writings and what they portended.” 
 
    No one said anything until Ty ground out, “Seems like a whole lot of work for some shriveled-up piece of paper.” 
 
    Elise glared at Ty and snapped, “Neither of them were shriveled-up pieces of paper! Both are Seer’s writings, taken from a Sight into an Oracle Crystal.” 
 
    Reyna and Elise locked eyes for an instant before Reyna asked, “There is writing on the scroll? Can you read it?” 
 
    Elise’s lips lifted in a small smile. “That I can.” 
 
    Slowly, carefully, she unrolled the scroll with both hands, held it out and said, “I, Aras Bez, Seventh Seer of the First Crystal do set this Vision to paper.” 
 
    Then almost in a chant, Elise went on, 
 
    In the whiles of misty times and misty lands 
 
    Evil once more shall stretch forth its malevolent hands 
 
    Darkness spreads, wickedness sweeps, again to rise 
 
    To demand of its own, and claim its ill-gained prize 
 
    Few there be, few there are, who would ever dare 
 
    To stand bravely forth and meet the monster’s stare 
 
    No dragon tears, no dragon jewels to meet the threat 
 
    No Hooper Menvoran to pay the all-consuming debt 
 
    Again, from the smallest and the least among them 
 
    Shall come treasure, a hidden, and wondrous gem 
 
    No extraordinary Galondraig or dragon jewel to wield 
 
    No mighty gemstone to hold aloft as trusted battle-shield 
 
    But in the mountains of storm, their flanks of green 
 
    There shall lie the first of seven, its power to glean. 
 
    Elise carefully rolled the scroll, stood gazing at it for a moment before saying, “Many years ago, after I found the talisman and the scrolls, I met with Wind Walker and I shared with him the thought that if wickedness in a form similar to Vay were to rise again, there might well be a magical artifact or weapon of some sort in these ‘mountains of storm, their flanks of green,’ or in other words, the Greenstorm Mountains, with which to fight the evil.” 
 
    Wind Storm turned to Wind Walker. “That’s why you sent us this way.” 
 
    Wind Walker nodded. “Yes, it was the one thought I had that there might be something powerful enough there to fight that nameless evil.” 
 
    Elise eyed Reyna for a moment before saying, “I believe it would be good that you share your parchment with the company as I believe it might shed even more light on our circumstances.” 
 
    Reyna met Elise’s eyes before replying, “Are you sure? You once instructed my parents to share it with trusted confidants only.” 
 
    “Hey,” Shane demanded, “are you saying that we’re not trustworthy?” 
 
    “Are you?” Reyna shot back. “I barely know you so how would I know if you are or not.” She swept a hand toward Rafe. “He says you’re thieves. Last I heard, thieves weren’t particularly high on the trustworthy scale.” 
 
    “Why, you little—” Shane growled low in a menacing tone, her hand on her knife hilt. However, before she could make a move toward Reyna, Wind Walker was between them. “Stop!” he demanded. 
 
    He swung his head toward Shane. “Would you add murderess to your title of thief? Or would you rather move your hand away from your knife and allow us to reason this out with words instead of resorting to bloodshed.” 
 
    “Sis,” Ty urged, “he’s right, move your hand off your knife. Besides, he’s a lot bigger than the two of us put together. Umm, make that fifty of us put together.” 
 
    Shane pulled in a deep breath, let it out slowly, pulled her fingers off her blade’s hilt. “I’ll listen.” 
 
    Wind Walker swung around to Reyna. “Reyna, do you consider me trustworthy?” 
 
    “Of course,” Reyna sputtered. 
 
    “But how can you,” Wind Walker returned mildly, “you don’t know me and we’ve only just met.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but I know of you from my parents. They held you and the other emeralds in the highest esteem.” 
 
    “That was kind of them, but that was over thirty years ago. People change, circumstances change. I may not be the same dragon I was thirty years ago.”  
 
    “That’s true, Grandpa,” Wind Storm piped up to say, “you were a lot spryer back then.” 
 
    “Hush, Storm,” Soar growled, “this is serious business.” 
 
    Melody elbowed Storm and muttered, “And you gave me a hard time over interrupting your grandfather.” 
 
    “I see your point, Wind Walker,” Reyna noted, “but the fact that you fought that cloud monster, were the king of your people, tells me that you are at least as good a person as you were thirty years ago.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Wind Walker replied and then nodded toward Rafe. “Now, it seems to me that since I don’t know him, and it seems that neither do you, nor do I really know any of the rest of you, I would ask, how can you take his word over theirs?  
 
    “I would say that for now we should judge each other on what we know and how we’ve acted since coming together. After all, we have fought for each other, and that should speak for something.” 
 
    Reyna drew in a breath, glanced toward Shap, who gave her a little nod of encouragement. She reached inside her tunic and brought out the scroll. She looked at Elise, “Do you want to read it, or shall I?” 
 
    “It’s yours, you should read what it says.” 
 
    Reyna rolled out the parchment and began,  
 
    Seeds of evil she has widely sown 
 
    From them evilness has surely grown 
 
    Those victorious pay the greatest price 
 
    In a world riven with greed and needless strife 
 
    Their short space of peace is now surely broken 
 
    Breathings of revenge are darkly spoken 
 
    Against those filled with duty and faith 
 
    Shall come fiery darts of pain and hate 
 
    From north to south, west to east 
 
    Comes evil to the highest and to the least 
 
    Eight rings of evil He shall have wrought 
 
    To sway men’s hearts, spirit, and thought 
 
    Eight fell rings the world to see 
 
    To bring them all to the lowest degree 
 
    Of hatred, war, and depravity 
 
    Upon mountain, moor, and bluest sea 
 
    The parents once gave, but now the child 
 
    Must free the enslaved, lift the reviled 
 
    No dragon tears to save the world 
 
    No claim of sacrifice its love unfurled 
 
    Eight rings of good the world to see 
 
    Faith, Honor, Duty, and Loyalty, 
 
    Sacrifice, Courage, Love, and Liberty 
 
    Forged by a most disparate company 
 
    Good against evil, evil against good 
 
    The few joined in an unlikely brotherhood 
 
    Three spires crown a mountain of green 
 
    Your eyes raised to its peak sharp and keen 
 
    Battle for the treasure, destroy the king 
 
    Begin the journey to the Dragon Ring. 
 
    Wind Walker and Elise stood staring at each other, neither speaking, their eyes not blinking before Elise said slowly, “I pondered over the writing on my scroll for quite some time, until I learned about the growing evil in the far north, the misty darkness spreading. Now, from your parchment comes a deeper realization of what and why this is occurring. Read it all again please, Reyna.” 
 
    Reyna gazed at the writing again and reread the whole ode. When she finished, Elise murmured,  
 
    The parents once gave, but now the child 
 
    Must free the enslaved, lift the reviled 
 
    No dragon tears to save the world 
 
    No claim of sacrifice its love unfurled. 
 
    She paused and then added,  
 
    Those victorious pay the greatest price 
 
    In a world riven with greed, and needless strife 
 
    Their short space of peace is now surely broken 
 
    Breathings of revenge are darkly spoken 
 
    Against those filled with duty and faith 
 
    Shall come fiery darts of pain and hate. 
 
    She sighed long before turning and locking eyes with Wind Walker. “It is quite clear to whom and to what it refers.” 
 
    Everyone was silent for a long moment before Ty threw up his hands in exasperation and sputtered, “To whom? To what?” 
 
    Wind Walker lifted his head a bit and said, “The victorious can only mean the Company of the Golden Dragon and those allied with them. The parents who once gave are the members of the company who have children, or even grandchildren.” He stopped there and didn’t go on, his eyes staring at the ground. 
 
    Wind Storm edged close. “Grandpa, is that all there is, or is there more?” 
 
    Wind Walker looked at Storm with sad eyes. “The part where it says, but now the child, must free the enslaved, lift the reviled? That’s you and Soar.” He glanced over at Reyna. “And you as well. The children of those who were in the Company of the Golden Dragon.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyes grew a bit wide, but it was Elise who said, “Against whom are the breathings of revenge darkly spoken, against those filled with duty and faith—” 
 
    “Shall come fiery darts of pain and hate,” Reyna gasped.  
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker snarled, “and that monster in the cloud is trying to kill the remaining members of the company and their families!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    There was stunned silence in the group for several seconds before Ty quipped as he nudged Shane, “Guess it’s good to be just ordinary folks, at least we don’t have some crazed foggy beast thing chasing us.” 
 
    “Right,” Shane replied, giving Ty an exasperated look, “it’s good to be just plain people who only have trolls, Kai, and Black Blades after our heads.” 
 
    Ty opened his mouth to retort, slowly closed it with an, “Oh yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    Reyna, biting down on her lip, asked Wind Walker, “Is it possible that whatever lies in the Greenstorms might hold a clue as to where that monster is holding my mother?” 
 
    Wind Walker turned sad eyes on Reyna. “Princess, as much as this pains my heart, you are assuming that she is—” 
 
    “Alive!” Reyna sharply declared. “She is alive, Wind Walker, I just know she is!” Reyna swallowed, took in a breath, asked again in a low, calmer voice, “So, do you think there is any reason for me to go to the Greenstorms? Is there any possibility I might either find my mother there or information as to where that thing might be holding her?” 
 
    Wind Walker slowly turned to Elise with a questioning expression, which caused Reyna to turn to her also. Elise had her arms folded, her hands buried in her robe’s full sleeves, her eyes on the ground as if she were in deep thought. 
 
    “Elise?” Wind Walker gently prodded.  
 
    Elise brought her head up to meet Reyna’s eyes and said, “The disappearance of your mother is apparently tied to the Seer’s Sight of the growing evil. Yes, I agree that whoever is behind this is trying both to complete Vay’s plan and to exact revenge on Golden Wind’s and Hooper’s brave company.  
 
    “It is obvious to me that whatever happened to your mother, the attack on your home, and on the emeralds’ Haven, are all joined to what’s written on the scrolls. Will we find your mother in the Greenstorms or a clue as to her whereabouts? That I can’t answer, Princess Reyna, but what I do know is that there was a reason your parents and now you have that specific parchment which points to those mountains and to one in particular.” 
 
    She placed a hand on her bosom and tapped lightly. “As does this amulet. For me, the message is that we must seek this beckoning light, whatever it might be, but we must also acknowledge and be aware that great danger lies ahead, as well as behind us.” 
 
    “The green storm over the mountain that we saw,” Wind Walker nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” Elise said. “I feel the storm brewing, and I suspect it will grow into a tempest the closer we get to the crowned mountain.” 
 
    Reyna started to reply, but Elise held up a hand to stop her. “There is one other thing that I believe all here should consider. The attacks on Haven and Wynsur were because the nameless evil is exacting revenge on those who were members of Golden Wind’s company, and their families. 
 
    “It is my thought that those of you not of those families aren’t under the same threat and that if you leave our presence, then you may find relative peace and safety elsewhere.” 
 
    “In other words,” Ty growled, “we won’t be hunted down by that cloud monster, only by trolls and other assorted nasty creatures.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Elise acknowledged. “However, if you remain with us, then I’m quite certain that the evil ones will view you as allies of Wind Walker, Soar, Storm, and Reyna, and they will threaten your lives as surely as theirs.” 
 
    “So,” Wind Walker rumbled, “some of you have a choice to consider, and I suggest that you make it now, before we journey any farther.” 
 
    He turned to the dragons first. “I, Soar, and Storm have no choice in the matter. We must go on, but Brave Wind, Charity, Melody, and Delight, you do not.” 
 
    “I want to go home,” Delight whimpered and turned to Charity and Brave Wind. “Please, will one of you take me home? I don’t belong here, and I don’t belong with these others.” 
 
    Brave Wind shook his head. “I have been by Wind Walker’s side since we were sproggers. I could not leave him now, especially at a time like this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Delight,” Charity gently said, “but I’m staying with Soar.” 
 
    “And I’m staying,” Melody uttered with just the tiniest glance toward Wind Storm, “because I want to see what’s in that mystery mountain with its bright light.” 
 
    Wind Walker turned to Delight, who sat slumped on the ground, her head down. “I am sorry, Wind Delight, I think it best that, for now, you stay with us.” 
 
    Delight wiped at an eye, sniffed, and then nodded. Wind Walker raised his head and said to Reyna and the others, “And what about you?” 
 
    Reyna quickly said, “Aiko and I will be joining you, if for no other reason than to see if this path leads to my mother.” 
 
    Wind Walker motioned to Shane and Ty, “I would think that you’ll be turning aside?” 
 
     Shane pulled Ty away, and the two held a hushed, hurried conversation where none could hear. “Well, what do you think?” Shane began. “That scroll didn’t mention gold, but it did talk about treasure.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Shane,” Ty muttered, “them trolls and Kais and Blades is bad enough.” 
 
    “It’s those trolls and such are bad enough,” Shane corrected him. “I know, truly I know, but think about it, Ty, what do we have to go back to and what if there is treasure to be had, real treasure I mean, not some hokum-pokum stuff that Elise talked about?” 
 
    “Umm, true, nuttin’ to go back to, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to go back to and you’re exactly right.” 
 
    Ty shrugged. “Like they say, nothing lost, nothing found.” 
 
    “It’s nothing risked, nothing gained. So, we stay?” 
 
    Ty frowned a little. “I suppose we stay.” 
 
    Shane squeezed her brother’s arm affectionately, turned to say to the waiting group, “We’ve come this far, we’ll be coming along too.” 
 
    Wind Walker glanced at Elise who said, “They know the risks. Why not? She, at least, knows how to use a bow.” 
 
    “All right,” Wind Walker nodded, “just know that this may not be an easy, or safe journey.” 
 
    Shane snorted. “Mister Dragon, Ty and I have had neither an easy nor a safe journey for most of our lives, so nothing new there.” 
 
    Reyna glanced over at Shap, who stood with an impassive face, his arms crossed. He met her gaze, held it for a moment, before shrugging, “Have to go north anyway for a piece, the Blades will be coming up from the south, need to get past them, so yes, I’ll stay for a while.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Rafe and Meg, who were speaking to each other in a low, indistinguishable murmur. After a few moments, Rafe nodded to Meg, turned, and said, “We’ll go as far as we need to before we can turn off and,” he flicked his eyes toward Elise, “find a real doctor for Meg.” 
 
    “Then,” Wind Walker said, “that’s settled. We make for the Greenstorms and may fortune smile upon us.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Shap said, “the Greenstorms are a broad range, just how do you propose to find this crowned mountain of yours?” 
 
    “Elise?” Wind Walker asked. “You are one who wanders far and wide, do you have an inkling of where to find this peculiar mountain?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, because of my travels,” Elise replied, “I believe I know somewhat of Reyna’s mountain of three crowns.” 
 
    “You do?” Reyna asked. 
 
    Elise nodded. “Yes. Have you ever visited the wonderful library at Draconton?” 
 
    “Of course. Mother and I went there numerous times. Sometimes two or three times a year. It was one of her favorite places.” 
 
    “I can understand why. It is a wonderful collection. Many years ago, I came across a fragment of a very old map of this area. The faded ink showed part of the Greenstorm Mountains and one mountain had three spires with the name Mount Diomaire Sereath Bheanntan.” 
 
     “Diom what?” Ty sputtered.  
 
    “It’s from the Old Tongue,” Elise explained. “It means, umm, let’s see, The Secret Mountain? No, The Unknown Mountain? No, that’s silly, how could it have a name if it’s unknown.” 
 
    “How about ‘strange’ like you?” Ty muttered under his breath. 
 
    “No,” Elise replied shaking her head. “Strange is neònach in the Old Tongue.” 
 
    Ty whispered to Shane. “Methinks she has excellent hearing.” 
 
    “Methinks you are right,” Elise smiled, “so be cautious of what you say.” 
 
    “I will,” Ty growled, “trust me.” 
 
     “What about mystical?” Reyna suggested. 
 
    “Yes!” Elise agreed. “That’s it. The Mystical Mountain of the Greenstorms. And I believe there was a clue as to where the peak lay among the other peaks. On the map, written at the mountain’s base were the letters BR and then several that I couldn’t read, and then PLA. The other letters attached to what I assume are two words, are long lost and unreadable.” 
 
    “The Broken Plateau,” Shap muttered, “it runs up against those mountains from what I understand.” 
 
    Elise clapped her hands. “Ah, yes, the Broken Plateau!”  
 
    Reyna turned to Shap with a questioning expression. “Then you know how to get to the mountain?” 
 
    Shap shook his his head. “Sorry, not familiar with any mystery mountain.” 
 
    “But you’ve been to the Greenstorms?” Reyna questioned. “You know of this Broken Plateau?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the Greenstorms from a far distance, princess,” he answered, “and know of the plateau only from what I’ve heard from a few others who’ve been this way. I know the general direction in which the Greenstorms lie from here, but I can’t guide you to your crowned peak.” 
 
    “And that makes two of us,” Elise sighed. “I’m afraid that our trail is not as straightforward as I hoped. Still, if we can find the Broken Plateau, then perhaps it will lead us to our peculiar peak.” 
 
    After a moment, Wind Walker said, “Then let us be off and hopefully our trail will become clearer over time.” 
 
    “I’m hoping our trail will lead us to something to eat,” Ty grumbled. 
 
    Wind Walker nodded a little as he replied, “I agree, as I don’t go as far on an empty stomach as I used to.” 
 
    “That makes two of us, Grandpa,” Wind Storm piped up to say.  
 
    Wind Walker chuckled and then said, “Hop aboard, Storm.” 
 
    “Uh, actually, Grandpa, if you don’t mind, I’m going to fly.” 
 
    “What? You can fly now? That’s wonderful!” 
 
    “Umm, not exactly fly-fly, but it’s pretty close. Hold on for a few minutes and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Wind Walker turned to Soar, who gave him a little shrug and frown, saying, “This should be interesting.” 
 
    He then turned to Elise and said, “You shall need a ride, would my back be sufficient?” 
 
    “Of course, Wind Walker,” Elise smiled, “as always, an honor, and I thank you.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before everyone was mounted on their horses and starting to slowly move down the canyon. Reyna began to play out one rope before she stopped and said to Melody and Delight, “Do you want a tow or are you going to sky with the others?” 
 
    “I’m skying, of course,” Delight sniffed. 
 
    “I’ll keep Storm company,” Melody said. 
 
    “Oh,” Delight muttered, giving Melody a little scowl, “you’re right, he might get lonely all by himself back here. I’ll take a rope too.” 
 
    “All right,” Reyna dimpled and unwound all three ropes. She swiveled in her saddle and gestured to the three little dragons. “Grab hold.”  
 
    Storm, Melody, and Delight waddled over, grasped a rope in their talons. “We’re ready,” Storm called out. 
 
    Reyna nudged Aiko and the mare trotted forward. Storm spread his wings as the rope grew taut and then was jerked skyward. He angled upward until he was as high as the line would take him and yelled down to those below, “See Grandpa? See Soar? I can sky—sorta.” 
 
    Wind Walker’s laugh was a deep rumble as he craned his neck to watch Wind Storm. “So you can, Storm, so you can!” 
 
    With that, the older dragon sprang aloft, catching the morning breeze in his wings. Below, Shap led the horse-mounted group down the gorge. Rafe had his horse next to Meg’s, with a hand on the young woman, who was bent over as if still in pain. 
 
    At the tail end, Storm slalomed through the sky, playing a sort of sky-tag with Melody and Delight.  
 
    After a bit, Wind Walker and Soar came to sail just above Storm, watching him sweep from side to side, and go up before plunging almost straight down. “Well, how about that, you are skying, Storm!” Wind Walker called. 
 
    “Yeah, Grandpa, ain’t it great?” 
 
    “Isn’t it great,” Melody corrected. 
 
    “Isn’t, ain’t, what does it matter? It’s all great!” Storm laughed as he pulled up hard to soar just below Wind Walker.  
 
    “Use your wings a bit more, Storm,” Soar called encouragingly, “see if this will make them strong enough to carry you on your own.” 
 
    “I will!” Storm replied and dove down, pretending he was diving on some elusive prey. 
 
    Wind Walker followed him down a little, said to Reyna, “Thank you for doing this for my grandson. I wish we would have thought of something similar back in Haven. Might have been all the sprogger needed to get his wings working.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Reyna replied, “but it wasn’t all me.” She motioned ahead. “It was mostly Shane’s idea.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to thank her too.” 
 
    With that, Wind Walker and Soar speeded up and joined Charity and Brave Wind as they soared above the canyon. It was close to midmorning when the canyon walls lowered and spread wide, opening into a broad valley. To one side was a series of high, sharp, rocky hills, dotted with sage, stunted junipers, and a few black spruces outlined sharply by the snow. 
 
    Across the way, the mountains curled off, seeming to grow even taller and more formidable in the distance. Shap had them stop so that the horses could graze on the short, brittle grass that carpeted the valley floor and which pushed up through the scant snow. They held to their steed’s reins and walked with the horses in case they needed to mount up quickly while the dragons settled nearby for a rest. 
 
    As the horses grazed along, Reyna motioned toward the skyline, saying, “Shap, are those the Greenstorm Mountains in the distance?” 
 
    “No,” Shap answered, “those are still part of the Breaks.” He waved a bit to the right and down the valley. “The Greenstorms lie in that direction—won’t spot their tops for a bit.” 
 
    Reyna’s eyebrows rose a little at his answer, surprised that he didn’t say, “We won’t spot their tops . . .” 
 
    With a little frown, Shap went on and said, “Seeing the Greenstorms is one thing, getting to them is another.” 
 
    “How so?” Elise asked. 
 
    “From what I know, fronting the mountains on this side is a low plateau, full of slot canyons, sharp arroyos, and deep cracks.” He turned to Elise. “Your Broken Plateau. It’s a maze of steep gorges with little or no food or water and you can get lost easily among the chasms.” 
 
    Elise frowned a little. “My map didn’t show any of that.” 
 
    “Well,” Shap returned, “trust me, it’s there, along with the Yarni who make their lairs within the canyons, and they’re every bit as bad as those Kai we met.” 
 
    “Yarni?” Ty swallowed. “What’s a Yarni?” 
 
    Elise spoke up to say, “Scaled, fanged creatures, about the size of a horse in length but several times broader and lower to the ground. They have spiny tails with which to impale their prey and several sets of talons that are said to be able to rip apart solid rock.” 
 
    She sniffed. “They prefer fresh meat but will scavenge when necessary. Do not take them lightly as your arrows and swords will do good only against their four eyes. If you meet one and can manage it, the best way to kill it is with an arrow or blade through one of the eyes deep enough to reach the brain.” 
 
    “Lovely, just lovely,” Reyna sighed. 
 
    “And we have to cross this plateau to get to the mountains?” Shane pressed. “Can’t we go around?” 
 
    “Sure,” Shap shrugged, “and add a week, maybe more to your travel time.” 
 
    Shap turned to Elise, who stood with lips slightly pursed as if contemplating some notion. “I’m not familiar with this Mount Diomaire of yours, will you know how to distinguish it from the other peaks?” 
 
    Elise raised her head to reply, but stopped and stared down the valley, her eyes narrowing. “I believe the three spires will make it quite distinct, but we’ll attend to that problem when we come to it. In the meantime, we may have an issue closer at hand that warrants our immediate attention.” 
 
    She motioned toward the far distant hills. “Look.” 
 
    Everyone swung their heads to peer at where she pointed. Wind Walker jerked to his feet, growling low and deep, “A Wilder!” 
 
    Soar took a step forward, his eyes narrowed, looking at the crimson dot in the distance. “He’s flying away, I don’t think he saw us.” 
 
    “Or,” Brave Wind snarled, “he did and he’s going for reinforcements.” 
 
    Everyone stared until the scarlet disappeared behind the tops of the last hills. “Well, that was interesting,” Ty said, “a red dragon as opposed to green dragons. But that reminds me, what exactly is a Wilder? You mentioned them before but I’m not sure what all the hullabaloo is about.” 
 
    Wind Walker watched for a few seconds more before he swung around and went to his hindquarters. “Long ago, there was a schism in the dragon family and a group of scarlet dragons aligned themselves with a bloodthirsty clan of humans who called themselves Wilders. 
 
    “They were an evil lot, without morals, without principles, whose only purpose was to enslave others and gain great power. The Wilders promised the scarlets that if they joined with them, they would be treated as equals and share in their growing power. 
 
    “It was a lie. It wasn’t long before it was the scarlets who were the slaves and under the Wilders’ control. Sadly, over time, the scarlets became as evil and loathsome as their masters in their hearts and minds.  
 
    “Sometimes, you see a Wilder dragon with a rider, sometimes you don’t, but they’re both the same, despicable creatures doing evil. When Vay was among us, they served her, but now—” 
 
    He stopped, didn’t go on until Ty prompted, “But now . . .” 
 
    Wind Walker shook himself, sighed, “Now they serve some nameless evil whose wicked abilities seem no less than Vay’s, as do some of our other brethren.” 
 
    “So,” Ty quipped, “in other words, if we see a red dragon, we run.” 
 
    “Or fight with all your might,” Shap growled, still staring off in the distance. 
 
    “Nice rhyme,” Ty nodded, “made it up on the spot, did you?” 
 
    “Shap,” Reyna said, “what are you staring at?” 
 
    Shap drew in a deep breath. “Where that dragon flew? There’s a gap in the hills, and that’s just about the spot where our friends, the Blades, would enter this valley.”  
 
    All turned their heads to stare again. “You don’t suppose . . .” Shane murmured. 
 
    “That the Wilders could be a part of those who search for you and us?” Wind Walker muttered. “At this point, I would say it’s not out of the question.” 
 
    “The nameless evil’s tentacles stretch far,” Elise murmured, “and deep into many realms. Who knows what alliances it has forged and with whom?” 
 
    Rafe stepped forward, asked gruffly, “Shap, how far to the nearest town from here? I need to get help for Meg.” 
 
    Shap turned slowly to face Rafe. “Well, you have a little problem.” He gestured down the valley. “The nearest village, Delmont, lies in that direction, a two-day journey. However, you’ll need to use the same break in the hills to reach the road to Delmont as the Blades, or over which that Wilder seems to be flying.” 
 
    Rafe pointed to the sharp hills to their left. “Then we’ll go over those, come at it from a different way.” 
 
    “You could,” Shap acknowledged, hesitated, his eyes going bleak and sad as he stared at the sharp line of hills, then said, “only it will probably take you a week or more to win through . . . if you do. Those hills go on for quite a way, broken by equally sharp, small valleys. You’ll spend most of your time either going up or going down and praying that your horses don’t break a leg in the attempt.  
 
    He stopped, his eyes going to the ground for a moment before softly, saying, “There’s no game in there either, and you better hope the thin snow cover doesn’t melt quickly, leaving you with nothing but mud, because that snow will be your only water.” 
 
    Rafe’s lips were pressed so tight that they quivered before he demanded, “How do you know all that!” 
 
    Shap lifted his eyes and they took on a distant look. He held that gaze for several long moments before he murmured, “Because I didn’t heed someone else’s warning and learned a very tough lesson,” his eyes again turned sad and bleak, “and lost my best friend that I had to bury in those gods-forsaken hills.” 
 
    He took took in a deep, deep breath, let it out slowly, and then motioned toward Meg. “Just like you might have to do with her.” 
 
    Reyna stared at Shap. His voice and his manner were somber, forlorn, so uncharacteristic of him. Whatever dreadful occurrence had happened in those bleak hills had left a lasting mark on him. 
 
    For a moment, she felt as if she needed to reach out and wrap an arm around Shap as if to comfort him, but she refrained, knowing it most likely would embarrass him in front of the others. 
 
    Elise turned to Meg. “As you’ve made clear, I’m not a real doctor, but I would be willing to do what I can to tend to your wound, while we let the horses graze a bit more.” 
 
    Meg swallowed, glanced sideways to Rafe before saying to Elise, “It’s the pain, it feels like my whole side is burning, stabbing.” 
 
    “Then let me take a look, and see what I can do.” Shap and Reyna took Rafe’s and Meg’s horses as Elise led the two off to one side for a little privacy.  
 
    After a bit as Shap’s horse grazed close to Wind Walker, Shap said to the big emerald, “May I suggest that when we get moving again, we hug the base of the mountains? Their dark flanks will hide your wings much better than going down the valley’s middle.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Wind Walker acknowledged, gazing at the tall, dark-colored mountains with their snow-topped peaks. 
 
    Not long after, once Elise finished dressing Meg’s wound, the group was on the move again, angling over the rolling countryside toward the mountains that rose to one side over the valley.  
 
    As Wind Storm swayed high above Aiko, he eased next to Melody and jutted his snout downward. “Looks like Rafe and Meg decided to stay with our little company after all, instead of making for the hills.” 
 
    “Yes,” Melody replied, “but Rafe was none too happy about it. It was Meg who convinced him to stay, she said that the ride through the hills would be too painful and difficult for her.” 
 
    “Seems like,” Storm observed, “a lot of things are too difficult and painful for her.” 
 
    “She is certainly different from Shane and Reyna,” Melody noted. 
 
    “Yeah, kinda like you and Delight are different. One of you is pretty, the other—” 
 
    Wind Storm didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence as Wind Melody slammed into him so hard that he lost his grip on his rope and fluttered helplessly to the ground where he hit with a dull thud. 
 
    He lay there for moment, admiring the daytime stars that whirled about his head before he sat up. “Oh. Sorry, Stormy,” Melody called as she hovered above him. “Big gust of hot wind caught me by surprise. You all right?” 
 
    Storm glared at her before he waved a talon. “Yeah, I’m all right. I landed on my head so everything’s fine.” 
 
    Reyna brought Aiko around, tossed Storm his rope. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, gust of wind,” Storm muttered, still glaring at Melody, “caught us both off guard.” 
 
    “Well, you two be careful, wouldn’t want you to get hurt just when you’re learning how to sky.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm muttered under his breath, “and maybe I better learn how to keep my mouth shut around Melody too.” 
 
    Once the three sproggers were back up in the air, the group trekked on, their route taking them closer and closer to the mountains. As they traveled, the adult dragons soared low, flapping slowly so as to not get too far ahead of the mounted riders. Their eyes, like those on the ground would flick between the trail to their front, and the sky above, searching the deep blue tint for any sign of a scarlet wing. 
 
    The sun was dipping toward sunset when all at once, the four older dragons shot to one side, their wings beating furiously. Reyna called up to Storm and his companions, “Is something wrong? Are we in danger?” 
 
    Storm pulled hard on the rope as did Melody and Delight, taking them higher. “I don’t see anything but snowy grass and a stream coming down from that one mountain,” Storm said to his companions.  
 
    “I thought I saw some movement,” Melody returned, “in that small clump of trees and bushes near the stream, but I might be mistaken.” 
 
    “Well,” Delight sniffed, “I’m going to sky higher, see what I can see.” 
 
    “Umm, I wouldn’t do that,” Storm suggested, “Grandpa and the others are staying low for a reason, you know, not to be seen.” 
 
    “Oh, piddle, there’s no one around to see.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Storm replied. 
 
    “Delight,” Melody growled, “Storm’s right, stay down here with us.” 
 
    Delight’s answer was to drop her rope and flutter higher and higher, her head turned in the direction where Wind Walker and the others had gone. “I see them,” she called, “they’re—” 
 
    “Delight! Look out!” Melody screamed. 
 
    Delight whipped around, shrieked, but before she could move, the snakehead dragon had her in its claws. 
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    An instant later, crimson claws, sharp and hard, ripped Storm and Melody from their ropes. The Wilder dragon whipped into a severe, arcing turn and raced away with the two sproggers dangling from its talons, leaving Reyna and the others gaping in dismay and horror. 
 
    It took Shap but an instant to spur his horse around and thunder away over the rolling prairie toward Wind Walker and the other dragons who stalked two deer at the edge of a small woodlands.  
 
    Wind Walker swept low over the rolling hills, not beating his wings since he didn’t want to alert the unsuspecting animals. The deer meant badly needed meat for them and their companions and he didn’t want to take any chance of spooking the animals. 
 
    Off to his right, Soar and Charity had made a wide arc and came at the deer from a direction different from his, just in case the animals bolted that way, while Brave Wind swept in from the opposite side. 
 
    Wind Walker smiled to himself, they had the deer boxed in and that meant roasted venison for supper tonight, certainly not enough for a full belly but at least something more substantial than water and a few tufts of grass. 
 
    He cupped his wings, slowed, his emerald cat eyes fixed on the two deer as they dipped their heads toward the stream to drink again. Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Soar stop midair and make frantic signs for him to turn around.  
 
    Wind Walker craned his neck and saw Shap on his horse pounding over the plains, wildly waving his hands and shouting but he was too far away for him to make out what Shap was saying. 
 
    With a sigh and one last, longing look at the deer, Wind Walker heeled over and bolted through the air toward the onrushing Shap. In moments, he was close enough to hear Shap yelling, “Wilder! And a snakehead! They’ve got the sproggers!” 
 
    Wind Walker slammed to an abrupt halt and hovered above Shap. “Where did they go?” he demanded. 
 
    “That way!” Shap pointed up the valley toward the mountains.  
 
    Wind Walker jerked his head up, squinted. In the far, far distance, he could barely make out the dark wings of the snakehead, but no scarlet wings.  
 
    A loud fluttering at his side caused him to swivel his head and bawl loudly to Soar as Charity and Brave Wind came up. “A Wilder and a snakehead have Storm and the other two sproggers! Let’s go!” 
 
    Wind Walker spurted ahead, gaining speed as he pummeled the air with his slashing wings. In moments, he was almost abreast of those on the ground and as he glanced over, he saw that Elise was slightly apart from the others, looking in the direction that the demon dragons had taken Storm and the other two. 
 
    At a sudden thought, he cupped his wings, and slammed to a halt. He settled to the ground close to Elise and bellowed, “Elise! Get on!” 
 
    Elise dashed to his side and a moment later they were skyborne, the four dragons speeding through the air. “Did you see where they went?” Wind Walker called to Elise. 
 
    “Toward those peaks,” she pointed. “I think they were making for that pass.” 
 
    Wind Walker angled a little to the left with Soar, Charity, and Brave Wind staying right with him. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a black speck appeared ahead of them. “There!” Soar yelled. “The snakehead!” 
 
    Slowly, but surely, they gained on the sinewy dragon until they were almost upon the creature. “Wind Walker,” Elise said, “can you get ahead, drop in front of him? I have an idea that might get him to release Delight without you having to use your dragon fire, which might harm her.” 
 
    Wind Walker called over to the others, “Stay on his tail, but don’t use your dragon fire unless I say.” 
 
    The three nodded and Wind Walker tilted his wings upward until he was over the snakehead. With a furious beating of his leathery limbs he pulled ahead. The snakehead saw him and tried to dart to one side, but Brave Wind cut him off.  
 
    The crimson and black dragon tried to slip the other way but Soar and Charity blocked him. “Wind Walker,” Elise ordered, “drop and face him!” 
 
    “You do know that he spurts acid that can burn through my scales?” Wind Walker demanded. 
 
    “Yes, but I have something even better ready for him,” she countered. 
 
    “All right,” Wind Walker replied hesitantly and then sped ahead until he was several dragon lengths in front of the the snakehead drake. “Get ready, here we go.” 
 
    He snapped his wings together, curled around, dropped, and then spread his wings wide to hover in one place. The snakehead came to a jarring halt, opened its mouth as if to spew its venom, but before he could, Elise cried out in a loud voice, Luminus, spheri tiene! 
 
    From the tip of her burled staff, small balls of scalding, intense fire raced across the distance separating the two dragons. The fiery orbs hit the snakehead in its face, belly, and wings in rapid succession and where they touched there was a small explosion and a sharp sizzling sound that filled the air. 
 
    The snakehead jerked and writhed as the scalding balls melted scales and penetrated to the tender and soft flesh underneath. Red, tortured holes appeared in the snakehead’s scaly body, and where the small fiery spheres touched his wings, wide slits and gaps appeared. 
 
    The dark dragon’s leathery limbs became tattered, and he began to sink downward no matter how hard he pounded the air. Desperate to stay aloft, he released a screaming Delight, who fell a short way before she snapped her wings out and skyed away. 
 
    The snakehead flung its head up in defiance at Wind Walker, “You’ll never win, fallen one,” it growled, “no one can defeat the Master, he will—” 
 
    “Elise!” Wind Walker growled. 
 
    Another orb, slightly larger than the other sizzling spheres, erupted from Elise’s staff and zipped across the space to catch the snakehead with its mouth open. The thing’s head snapped back as the ball exploded in its mouth, then shuddered and flailed about before it dropped in a death spiral to the ground. Its ebony body slammed into the hard prairie soil, crumpled in on itself, and then lay still. 
 
    Wind Walker twisted in a circle, searching the sky. “Do you see the scarlet?” he demanded.  
 
    Soar and the others were doing the same, skying in small circles while their eyes scanned above, below, to every side. “No!” Soar called back in an anguished voice. 
 
    Thundering hooves below him caused Wind Walker to drop lower as the horse-mounted group rode up. “We lost the Wilder!” he bellowed. “Did you see which way it went?” 
 
    Reyna glanced apprehensively at the others. “Shap?” she asked in a pensive voice but Shap shook his head at her. “No. Lost it when it dipped low below those hills.” 
 
    “Anyone?” Reyna desperately asked but no one replied. 
 
    She bit down hard on her lip. “We lost the Wilder too,” she called up to Wind Walker. 
 
    “Wind Delight, you others,” Wind Walker ordered those below, “you stay here.” 
 
    To his dragon companions he said, “C’mon, we’re going up high and take a look.” With that, he turned his head upward and beat the air, gaining height with each stroke of his mighty wings. 
 
    Higher and higher he went, scanning the sky as he reached for the clouds that streamed high overhead, looking like white horsetails against the sapphire sky.  
 
    After a bit, Elise gurgled, “Wind Walker, it’s getting hard to breathe.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Wind Walker replied, “forgot that you folks can’t go quite as high as we can.” 
 
    He slowed, came to a hover just below the clouds that whisked along. The sky was a darker blue up here and he could see for tens of leagues in every direction. “See anything?” he asked the others.  
 
    “Everything but red wings,” Soar growled.  
 
    “It’s like he disappeared,” Charity sighed.  
 
    “Got behind those mountains real quick,” Brave Wind muttered, “where we couldn’t see him, but the question is: Which way did he go after that?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence before Soar said softly, “We’ve lost him, Grandpa, haven’t we?” 
 
    “No!” Wind Walker snapped. “We’ll sky through those passes, spread out. We’ll find them.” 
 
    “And run into a pack of Wilders alone?” Elise murmured.  
 
    Wind Walker was silent for a bit, the only sound in the air the soft rustling of the dragons’ wings as they held themselves aloft.  
 
    Elise broke the silence by saying, “May I offer a possibility of where that Wilder might have gone?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Wind Walker replied.  
 
    “The Greenstorms pull at us, my friend—perhaps they pull at others as well?” 
 
    Wind Walker blinked several times before he said, “You’re suggesting—” 
 
    “That sometimes the gods push more than one piece around on their grand gameboard and all perhaps in the same direction?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Charity softly said, “It’s as good a course as any other.” 
 
    “At least it is a course,” Brave Wind added, “seeing as how right now we have none other.” 
 
    Wind Walker glanced at Soar. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think we’re wasting time by not heading to the Greenstorms,” Soar growled. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Wind Walker replied, “let’s collect those on the ground and find the fastest path to those mountains.”  
 
    His face took on a deathly stare. “And when we find that particular Wilder—he’ll wish he’d never tangled with me and mine.” 
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    “You’re absolutely sure they’re following us?” Jash demanded. 
 
    “Sure as sure, boss,” Odo replied, running a hand over his swarthy face. “I stayed well back, just like you said. They came over a hill and I seen them as clear as day. It was Druga leading about fifty, and maybe half a dozen of them monsters out front. I would swear they was acting like scouts for Druga, running along, bending over, staring at the tracks in the snow.” 
 
    Jash looked down the canyon at their back trail. “How far back?” 
 
    “An hour, maybe a bit more,” Odo replied. “They’re moving, but they’re still in that patch of deep snow so it’s slowing them down a bit.” 
 
    “An hour,” Jash repeated and turned back to survey the scene in front of him. Shap’s trail, along with the strange prints in the snow, had led them here, to the chasm that split the mountain ramparts. Jash had pushed his small group of Black Blades hard, trying to overtake Shap and his companions. 
 
    Now, with narrowed eyes he turned away from their back trail to stare at what lay to his front. Pieces of scaled arms and legs littered the narrow gorge, and more body parts, along with a head or two stuck out of the enormous mound of snow—the thundering avalanche that had cascaded down upon the creatures from the stony heights far above. 
 
    The question was, did Shap and the others lie under that jumble of ice and hard-packed snow, or had they escaped through the canyon to the valley beyond? 
 
    “Stay here for now,” he ordered Odo and pulled Rizen off to one side, muttering so that the others couldn’t hear. “Why would Druga be following us with fifty Blades and how can they be running with a pack of those things?” 
 
    Rizen considered the question for a moment before replying low, “Maybe to join up? Maybe the beast or the Dain decided we needed help, sent them along.” 
 
    Jash wet his lips and ran a hand over his grizzled chin. “You really think so? If that’s the case, why didn’t they send a couple of fast riders ahead to let us know?” 
 
    He motioned to the mountain of snow blocking the gorge, his eyes going hard. “It’s bad enough we have to work with that monster; now you’re telling me we’re in with those things too, whatever they are?” 
 
    “You got me on all of that, Jash, but it’s either the Dain’s doing or Vyn’s. But you’re right, if that’s the way of it, they should have let us know instead of leaving us guessing.”  
 
    He eyed the Kai’s remains, scowled. “From what I can see, somehow those things beat us here, maybe got into a fight with Shap and the rest of that scum, and then got buried.” 
 
    His scowl deepened. “If Shap and those others are under that, then most likely so are those—” 
 
    “Three dragons,” Jash spit out. “Yeah, I thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s not good, Jash.” 
 
    Jash blew out a snort. “As if anything with this deal was good!” He went still, his eyes narrowing, “On the other hand, if we tell that demon what happened here, maybe—” 
 
    “He’ll let us off?” Rizen snorted derisively. “C’mon Jash, that’s nothing but stupid thinking on your part and you know it. We tell him his dragons are entombed in ice in these mountains and the next instant you and I are dead from broken necks—or something much, much worse.” 
 
    “Still . . .” Jash muttered. 
 
    “Still nothing, Jash!” Rizen shook his head vehemently. “You know as well as I he’s not interested in dead dragons, he wants them alive. If that’s what you’re aiming to do, tell him they died under an avalanche, then count me out.” 
 
    Jash ran a hand over his eyes. He was tired, dead-tired, having pushed himself and his men hard on the trail. After a moment, he said, “You’re right, he’d kill us for sure, just out of spite.” 
 
    He studied the Kai’s remains for a few moments more before ordering, “Get’em mounted up, we’re riding hard for the Delmont Pass.” 
 
    Rizen’s eyebrows arched a bit. “Are you sure they’re still alive Jash?” 
 
    “No,” Jash whipped back and his face hardened into a dark scowl. “Only I can’t believe that the Fates would be so cruel as to deprive me of the pleasure of sinking my blade to the hilt in Shap’s heart.”  
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    “What?” Shane spat out, her face angry, hard, her eyes glowering darkly as she stood with hands on hips. “You’re just going to leave us? What if those Wilder dragons come back?”  
 
    She whipped her bow off her shoulder, thrust it toward Wind Walker and Elise. “You think this is going to do much good against them and their dragon fire?” She punched a hand toward where the horses grazed. “Or they’re going to outrun a Wilder or a snakehead?” Her face became like stone as she breathed hard, her lips pressed so tight they made a white line across her face.  
 
    Wind Walker’s eyes were just as fierce, his face scales scrunched tight as he growled, “This is my grandson we’re talking about, Shane! He and Melody are in the claws of a Wilder and your horses just can’t keep up with us!” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath, breathed it out in a low rumble. “I’m sorry, but that’s just how it is.” 
 
    “What if we carried their horses?” Charity asked softly. 
 
    “Four dragons, six horses,” Wind Walker snorted. “Besides, they’d only slow us down and I don’t think their horses would tolerate a long sky ride in our claws. They barely made it through that short flight we made in the canyon.” 
 
    He hesitated, then said to Shane and the others, “However, if you’re willing to leave your horses behind, I’m willing to take you as riders. It may slow us, but not as much as carrying your steeds.” 
 
    Reyna glanced up to see Wind Walker turn to stare straight at her. She bit down her lip for a moment, gave his invitation a moment of thought before she shook her head slowly, “Sorry, no, Wind Walker, I couldn’t leave Aiko behind, not with trolls and wolves and who knows what else around.” 
 
    “Same for Tam,” Shap spoke up, hurrying his words right after Reyna’s. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m a horseman, not a dragon rider.” 
 
    “We’ll take you up on your offer,” Shane declared. “We’re not all that fond of riding a horse anyway.” 
 
    “Hey, Shane,” Ty muttered, “riding a dragon ain’t the same as a horse, you know. Fall off a horse, you might break your nose, fall off a dragon, you break your neck.” 
 
    “Isn’t the same,” Shane corrected. “So? We learned how to ride a horse, didn’t we? We’ll learn how to ride a dragon—you’ll see.” 
 
    Ty rubbed at the back of his neck, “Shane . . .” he growled, “I don’t—” 
 
    “Ty! It’ll be all right!” Shane snapped, turning back to Wind Walker with a firm expression. “We’ll go with you, leave our horses behind.” 
 
    “We’re with Shap and Reyna,” Rafe announced, “we’re staying with our horses, as we still intend to leave at the first chance.” He motioned down the valley. “Perhaps farther on, past the turnoff to Delmont.” 
 
    Wind Walker gave an almost human shrug. “So be it. Elise, you’re on me, Shane, Ty, you’ll ride Soar and Charity.” 
 
    “No.” Elise immediately stated, bringing her staff in close to her body. 
 
    “What?” Wind Walker rumbled. “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    Elise strode up to Wind Walker, laid a hand on his neck. “Ah, my friend, I know that sometimes it is hard not to think with the heart, but this time, your heart is leading you astray.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re going to tell me how?” 
 
    “Of course,” Elise replied and turned to gesture to Reyna and the others. “If I understand their stories correctly, they rescued your grandson and the other two sproggers at least twice. Is this how you would repay them for their valor, their courage, their risking their lives for Wind Storm and the other two? 
 
    “I seem to recall that back in the canyon you were most grateful for their actions, in fact, if I remember correctly you said something to the effect that they had your deepest gratitude.” 
 
    She paused, stared straight into Wind Walker’s emerald eyes. “Seems to me that your ‘deepest gratitude’ just became very shallow and you’re willing to let them face our enemies without your protection.” 
 
    The two stared at each other, neither blinking until Soar eased next to Wind Walker and said, “She’s right, Grandpa. And if a snakehead or a Wilder came back, they wouldn’t have much chance without us around.” 
 
    Wind Walker blinked several times at Soar before a long, sighing rumble, almost a groan, came from deep within his belly and he slumped just a bit, his eyes registering resignation. “You’re right,” he sighed, “and so is Elise. It’s just that after all we’ve gone through, the loss of—” 
 
    “I know, Grandpa,” Soar murmured. “I feel the same, but you taught us that honor and loyalty to friends were as strong as our scales if we stayed true to them.” 
 
    Wind Walker’s lips turned up in a little smile. “Listening to your ol’ grandpa after all, eh?” 
 
    “Some of the time,” Soar smiled back. 
 
    Wind Walker gave Elise a small nod. “Thank you, Elise, for helping me set my scales straight.” 
 
    He turned to Shap. “You said that the only way to get to the Greenstorms from this side was through that cracked plateau. Is there no other way you could get your horses through and quickly?”  
 
    Shap slowly rubbed at his chin hairs before he said, “I’ve heard of another way, but only as a rumor—actually, more like a rumor of a rumor. As far as I know, no one has ever taken this particular passage all the way through the mountains,” he took in a breath, scratched at his cheek, his eyes turning bleak, “and lived to tell about it, so the pass might not even be there.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all I need to hear,” Ty said, “let’s go with the long way around and live to tell about it.” 
 
    “Go on,” Wind Walker said to Shap, ignoring Ty. 
 
    Shap gestured down the valley and toward the peaks. “From what I remember, we need to look for a spring with turquoise water that sits at the base of a mountain. Just south of the fount should be a sharp gorge that looks like a box canyon, only there’s a cleft that opens to one side and farther on leads to another rift. Supposedly, that valley cuts through the range before opening on the other side.” 
 
    He shrugged. “If it’s there, and we ride hard, we could sight the Greenstorms by morning, perhaps earlier.” 
 
    “If it’s there,” Ty pointed out. “We could be wasting our time, you know.” 
 
    “Could be,” Shap acknowledged. 
 
    “We’ll search for this canyon of yours,” Wind Walker declared, “and if we don’t find it, then we dragons are skying on. Once we get Storm and Melody out of the Wilders’ clutches we’ll come back for you.”  
 
    He turned to Elise. “Fair enough?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Elise agreed. 
 
    “Shap,” Reyna asked, “what’s the name of this hidden valley?” 
 
    “Uh, would you believe, ‘Hidden Valley’?” he returned. 
 
    The odd look he gave her, the hesitancy in his voice, made her say, “No. So what is it really?” 
 
    Shap skewed his mouth to one side. “I’ve heard it called The Valley of the Unburied Bones.” 
 
    Reyna stared at him for a moment, before she murmured, “Lovely, just lovely. I think I prefer Hidden Valley.” 
 
    “Mount up,” Wind Walker ordered and moments later, the company was on the move, those on horses riding hard to angle closer to the mountains while overhead, the dragons soared higher, their eyes scanning ahead trying to spot a blue-green pool of water. 
 
    As the company passed close to the foot of the mountains, eyes above and eyes below searched for any sign of the spring, while at the same time turning heads to search the sky for the flick of a scarlet wing or of a crimson wing etched in black. 
 
    The day wore on with no indication of Shap’s pool of turquoise. However, thankfully, there was no sign of Wilder or snakehead wings either. 
 
    The sun was nearing its midpoint slide toward setting when Shap called a halt. “Let’s give the horses a blow,” he called out and dismounted to lead Tam over to a clump of stiff, yellowish grass to let her graze. 
 
    A few moments later, Wind Walker settled to the short prairie grass and Elise slid down off his neck saddle. “Anything?” Shap asked as she walked up to the group. 
 
    “No,” she sighed. 
 
    Wind Walker lumbered up, settled to his belly. “Soar and the others will stay aloft, keep looking, but from what I can see, it all appears the same for some distance down valley.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m beginning to think that your spring and Valley of the Unburied Bones were exactly what you called it—a rumor of a rumor.” 
 
    With a bit of scratching under his chin, he rumbled, “I think we need to start thinking of a place for all of you to hole up until we get back, someplace protected and hidden.” 
 
    Elise glanced at Shap and the others. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think,” Ty snorted, “that we’re running out of time and daylight. Let’s find a nice secluded spot, hopefully with food and water, and call it a day.” 
 
    “We agree,” Rafe said sharply. “Meg’s not feeling well. This hard riding hasn’t been easy on her.” 
 
    Shap and Reyna exchanged glances before Reyna said, “I hate to give up so soon. We still have a few hours of daylight left.” 
 
    “Daylight,” Ty snapped, “that we should use to find that nice secluded spot and call it a day.” 
 
    Shap glanced toward where Soar, Charity, and Brave Wind wheeled closer to the mountains. “Hold these,” he said to Reyna and extended Tam’s reins to her. 
 
    There was a sharp knoll that rose a short distance away and with long strides he climbed to the top and gazed off in the distance. “What’s he doing?” Shane asked. 
 
    Reyna shrugged. “Staring, by the looks of it.” 
 
    “Staring,” Shane stated.  
 
    “That’s what I would call it. He does that a lot.” 
 
    A few moments later, Shap hurried back. “There’s a long shoulder that juts out into the valley about an hour’s ride west. I say we ride just past, and if what we’re looking for is not on the other side, we find Ty’s quiet spot.” 
 
    “I’m for finding that place right now,” Ty retorted. 
 
    “Fine,” Shap shrugged, and swung into his saddle. “You go look for your secluded spot, I’m going to take a look beyond that shoulder.” 
 
    With that, he whirled Tam around and galloped off. Reyna smiled to herself as she too stepped into her stirrups and spurred Aiko after Tam. The man was quite satisfied to ride his own trail and didn’t care what others thought, or so it seemed. 
 
    Less than an hour later, as the mounted company neared the long, slightly forested mountain shoulder, Shap slowed Tam down as from over the outcropping Soar appeared, beating his wings hard, skying swiftly toward them. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Reyna breathed out next to Shap. “He’s really moving—must be bad.” 
 
    “Don’t be so pessimistic, princess,” Shap replied. “He might have found Ty’s little spot of paradise.” 
 
    As the group came to a halt, Soar winged up, panned to a stop just above them and called down, “We found it! The turquoise pool. Keep going, it’s around the bend!” 
 
    With that, Shap and the others kicked their horses into a ground-eating canter. They rounded the shoulder and in the near distance saw Charity circling over a tight clump of trees while Wind Walker, Soar, and Brave Wind stood on the ground watching as the horse riders closed the distance. 
 
    When the small company rode up, Elise met them with a wave and pointed off to the side with her staff. “There’s your canyon, Shap.” 
 
    “Have you gone in?” Reyna asked. 
 
    “No,” Elise answered. “Wind Walker thought it best to wait for you.” 
 
    “What about the water?” Shap asked. “Is it good to drink?” 
 
    Elise nodded. “A little tart on the tongue, as if someone poured several buckets of unsweetened lemon juice in, but yes, it’s drinkable.” 
 
    Shortly after, with everyone having drunk their fill of the blue-green-tinted water, and the horses having grazed on lush, filling grass, Wind Walker announced, “Let’s go and try to get as deep into the canyon as we can before nightfall.” 
 
    He started to spread his wings when suddenly Brave Wind snapped, “Across the valley! Wilders!” 
 
    The dragons whipped around, their lips in a savage snarl, while the humans spun on their feet, hands going to bows or sword hafts. Far off in the distance half a dozen Wilders winged across the skyline, their scarlet scales a burnished red in the sun’s late afternoon glow.  
 
    “Get down!” Wind Walker commanded, and then snapped his head up to Charity, “Get behind the trees, now!” 
 
    Charity snapped her wings taut to her body and dropped straight down, hitting the ground with a thump. The other dragons dropped to their bellies while Reyna and the others pushed their horses behind the clump of trees and held them still.  
 
    “Do you think they saw us?” Reyna whispered to Shap. 
 
    Shap narrowed his eyes, intently following the Wilders as they moved across the horizon, just above the crests of the rounded knolls. After a moment, he shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it, they haven’t turned.” 
 
    After long moments, the Wilders turned directly south and disappeared behind the hills. Shap and Reyna led the others out from behind the trees, while the dragons stretched their heads up, still peering intently above the hill’s distant slopes. 
 
    “Well,” Wind Walker rumbled, “I guess that settles that—we dragons walk from here.” 
 
    Brave Wind turned to Wind Walker. “Makes you wonder where they were going.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Soar said, “they’re joining up with the Wilder that took Storm and Melody.” 
 
    At Soar’s comment, the dragons turned to stare again at where the Wilders disappeared but then Wind Walker slowly shook his head and said, “No, that Wilder was definitely headed north and west. That scum is going in the opposite direction.” 
 
    Brave Wind narrowed his eye scales and murmured as if to himself, “South and then east. They could be headed toward—” 
 
    “They could,” Wind Walker acknowledged. “After all, they did come after us, which means most likely they’ll go after the others.” 
 
    “Others?” Reyna asked. “What others? Another dragon haven?” 
 
    Wind Walker flicked his eyes her way. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Then,” Reyna blurted, “one of you should go and warn them.” 
 
    Wind Walker glanced at Brave Wind before saying, “During the attack on Haven, I had Brave Wind dispatch two emeralds from his cohort to warn the other dragons. Hopefully, the warning reached our friends in time.” 
 
    He took in a breath, let it out in a long sigh, “Hopefully, they all got through. If not . . .” his voice trailed off, leaving the ominous thought hanging on the wind. 
 
    With that, he strode toward the mouth of the sharply defined canyon, whose craggy walls slanted upward, barely wider at the bottom than at the top. The other dragons followed. Wind Delight rode on Charity’s back scales as her little legs couldn’t keep up with the adult dragons or the horses. 
 
    As Shap and the others eased themselves into their saddles, Shap motioned to where they had seen the Wilders and said to Rafe, “Still want to head across the valley now?” 
 
    “They might leave us alone,” Rafe retorted. “After all, we haven’t done anything to them.” 
 
    “And then again they might not,” Ty smiled wickedly. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Shane quipped as she rode past Meg.  
 
    “They might leave you alone,” Shap returned, ‘but dragons, especially Wilder dragons, wouldn’t mind a haunch or two of horseflesh.” 
 
    With that, he turned Tam and followed the dragons as they entered the canyon’s narrow entrance, walking single file. 
 
    Reyna eased up next to Shap, whispered, “That was mean of you. Now poor Meg’s face is more pasty-white than normal.” 
 
    Shap shrugged and growled low, “Better afraid than dead.” 
 
    While the dragons had to walk single file through the narrow defile with their side-scales brushing and scraping against the rocky walls, the horses could walk two abreast, the clop-clop of their shod hooves echoing faintly in the rocky gorge. 
 
    Ahead of them, the canyon walls seem to close in and end in a high, sharp cliff. “You know,” Reyna murmured to Shap, “if this is truly a box canyon and those Wilders catch us in here . . .”  
 
    She didn’t have to finish her sentence as Shap gave her a sharp look before saying, “Tsk, tsk, Your Highness. Such pessimism. You used to be such an optimist.” 
 
    “That was before mist monsters, and Lurigs, and Black Blades, and—” She stopped as just then, Wind Walker turned sharply to the left and as if by magic, disappeared into the wall. A moment later, Soar vanished, then Charity and Brave Wind.  
 
    As Shap and Reyna came up to the almost hidden cleft, so narrow that the dragons could barely squeeze through, Shap smiled and hefted a hand toward the opening, “See? Now there’s cause for an optimistic outlook.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Reyna snorted. “So I should be cheerful that somewhere ahead there’s your Valley of the Unburied Bones? Oh yes, that really lifts my spirit.” 
 
    They turned their horses into the V-shaped cleft, so shaded in shadow that it felt as if night had suddenly fallen on the group. A slight wind blew in their faces, ruffling Reyna’s hair about her ears and shoulders. The dragon’s talons scraped over rock, the horses adding their clop-clop to the echoes.  
 
    No one spoke, their eyes flicking from the dark sky overhead to the winding trail in front of them. They came to a point where the chasm closed about them and the dragons had to force their way past two jutting fingers of stone, their scales sounding like someone taking stiff brushes to the cliffside.  
 
    Small pieces of rock broke off, clattering to the rocky pavement below. “What if,” Reyna whispered to Shap, “this chasm gets so narrow that the dragons can’t go forward? I’m not sure they could back out, or twist around, or sky, or—” 
 
    “Princess, have a little faith. Besides, we’ll cross that roadblock if and when we come to it.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Reyna muttered, “I get my worry wart from my mother.” 
 
    “And what did you get from your father?” 
 
    Reyna wet her lips with her tongue, bit down a little on her lower lip. “Umm, I suppose a lot of things, but mostly I think it was a sense of independence. He always encouraged me to try things on my own, forget about my station in life and just be who I am.” 
 
    She stared ahead for a moment before saying, “My mother was the same way. She was all too happy to take her crown off and do the everyday things, you know. Get her hands dirty, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Shap smiled and said, “Well it would appear you got that from her too.” 
 
    “Got what?” 
 
    “Dirty hands.” 
 
    Reyna held a grimy hand up, stared at it for a moment before sighing, “Literally, it appears.” 
 
    Just then the dragons slowed and they heard Wind Walker say, “Sharp turn, tight squeeze,” followed by a grunting, then the loud rasp of scales sliding across rough rock. Slowly, the dragons forced their way past the tight elbow turn into the gorge. When Shap and Reyna pushed their horses past the sharp, narrow turn, they found the dragons standing in a semicircle in an open space, staring at the ground that stretched across the wider vale.  
 
    Reyna took one look and gasped. Wind Walker turned his head to Shap and said, “It would appear that your Valley of the Unburied Bones is no rumor.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Storm shook his head, the blankness in his mind slowly giving way to thought and feeling. They’d been flying for some time, he supposed, but the Wilder’s hard blow when he ripped him away from his ropes had caused him to slip in and out of consciousness. 
 
    At a particularly disturbing thought he snapped his eyes open. Wind Delight! Just for an instant he thought he had caught sight of Delight flaying about in the snakehead’s talon before darkness took him. 
 
    A gust of wind pushed at him and he managed to twist around a bit, saw Melody hanging limp in the brute’s other back talon. His mouth was dry, his throat raspy and rough but he managed to croak, “Melody! Melody! Are you all right?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, just hung there, her head and wings drooping downward, lifeless. 
 
    “Oh no,” Storm groaned, “please, no. Melody! Melody!” 
 
    A moment later, she managed to weakly raise her head, blink open her eyes. “Melody,” Wind Storm called again, “over here, it’s me, Wind Storm.” 
 
    Melody grimaced as if in pain before she turned to say, “Wind Storm?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me, are you hurt?” 
 
    She took a moment before saying, “I . . . I don’t think so, just sort of sore all over and my head feels like yours must have after you rammed that Dragonheart tree.” 
 
    “If it does, I’m sorry. Can you get loose?” 
 
    Melody shook her head. “No, he’s got me clamped good and tight. You?” 
 
    Storm struggled with all he had but couldn’t break free of the pincers that held him so snug that he could barely breathe. “Hey, you big lummox!” he shouted at the crimson. “Let us go or so help me—” 
 
    “Shaddup!” the Wilder growled. “You ain’t got nuttin’ to say that I want to listen to.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Storm retorted. “Well, if I were you, I’d let us go because when my grandpa and brother catch up with you, they’re gonna—” 
 
    “Do absolutely nuttin’ cause they ain’t gonna catch up with me or find you, so like I said, shaddup!” 
 
    His claws around Storm tightened even more, pushing what little air Storm had out, causing him to gag and try to draw in a breath, but he couldn’t. He struggled but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get a lungful of air.  
 
    A moment later, the scarlet sneered, “Now, you gonna be quiet and breathe, or you wanna be quiet and dead?” 
 
    He loosened his claws a tiny bit, letting Storm suck in a deep draught of air, before Storm meekly gasped, “I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    The red chuckled, “Thought you might.” 
 
    The scarlet pounded through the sky, the air seeming to pulse each time he brought down his wings as they beat faster and faster. The ground below seemed to flash past and it wasn’t long before the crimson angled up a little and sped through a narrow ice-crusted saddle between two sharp peaks. 
 
    They wove through more mountain passes, the summit flanks dark and cold up to where they turned a pale pink when they met the snowline. The scarlet stayed in shadow most of the time with only brief sojourns into the sun or when his path crossed over a sunlit valley.  
 
    The wind blasted Storm in the face and he narrowed his eye scales just a bit against the force. Every so often, he would turn to Melody with a questioning expression. Each time, she would nod a little, telling him that she was all right, though he could see anxiety, even a little fear in her eyes. 
 
    They broke out of the mountains and turned sharply toward another range of peaks in the near distance. Storm’s eyes widened at the low mountains greenery. Then it hit him. Those were the Greenstorms!  
 
    They had found the Greenstorms, though not in the fashion he’d expected or would have preferred—caught in the clutches of an evil Wilder dragon. 
 
    Below them was a vast, broken expanse which spread across the landscape as a rocky plateau, notched and ripped in places by deep crevasses and gorges. The sharp canyons seemed to snake across the scene as if some Titan had stomped on the granite, cracking and fracturing the rock into a hundred deep ravines. Some were narrow and dark with no light, some broad enough to let sunshine into their depths. 
 
    A moment later, the Wilder cupped his wings, and slowed until he hovered over one of the widest chasms and then slowly settled until he was about a third of the way down. He turned to face the wall, where black stains marked where water had flowed over the top and down the canyon’s sides to the rock and sandy bottom. 
 
    In the wall was a small, craggy cave with a tiny, jutting ledge. The Wilder first took Melody and shoved her into the cave and then pushed Storm in behind her. He fluttered back a little and said, “Now, before you get any ideas, I’ll be sitting on the edge just above, watching and waiting. 
 
    “If you think you can escape by going to the bottom, well, there’s a pack of Yarni that roam this particular canyon and they’re always a hungry bunch.” 
 
    He grimaced a little. “Just like me, but because of you, I’m going to be eating good in just a little while. Fatted sheep, with thick wool, maybe some roasted cows or horses.”  
 
    The Wilder drew in a deep breath of satisfaction. “It’s been a while since I’ve eaten so well and thanks to you, I’m gonna eat good for a long, long time.” 
 
    His wing whipped forward, slamming into Storm and Melody, pushing them back into the tiny cave. “So stay there, or so help me, I will make your life short with a miserable, painful ending.” 
 
    With that, he beat his powerful wings, lifting himself up until he disappeared over the canyon lip. Storm swallowed, and with Melody edged out on the tiny ledge to glance up. “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Melody whispered. “That he’ll be watching and waiting up there?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Storm nodded, “he’ll be watching and waiting.” He turned to her. “But it’s what he’s waiting for that’s got me scared.” 
 
    Melody glanced up, her eyes widening a bit. She started to reply but stopped and whispered, “Listen.” 
 
    Storm had heard it too, the sound of sharp-tipped claws scratching on rock. He took a small step, pushed his head out a little with Melody alongside. “It sounds like it’s coming from over there, in that smaller gorge.” 
 
    Melody turned her head to peer at where a narrow canyon opened into the broader chasm. “Do you think it’s that pack of—” 
 
    “Yarni!” Storm growled as just then a snarling, snorting pack of nightmares careened into the light. The Yarni, some eight or so, stormed into the rocky channel, their lumbering sounding like muted thunder in the gorge. They jostled and lurched into each other, some ending up running next to the rock wall, their scales scraping and sliding across the granite.  
 
    Their talons dug into the rock flooring and in some places where there was a small hollow of sand, sprayed the grains in every direction. They lumbered along a short distance before the lead Yarni, bigger than the rest, skidded to a stop, whipped his head around as if trying to sight his prey, and then finding none, drew in a deep lungful of air through his nostrils before he snapped his head up. 
 
    His eyelids contracted a bit over his four yellow eyes as he sighted the two little dragons who stared back at the snarling behemoth. He trudged over to the base of the wall, gazing up, before the thing sat on its hindquarters to paw at the wall as if to climb, but its talons were too big and clumsy, the rock too smooth for it to gain a claw hold.  
 
    The Yarni seemed frustrated by its inability to reach the two dragons for it dug a mouthful of fangs into the wall, coming away with a bit of stone that it chomped down on, breaking the fist-sized rock in half before it spat the two pieces to one side. 
 
    At that, Storm and Melody exchanged wide-eyed glances with Melody murmuring, “If it can do that to solid rock, just think what it could to us.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about it,” Storm gurgled, feeling a little sick at his stomach.  
 
    A moment later, three of the beasts, including the leader, snorted and stomped at the base of the wall, biting and clawing at each other, their growls a thunder in the crevice as they fought to be the one whose fangs were the first to taste Storm’s and Melody’s blood.  
 
    Their growling, snorting efforts grew to a frenzy when suddenly, they turned on each other. Fang to fang, jaws open wide, they gnawed and bit at each other’s pudgy faces, attempting to slash through tough face and neck scales.  
 
    One whipped around to slam its stubby, spiny tail against an opponent’s tough hide. It was enough of a pummeling blow that it sent the Yarni stumbling over its eight sets of talons before it could right itself and rake its antagonist with two pairs of claws.  
 
    As the battle continued with no one beast getting the upper hand, Melody pressed against Storm, saying, “I don’t think they can reach us, the wall is too slick, and they don’t have wings. What do you think?”  
 
    “I think you’re right. Uh, you don’t walk in your sleep, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Why?” 
 
    Storm pointed down. “That’s why—just in case we both fall asleep.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. But trust me, I’m not going to sleep anytime soon, not with those things down there and that Wilder perched above us.” 
 
    After a few moments, Storm blew out a breath, frowning, “Melody, I have no idea of what to do about our situation other than waiting and seeing if Grandpa and the others show up to rescue us.” 
 
    Melody looked up, down, to both sides before saying, “Umm, why don’t we think about it for a while as I’m not sure either? Besides, if we’re going to try getting out of this on our own, I think we should wait for it to grow darker.” 
 
    Storm nodded in agreement. “Good idea.” The two of them scrunched their hindquarters a bit more into the tiny cave, which was so small and tight that they had to curl their tails up close to their bodies. They settled to their stomachs, head on forelegs. 
 
    “Mel,” Storm asked in a small voice, “what do you think happened to Delight after that snakehead got her?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about it,” Melody shuddered. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    They stayed quiet for a little bit before Storm asked in a hesitant voice, “Mel, are you scared?” 
 
    “More than I’ve ever been in my life. You?” 
 
    “Me? No way. I’m a boy dragon. We’re never scared, only girl dragons get scared.” 
 
    Melody jammed a hard elbow into Storm’s side. “Is that right?”  
 
    “Umph!” Storm grimaced, reached back to pull Melody’s elbow out of his scales. “All right, all right, yeah, I’m scared, but not so much of those Yarni down there.” 
 
    “No? Then what?” 
 
    “Of what that scarlet said about waiting. I’ve been thinking. Want to know what I think he’s waiting for?” 
 
    “More Wilders?” 
 
    “Nope.” He leaned a little closer. “The mist monster.” 
 
    Melody sucked in a breath. “No . . .” she responded, her voice a mere whisper. 
 
    “Yes. Think about it, back in our valley, that monster seemed to be in control of everything, Night Wind, the snakeheads, the—” 
 
    “Wilders,” Melody acknowledged. 
 
    “Maybe that Wilder up there is waiting for him to show up, and he’ll give us to that thing, and his reward is—” 
 
    “Fatted sheep with their wool still on, and horses and cows,” Melody finished. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “That’s not good, Stormy.” She started to go on, but cocked her head to one side and murmured, “Listen.” 
 
    Storm tilted his head a little, his ears flicking forward. Melody and Storm stayed still and quiet for a short while before Melody whispered, “I don’t hear anything, you think they’ve gone away?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Storm whispered back, “or they’re lying low, waiting to see if we’ll poke our heads out and come down.” 
 
    “And then jump us,” Melody declared, her lips drawn back in a small, silent snarl. 
 
    “Why don’t we disappoint them,” Storm murmured, “and lie low. Maybe they’ll think there’s a back door to this crevice and we’ve left.” 
 
    Melody nodded, and they settled back down, their ears pricked forward, listening, but not hearing anything. The day seemed to drag on, but then the shadows began to grow, spreading across the gorge’s rock and sand floor. Melody crept forward to barely peek over the tiny ledge’s lip before scooting back. “They’re gone.” 
 
    “Meaning,” Storm replied, “you just can’t see them. They might be hiding farther up the canyon behind some rocks or in the shadows.” 
 
    “Maybe. I looked up and down, but I didn’t see them anywhere.” She looked squarely at Storm. “Look, I don’t want to get eaten by those Yarni, but, to be honest, the cloud beast scares me even more.” 
 
    Storm nodded. “I know what you mean. So, what do we do about it?” 
 
    Melody glanced out the rocky window at the cliff facing across the way. “Well, I have an idea, but we have to wait until it gets dark enough.” 
 
    “Care to share what this idea is?” 
 
    Melody leaned close and whispered. When she stopped, Storm stared across the gorge to the far cliff wall. “That’s a long way, Mel, I’m not sure I can—” 
 
    “You can if I help you.” 
 
    Storm drew in a deep breath, stared some more. “Look, Stormy,” Melody growled, “You can’t sky, you can’t walk through solid rock so where does that leave us unless you have a better idea?” 
 
    Wind Storm glanced up and down the gorge for a moment before saying, “Yeah, I have a way better idea. You sky out of here, I make a lot of noise, draw that Wilder’s attention to me, and you go find my grandpa and the others.” 
 
    “You’re babbling again, Stormy, and your idea is a heaping of double tosh.” 
 
    “Tosh? What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, something my mother used to say.” A pained look crossed her face before she shook her head as if to rid herself of the hurtful memories. “But the answer is no, I won’t agree to your plan. It’s either my idea or the Wilder’s. Which do you prefer?” 
 
    “You're being stubborn.” 
 
    “One of my best qualities, thank you. So, what do you say?” 
 
    Storm stuck his head out, scrutinized the surrounding rock walls. “Maybe I can climb out of here.” 
 
    “You can’t, I already checked. The wall is too slick, nothing to grab onto unless you have suction thingees on your feet like some of those tree frogs back in Haven.” 
 
    She skewed her mouth a little to one side. “That Wilder knew what he was doing when he plunked us down here.” 
 
    Wind Storm saw that she was right, sighed, and pulled back into the cave. “All right, we’ll do it your way, though we’ll both probably break our necks.”  
 
    “Good, and no we won’t, because it’s going to work, and it won’t be long before we’re outta here and putting some distance between ourselves and that scum both up above us and down below.” 
 
    “How can you be so confident?” 
 
    Melody didn’t answer immediately, but after a moment her shoulders slumped a little. “Truthfully? I’m not, but I really don’t want to think about what will happen if we fail.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm sighed, “bad deal all the way around, especially for us.” 
 
    The two watched as the darkness grew. Since they were farther down in the canyon, even though the sun was just setting, an ebony canvas draped the gorge. The stark shadows darkened the chasm and it grew still and quiet. The only sound was the soft breathing of the two small dragons. 
 
    Melody pushed her mouth next to Storm’s ear. “It’s dark enough. Ready?” 
 
    Wind Storm glanced up. “Still some daylight up there, are you sure you don’t want to wait?” 
 
    “No. As long as we’re quiet, he won’t see or hear us. You know what to do, right?” 
 
    Storm nodded, inhaled deeply, and pushed himself to his talons. He took a few silent steps and stood on the ledge, peering out into the inky gloom to the gorge’s far side. For what they were going to attempt, he felt as if the canyon’s distant sharp lip might as well be clear across to the other side of Erdron.  
 
    Quietly, he spread his wings, hunched down low, swallowed, took another deep, deep breath and with everything he had in his legs, leaped upward and out. A moment later, he was gliding along in the gloom, pointed straight across the canyon. He heard a feathery fluttering above him and in the faint light saw Melody staring down at him. 
 
    Halfway across, Storm realized with a start that he was losing height too quickly and wouldn’t make it to the chasm’s far edge. He opened his mouth to let Melody know, when suddenly she squealed, and Storm jerked his head around to see a dark, winged body plunging toward them, the Wilder’s enormous, scarlet claws outstretched and ready to pluck them out of the sky. 
 
    There came a bellowing that seemed to shake the air. “I thought you sproggers might make a run for it!” 
 
    “Left!” Melody screamed. “Break left, Storm!” 
 
    Wind Storm immediately heeled to the left just as Wind Melody broke to the right. An instant later, there was a loud swoosh and suddenly Storm was tumbling talon over tail in the darkness, his eyes catching a snippet of canyon wall and then a slice of darkening sky. 
 
     He cartwheeled, spun around as if he were a fall leaf picked up by a brisk north wind and tossed about. He whirled helplessly, his wings flailing and thrashing as he fought to stop his somersaulting plunge but to no avail. 
 
    A moment later, he slammed headfirst into the dark, cold ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
     “Maybe,” Ty whispered, “this would be a great time to turn around and go find that quiet, secluded, away-from-everything, hidden, out-of-the—” 
 
    “I think we get the point, Ty,” Shane remarked, her eyes sweeping across the field of bleached bones that littered the ground in front of them, “and this time I think I agree with you.” 
 
    “Deer, goat,” Shap said slowly, picking out the skeletons that were a white, crumpled blanket spread out across the vale, “I think that’s a mountain Tyger, that’s a—” 
 
    “Horse,” Reyna said before gulping, “and those are . . .” her voice died before she finished, “human bones.” 
 
    The group stared for a few more moments before Soar said, “I don’t see any dragon bones, do you, Grandpa?” 
 
    “No,” Wind Walker replied, “I don’t, but maybe they’re farther down the valley, or maybe we were smart enough to stay out of this place.” 
 
    “Great thought,” Ty muttered, “now let’s be as smart and get out of here.” 
 
    Wind Walker ignored Ty and swung his head to Elise. “Any idea what or who did this?” 
 
    Elise slowly shook her head, her eyes intent on the field of bones. “No, but what I find interesting is that there’s not a scrap of flesh left on any of those skeletons. They’ve been picked totally clean.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Rafe,” Meg whined, “we need to go back.” 
 
    “And run into another flight of Wilders?” Shap called over his shoulder. “Besides,” he said as he pointed past the canyon walls, “we’re almost there.” 
 
    The group raised their heads to stare at where he pointed. “Is that—” Reyna began before Shap nodded and said, “One of the Greenstorms? Yes. You can tell by how the peak is rounded, not sharp like The Breaks, as if the wind and rain had worn away its sharpness.” 
 
    “It really is green,” Shane stated. 
 
    “I think they get a lot of rain,” Shap replied, “and it’s not as cold on this side of The Breaks so the greenery goes all the way to their tops.” 
 
    “How far do you think it is?” Rafe asked gruffly. 
 
    “I would say three, maybe four hours,” Shap returned, “of constant riding. Longer, if this turns into a winding trail like what we just came through.”  
 
    “Well,” Wind Walker grumbled, “those mountains won’t get any closer by us standing here. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go?” Shane barked. “Through that?” 
 
    “We dragons will walk ahead,” Wind Walker replied, “and our tails will sweep aside the bones, clear a path for you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about,” Shane retorted, “I’m worried that whatever did that might still be around, and I don’t want to add my bones to the pile, thank you very much.” 
 
    “The bones do appear old,” Elise countered, “this might have occurred some time back, so whatever was responsible might not be here anymore.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Wind Walker declared and started to pace ahead, his talons cracking and breaking the bones underneath his claws while the other dragons followed behind in single file.  
 
    Shap took in a deep breath, muttered to Reyna, “Never thought I’d be riding over someone’s bones.” 
 
    “Nothing to it,” Ty laughed nervously from behind, “we used to go through the graveyard back home all the time. Quick shortcut and since there’s never anyone there at night, no one to see you.” 
 
    “So that’s how you avoided my patrols,” Rafe growled.  
 
    Shane smiled. “The idea was always to go where you and your soldiers weren’t, right?” 
 
    Rafe glowered and turned back to guiding his horse through the bones heaped to each side by the sweep of the dragon’s tails. The small company moved slowly down the bone-filled vale, keeping their eyes constantly moving, looking for danger, especially from above. Those with bows had them out at their sides or across their laps, an arrow clutched in the same hand, ready to notch it at the first sign of trouble.  
 
    The only sound was the cracking of bones under the dragon’s talons, the swish of their tails, and the soft thudding of the horse’s hooves in the sand. The company reached what appeared to be close to the midpoint when Shap jerked on Tam’s reins, bringing her to a halt. He snapped his head up, his eyes on the sky. “Look at that.” 
 
    The others raised their head to stare upward. “Storm clouds,” Wind Walker declared as thick, heavy, swirling clouds swept overhead. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ty muttered, “but when do clouds turn green?” 
 
    Everyone stared at the churning clouds which had a dark green tint to their edges and across their base.  
 
    “A green storm,” Elise declared, “only happens at the start of a powerful tempest. We need to move faster, we don’t want to get caught in here if there’s a flash flood.” 
 
    The group started to put their heads down to pick up the pace when Wind Walker jerked his head back. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    All the dragons had their heads up, their ears cocked forward. “Yes,” Elise answered, “only I have no idea what I’m hearing.” 
 
    From above came the sound of rushing water as if a waterfall were above and descending upon them. Everyone craned their necks upward to stare. 
 
    “It’s beginning to rain,” Shap stated, “we need to move faster, get out of here.” 
 
    “Rain?” Shane questioned, “that’s no rain.”  
 
    She paused and then stuttered, “What are those?” her eyes widened as she peered upward at small, shimmering dots that floated downward. 
 
    There was silence from the group before Elise sucked in a breath and said, “Water imps. How interesting. I’ve read about them, but never actually seen them.” 
 
    “Water imps?” Ty demanded. “What’s a water imp?” 
 
    “Umm,” Elise replied from atop Wind Walker, “there are several types of imps, some quite naughty and mischievous always looking for attention, others shy and secretive little creatures. The gods imbued them with a bit of magic, but nothing serious. Sometimes, though, if they’re under the spell of a wizard or sorcerer who has bad intentions, they can be quite annoying and troublesome.” 
 
    “I think they’re cute,” Reyna smiled, “like big raindrops with wings.” 
 
    “At least they’re smiling,” Shap said. “That is a smile, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I think so,” Reyna replied as the water imps came to settle high above them and began to blend together until they formed what looked like the surface of a pond, wavy and undulating a little as if ruffled by a breeze. 
 
    Wind Walker’s eyes narrowed as he growled to Elise, “Could they be responsible for those bones?” 
 
    Elise peered upward, studying the lake of water that now hovered over them. “I don’t see how, they—” 
 
    She stopped as from beyond the water imps came another sound, a crackling, popping noise like flaming firewood in a fireplace. Ty jerked upright, glanced around and sputtered, “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    Shane pointed up. “There, above the water imps, but how is that possible?” 
 
    “Fire above the water imps . . .” Elise murmured before she jerked upright. “Fire imps!” she yelled, raising her staff and using it to point toward the vale’s far side. “Go! Get out of here!” 
 
    Wind Walker didn’t hesitate but rushed down the valley, the other dragons and the horses thundering close behind. Elise kept her head up, watching the spreading water which suddenly started to seethe and roil. Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open for a moment. “They’re going to boil us alive!” she shouted to Wind Walker.  
 
    “What!” Wind Walker bellowed as just then lightning flashed high above searing the sky. Deep, bass thunder rumbled through the vale, echoing as the sound bounced against the cliff walls.  
 
    “We can’t outrun them,” Elise ordered, “get the others under your wings.” 
 
    Wind Walker skidded to a stop, turned, and commanded, “Close together, spread your wings!” Soar, Charity, and Brave Wind slammed to a halt, turned their heads inward and thrust their wings out to form a ragged arch. 
 
    As Reyna and the others rode up, he ordered, “Get under, now!” 
 
    Reyna and Shap spurred their horses and ducked under Wind Walker’s outstretched wings just as Elise and Wind Delight slid down to the ground. Elise rushed to the edge of the wings, waving an arm, and shouting, “Under here, hurry! It’s the burning rain!” 
 
    Rafe and Meg were the last to duck under the dragons’ leather limbs, which the dragons stretched out like a giant umbrella over the humans and their horses.  
 
    Just then, there was an enormous sizzling and hissing from above heightened by more flashes of lightning and rolling thunder. Gusts of wind blew sand into their faces as Shap yelled, “Get your horses on the ground!”  
 
    “How?” Reyna yelled.  
 
    “The hard way, like this!” Shap growled and pulled Tam’s reins down toward the ground while pushing on the inside of one knee. Tam’s knee buckled and with Shap pulling her head downward, she went to the ground and rolled to one side. Shap lay next to her, one arm over her head, keeping Tam down. 
 
    Aiko seemed to get the idea and with Reyna pulling her down by the head, went to a knee and then both front knees before she too rolled to her side. Within moments, Shane and Ty had their horses lying sideways on the sandy soil also, but Meg couldn’t get hers on the ground.  
 
    “Rafe! Help me!” she shrieked as her horse yanked and jerked at its reins, showing the whites of its eyes, pulling her from under the safety of the dragons’ wings and out into the open.  
 
    Rafe had his horse already on the broken soil and hesitated, torn between leaving his mount, who most likely would bolt away, and helping Meg. He started to rise to go to her when Elise darted by, rushed up to Meg, tore the reins out of her hands, and pushed her so hard that she stumbled and fell against Rafe who grabbed her and covered her with an arm. 
 
    Elise yanked the horse’s head to her, whispering in one ear as she guided the steed back under the dragon wings. A second later, the horse was on the ground with Elise kneeling protectively over its head. 
 
    Overhead a roaring, rushing wind seemed to gather and then boiled downward. Lightning and thunder roiled the sky as Elise yelled over her shoulder, “Everyone stay down! Wind Walker, we need dragon fire!”  
 
    The dragons jerked their heads up to see a dark, seething cloud rapidly descending on the company. The veil churned and swirled as it swiftly fell, seeming to grow in size with the sizzling becoming louder by the moment. 
 
    Wind Walker called out, “Ready and . . . now!” 
 
    Dragon fire erupted in the sharply defined vale, rushing upward in a massive stream of fiery orange and red flames. The dragon breath hit the cloud and for a moment, it appeared as if the mist engulfed the fire without slowing it for the churning, scalding fog kept coming, growing closer and closer. The dragons swiveled their heads back and forth, spraying their dragon fire across the still descending cloud.  
 
    The haze churned and boiled, grower hotter and hotter until it hit the dragons’ outstretched wings. In moments, the whole company was engulfed in the mist, but the dragons kept spewing their fire. Slowly, the cloud melted away under the dragons’ fiery attack until the last wisps curled up and faded into the clouds. The storm, seemingly spent of its fury and energy, began to break apart, the dark clouds thinning into gray-white streams.  
 
    Wind Walker, a little hesitant, slowly folded his wings and peered at Shap and Reyna, those closest to him. “Reyna? Shap?” he called softly. 
 
    Both slowly raised their heads and looked around. “Is it gone?” Reyna asked in a small, breathless voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker answered and glanced at the others. “Everyone all right?” 
 
    Everyone responded with muffled answers and nods except Ty, who jumped up and began swatting at his behind and doing a little dance. Shane nervously giggled, grabbed a double handful of sand and threw it on his rump. “Of all the places to get burned, Ty,” she laughed. 
 
    “Not funny, sis!” Ty growled as he waved his hands behind him in a cooling motion. 
 
    As Elise returned Meg’s horse to her, Rafe asked, “How’d you get that animal to lie down so easily like that?” 
 
    Elise handed Meg the reins and said, “I asked nicely.”  
 
    With that, she walked over to Ty and spun him around while saying, “Let me get a look at that.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ty protested, “that’s private, you know.” 
 
    “Fine,” Elise sniffed, “then please suffer in private so that we don’t have to hear your bellyaching.” 
 
    She started to turn away when Shane reached out to say, “Please, ignore his stupid pride and help him.”  
 
    Elise turned back to Ty. “Well?” 
 
    Ty blew out a breath, motioned behind Wind Walker. “Over there.” 
 
    “Fine,” Elise responded and the two walked behind Wind Walker and out of sight of the others. As Elise worked on Ty, Shap called over, “Elise, mind telling us what we just experienced, this burning rain you called it.” 
 
    “If you throw a bit of water,” Elise called back, “on a fire, what happens?” 
 
    “You get a lot of sputtering, popping, and steam.” 
 
    “Right. Same thing happened here. The fire imps dove into the water imps and when they did—” 
 
    “They turned into a cloud of scalding steam,” Reyna declared. 
 
    “And came after us,” Wind Walker stated. “But why?” 
 
    “Other than preventing anyone using this way to get to the Greenstorms,” Elise answered as she walked around Wind Walker and eyed the others with a scowl, “I can’t think of a single reason.” 
 
    “You’re saying this was a deliberately set trap,” Shap said. 
 
    Elise used her burled rod to sweep it across the scattering of bones. “Which ensnared many, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Silence greeted her statement until Wind Walker growled, “And I say it’s time to move, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Elise agreed. 
 
    Those with horses started to mount up, all except Meg and Rafe. Meg was shaking her head, pushing at Rafe. “No, I want to go back, I want to go home. I’m not meant for this and this is not what you promised me, Rafe!” 
 
    Rafe was murmuring to her, reaching out, but she kept pushing him away. “No! I hurt, I’m hungry, and I’m filthy! Take me back to Tremont, Rafe, or I’ll go by myself.” 
 
    Beside her, Reyna heard Shane mutter, “My apologies, princess, looks like I got you two mixed up—there’s the real princess, or at least she’s acting like one.” 
 
    Reyna gave Shane a wan smile. “Not all royalty are spoiled, Shane.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Shane sniffed. 
 
    “Oh really,” Reyna replied. “Would you believe that my parents, my family, often ate with the castle staff and my mother sometimes helped with the cooking?  
 
    “I learned at an early age how to wash dishes, make my bed, wash clothes, curry my own horse. My parents, when they had the time and opportunity, worked their own garden and my brothers and I were right there with them, weeding and hoeing. 
 
    “And, after the Great War, my parents went throughout the kingdom helping to rebuild homes, barns, libraries, and such with their own two hands. From what I understand, they were pretty decent carpenters.” 
 
    Shane blinked at her. “You’re trying to pull one over on me.” 
 
    Reyna held up her right hand, palm out. “S’truth, Shane.”  
 
    She gazed at Meg and Rafe a moment more before saying, “When I was younger, one of the dukes asked my father how much the royal treasury received in a year from taxes and such. My father’s answer was: as much as comes in goes out. 
 
    “Later, he told me that what he meant was that he and my mother used most of that revenue in rebuilding homes, farms, businesses, and such destroyed in the Great War.” 
 
    She smiled a little. “We lived in a castle, but were actually a rather poor royal family. My father and mother always felt that how you used your wealth in service to others—that brought a wellspring of happiness to your own soul, not how much money you had sitting in a vault.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Ty snorted, “I could do with one of those wealth springs and boy, would I be happy!” 
 
    Just then, Rafe walked over, his face hard, but his eyes showing a little confusion. “Uh oh,” Shane said under her breath, “he doesn’t look particularly happy.” 
 
    “Guess his wellspring of happiness is about to ride off without him,” Ty quipped. 
 
    “No, she won’t,” Shane stated. “She’s too scared to go off on her own. Only he doesn’t know that.”  
 
    “Well?” Shap queried. “We’ve got to move, get out of this canyon before we lose what daylight we have left.” 
 
    “She wants to turn back,” Rafe lamented, “and I can’t seem to change her mind, so I guess we’ll be saying goodbye here.” 
 
    He glanced up as a large shadow fell on the group. “Sorry, Wind Walker, Meg and I are headed back the other way.” 
 
    “Umm,” Wind Walker rumbled low, “you do realize that you have as much danger, perhaps more, going back than staying with us?” 
 
    “I know,” Rafe muttered, “but I can’t convince her of that.” 
 
    “Then leave her,” Shane stated. “See what happens.” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” Rafe sputtered. “I’m responsible for her.” 
 
    Wind Walker leaned close, growled so low that it was doubtful that Meg heard. “Shane is right, leave her. I suspect that she’ll quickly follow.” 
 
    He raised his head. “In any event, we cannot waste any more time, but I will share with you this piece of advice from Golden Wind, the great Golden Dragon: apart we are weaker, together we are stronger.” 
 
    He turned away as did the others with a wave to Rafe. Reyna was the last to go and just before she turned Aiko after the others, she leaned down and whispered, “You’re lucky that those in the company care enough about you and Meg to give you sound advice. The question is: Are you smart enough to heed that wisdom?” 
 
    She turned Aiko, tapped her with her heels and Aiko responded by breaking into a canter. A few moments later, she passed by Ty and Shane and caught up to Shap. Without looking back, Shap grunted, “Are they coming?” 
 
    “What do you care?” Reyna questioned. 
 
    “Oh, I care,” Shap returned. “I care about Rafe’s bow and sword arm, both of which we might sorely need.”  
 
    “Then,” Reyna retorted, “if they do decide to stay with us, I’ll encourage Meg to learn how to shoot a bow and use a sword, just so that she’ll get some of your tender caring too.” 
 
    Shap nodded in reply. “Great idea. We could use both, especially the bow. Maybe between the two of you, one could hit the target. Then again, probably not.” 
 
    He squeezed his knees and Tam answered by picking up the pace. As Tam pulled ahead, Reyna glared at Shap’s back and muttered, “Ooh, if I weren’t a lady, the names I could call you about now.” 
 
    Shane must have overheard for she said, “I’m not a lady, so just tell me what you want to call him, and I’ll let him have it.” 
 
    “Trust me, she ain’t,” Ty quipped, “and she will too.” 
 
    The company paced swiftly ahead, until Night’s Curtain was drawing overhead, and the canyon widened noticeably, enough for the dragons to take to the air. Wind Walker was about to launch himself when he stopped and turned. “What is it?” Elise asked. 
 
    “A horse,” Wind Walker replied, flicking his ears forward, “behind us.” 
 
    As those mounted on horses came to a halt, Elise pointed to their backtrail. “Someone’s coming,” she said. 
 
    A few moments later, Rafe appeared out of the gloom and rode up to them. Reyna peered behind him and asked, “Meg?” 
 
    With a bit of a sheepish grin, Rafe replied, “She’s coming but I’d stay clear of her for a bit. She’s madder than a cat that just fell into a rain barrel.” 
 
    “Good thing she’s coming,” Brave Wind growled, “look.” 
 
    Everyone whipped around to stare off in the distance at the tiny glint of scarlet wings that caught the last rays of sunlight.  
 
    “Wilders!” Soar snarled. 
 
    “Circling,” Wind Walker growled, “like vultures over a dying animal.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elise murmured, her eyes narrowed as she gazed at the far-off specks of crimson, “and the good news is that we’ve won through to the Greenstorms. The bad news is that the Wilders are waiting right where we need to go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Wind Storm pushed himself groggily to all fours, stood swaying for a moment as swirling stars, like dancing fireflies, circled and fluttered just in front of his snout. He blinked his eyes hard several times and the stars disappeared, but as soon as they did, he whirled around, realizing that he was alone and there was a furious Wilder somewhere nearby who was after him. 
 
    He was in inky blackness with only faint light to let him see his surroundings. He glanced upward, but didn’t see a massive, winged body in the darkening sky. He pricked his ears first one way, then the other, but everything was still and quiet. 
 
    Had the Wilder gone, left him alone? He suddenly stiffened and sucked in a little breath. Or was the cruel brute even now hunting Wind Melody? Where was she? He had gone one way and she the other, but where had she ended up? 
 
    With a hesitant step, he moved in the direction opposite from his spinning, whirling flight, or so he hoped. The truth was, he wasn’t all that sure, but it was better than just standing there doing nothing.  
 
    “Melody,” he whispered to himself, “where are you? For that matter, where am I?” 
 
    He looked around and realized that in his wild descent, he’d ended up in a small side gorge and not the wide canyon that he and Melody had tried to glide across. Storm took several more tentative steps, each a little faster than the last. Being on the ground in the silent, dark chasm was spooky, not to mention that this was the hunting ground of the vicious Yarni. 
 
    Storm felt like his scales were trying to ride up on each other, giving him an itching, uncomfortable sensation. Then he realized what the feeling really was—fright. He was absolutely scared being down here alone. 
 
    He swallowed and hurried on, hoping that this narrow gorge would lead him to the bigger canyon and maybe to Melody. He hadn’t gone far when the whisper of a sound stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    Then, it came again, behind him. The sound of heavy, raspy breathing and what sounded like scales sliding against the rock wall. Storm whirled, staring at the murk, but it was too dark to see a thing. He jerked his head up as his ears caught the sound of talons scraping against the rocky ground.  
 
    Storm pushed his head forward a little, listening, hoping that it was dragon talons he heard—Melody’s talons. However, after a split moment, he jerked his head back and his eyes popped wide. He knew those sounds and they weren’t dragon claws! 
 
    It could be only one thing—the Yarni were stalking him! 
 
    Either by scent, or by his sounds, they’d tracked him down and were now on the hunt with Storm as their prey! 
 
    Storm spun away, his little talons biting into the rock and sand. He didn’t care if they heard him now because it didn’t matter; he had only one chance, to outrun the slobbering, hungry beasts. 
 
    He dashed down the rock-walled corridor and came to a branch in the chasm. He stopped for an instant, staring at the two offshoots. Which way? Would one of the slot canyons lead him to a way out or run him into another pack of Yarni? 
 
    Wind Storm took a cautious step toward the right and stopped, then to the left. He hesitated and then with a little growl to himself, said, “Does it matter?” and darted to the left, his talons beating over the ground as fast as he could make them go.  
 
    His claws scraped over rock, and he ran faster than he’d ever run before, knowing, however, it was his four legs against the beasts’ eight. Behind him he could hear grunting, thumping sounds as the Yarni came closer and closer, ready to pounce and rip and tear his little body to shreds. 
 
    Storm whipped around a sharp corner in the gorge and ran headfirst into a Yarni. He fought ferociously against the brute until a small dragon fist punched him in the snout. “Stop fighting me, you fool!” 
 
    “Melody!” Storm yelped. 
 
    “Shh! Yarni, behind me. They’ll hear you!” 
 
    Storm gulped and hooked a talon over his shoulder. “Me too.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she spun first one way and then the other, her fangs bared. “We’re trapped, aren’t we?” Storm declared. 
 
    She let out a long breath before she tilted her head upward, staring at the sky. “You—yes. Me? I’ve got wings and I know how to sky. How do you think I got here?” 
 
    “Thanks a lot, Mel, for reminding me at just this moment that I’m not a real dragon.” 
 
    “Sorry. Just sayin’.” Melody held her head up for a moment, glanced in both directions and then said, “Can’t be helped. You’ve got to climb.” 
 
    Wind Storm jerked his head up to stare at the rock facing, practically smooth as if scraped clean by wind and water, except for a few small crevices here and there. “Up that? You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “It’s either that or you’re a meal for one of those brutes.” Just then, the sound of pounding talons echoed in the gorge from both directions. “Uh, oh,” Melody muttered, “They know where we are for sure, so I suggest you get to climbing.” 
 
    Storm hesitated, still staring up. Melody reached out a talon, laid it on his shoulder. “I’ll sky alongside, help you up, but we need to go—now!” 
 
    From the passageway to their right came a snorting, panting sort of growl, and from the opposite side erupted the sound of chomping fangs and guttural snarls. The things were almost upon the two sproggers. Melody snapped her wings open, ready to spring up and away. “Now, Storm, now!” she ordered. 
 
    Storm backed up to the opposite wall, spread his wings a little, and gave himself a running start. With everything he had, he launched himself straight up—but instantly knew it wasn’t going to be high enough to escape the onrushing monsters. His paralyzing fear had caused him to hesitate too long and now it was going to cost him his life. 
 
    He stretched out his back talons to grab ahold of the rock, but just as he did, claws gripped him about his shoulders. “Flap, Storm!” Melody cried out. “Flap!” 
 
    With as powerful a push as he could manage, Storm beat his wings downward. Melody was flapping her wings hard and fast and together; to their astonishment, they lifted themselves a bit higher.  
 
    Just then, the passage below exploded in a cacophony of growls and snarls as the Yarni thundered into the rocky channel. The two packs all but collided and immediately a fight broke out between those in the front ranks. Fangs bit and tore, tails whipped around to bludgeon an opponent. Their growls filled the chasm, bouncing off the rocky walls like rolling thunder. 
 
    For a moment, the Yarni completely forgot about the two little dragons above them.  
 
    Their battle gave Melody the chance to swing Storm closer to the wall where he forced his claws into several tiny cracks and held on without falling. They both took a moment to catch their breath. “Thanks, Melody,” Storm swallowed, “That was close!” 
 
    “Too close,” Melody agreed, breathing heavily from both exertion and fright, “and I for one am getting tired of these close calls.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Storm swallowed.  
 
    With his face pressed against the rock, Storm couldn’t see Melody, only hear her wings swishing slowly in the air. “You saved my life, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered smugly, “but save your praises for when we get to the top. We’re not out of this yet and you’ve still got a long way to go.” 
 
    “I’m just going to stay right here until those monsters go away.”  
 
    “Really? And what if they don’t?” 
 
    “They’ll give up in a bit, like they did before.” 
 
    “Umm, I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Last time they couldn’t see us. This time they can. I have the feeling that food is pretty scarce in these parts and you might be the first plump sprogger they’ve seen in quite a while. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if that little fracas of theirs draws the attention of even more Yarni.” 
 
    “I’m not plump.” 
 
    “To them you are.” 
 
    “Look, you sky out of here, find my grandpa or Soar. They’ll come get me.” 
 
    “You’re going to hang onto a wall for who knows how long?” 
 
    “Bats do it, I’m bigger and stronger than a bat.” 
 
    “Hmm, you have a point. You do squeak a bit like a bat.” 
 
    “Hey, I was scared. You’d squeak too, you know.” 
 
    Melody didn’t reply, just hovered, which was surprising to Storm. It wasn’t in her nature not to have some comment or retort to his own snide remarks. He waited, but when she still didn’t reply, said, “Well? What are you waiting for? Go! Get help.” 
 
    “Storm, I would, if I actually thought you could hang there till we got back, but we have two small problems.” 
 
    “Other than those nasty Yarni below?” 
 
    “That Wilder is still around—somewhere. I managed to lose him by ducking into a couple of chasms that were too small for him—” 
 
    “Bet that made him mad.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. You should have heard his bellowing. He skyed off, but I don’t think he really left, we’re too valuable to him. He hasn’t given up, though he might have gone to get reinforcements.” 
 
    “Okay, I can see that’s a problem. What’s the other?” 
 
    “Do you know where we are exactly?” 
 
    “Uh, we’re near the Greenstorm Mountains. That, I know.” 
 
    “Right. But would you know how to find the others from here?” 
 
    Storm opened his mouth to reply, but then slowly closed it. Melody was right. To back trace their winding flight, with all of their passing through a series of different valleys and crossing over gaps between mountain peaks was close to impossible.  
 
    The truth was, he didn’t have a clue how to find their way back. “No,” Storm sighed, “I guess not. So where does that leave us?” 
 
    “I can think of only two possibilities. You either climb up to the top with me helping, or we do the gliding thing again to another gorge and hope we can find our way out on the ground.” 
 
    “Thanks for making that a ‘we’ find our way out,” Storm grunted. “I appreciate it. However, as much as I hate the thought of climbing up, I hate the thought of the Yarni ambushing us again more, and which might turn out even worse than now.” 
 
    “So?” she asked quietly. “Are you going to hang onto that wall, hoping that help will come until you can’t hold on any longer and fall into those hungry mouths waiting below, or . . .?” 
 
    When Storm didn’t immediately answer, Melody declared, “I’m more than willing to help, Storm, but you have to be willing to help yourself, too.” She added softly, “That’s what my father taught me, to always do all that you can first before asking for help.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for help.” 
 
    “All right, then go on, do it on your own, but I suggest you do it quickly before you grow too tired.” 
 
    Storm scrunched his muzzle up in frustration. She sure called my bluff, knowing I probably can’t get to the top without her help. Worse, Melody knows she’s called my bluff and if she was insufferable before, she’ll be twice that now. 
 
    A thought came to him, something his grandpa had once said. “Storm,” he’d growled, “he that helps himself, usually helps himself most.” 
 
    He hadn’t really understood what Grandpa had meant before, but now it made perfect sense. Melody would be there for him, but he had to help himself the most—work the hardest. After all, it was his life. No one at this point could save Wind Storm but Wind Storm. 
 
    “All right,” Storm said, “you win.”  
 
    He managed to crane his head back and peer upward. “It’s a long way to the top, Mel, I’m not sure I can make it.” 
 
    “Won’t know until you try, and I’ll help you.” 
 
    “I could slip and fall.” 
 
    “I’ll catch you.” 
 
    With a little snort, Storm said, “This isn’t right. I’m the boy dragon, I’m the one who’s supposed to be big and brave, you know.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t pretend to be big and brave, but it seems to me that when it comes to courage, it doesn’t matter if you’re a boy or a girl. My dad always said that my mom was the bravest dragon he ever knew.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Uh huh. He said something about dragon mothers giving birth was the most courageous act he’d ever seen. I’m not sure I understand what he meant by that but that’s what he said about my mom.” 
 
    For a moment, the growls from below grew louder, pounding off the walls as the Yarni snapped and bit at each other. “Good thing they don’t have wings,” Melody said with a glance below at the snarling Yarni. 
 
    “A very good thing,” Storm muttered.  
 
    “Storm,” Melody said, “I’m starting to get a little tired. If we don’t do this now, I may not have the strength later to help you climb.” 
 
    Storm took in a deep breath, and then hesitantly reached up with one talon to feel around for a moment before he could find a grip and using his back hooks, pushed himself up. He only gained about half his body length, but Melody applauded by saying, “Good start, keep going, there’s a small crack to your right. You’ll have to stretch a bit.” 
 
    Wind Storm reached up, but this time he had to scrabble with his hind claws to gain any traction as the rock was slicker than he’d supposed. His back claws caught in the teeniest of cracks, and he pushed upward until one front hook was in a small slit and the other wrapped around a tiny protruding nub. 
 
    With another breath, Storm pulled himself up. This seemed to go on forever, reach, grab, pull, set his hind claws and repeat the process. It wasn’t long before Storm was huffing and puffing from the exertion. “This is not as easy as it looks,” he wheezed to Melody as he stopped to catch his breath. “I have no idea how bats keep it up all day, hanging by their claws.” 
 
    While Storm drew in deep breaths, Melody asked, “Is it true, that when you were little you used to stalk your brother, called him something like Imperio Majestic?” 
 
    “Where’d you hear that?” 
 
    “Oh, from somewhere. Maybe my folks. They thought it was cute. So, did you?” 
 
    Storm drew in another breath. “Yeah, it was a game we played. He pretended he was the King of the Wilder Dragons, and it was Imperious Majesto, not Imperio whatever.” 
 
    “Did you ever catch him?” 
 
    “Sometimes, until he started cheating and would sky off.” He drew in another breath. “Then he stopped playing altogether, said he was too old for silly games. For a while, I had an imaginary Imperious Majesto, but he wasn’t as much fun.” 
 
    “Too bad. Sounds like a good game. So, let’s play it.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Sure. Pretend you’re stalking your imaginary Imperious Majesto,” she returned, “and he’s at the top of the cliff.” 
 
    “He would never be up there,” Storm snorted, reaching for another hold. “He’s afraid of heights.” 
 
    “Really? The great Imperious Majesto is afraid of heights?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Storm replied, pulling himself up and reaching for a likely crack in the rock. “One of his many fatal flaws.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought he was the dreaded, fearsome king of the Wilder dragons and he’s fearful of heights?” 
 
    “Not the fearsome beast you always imagined.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Nope,” Storm answered, drawing in a breath, before pushing up with his back claws and latching onto a stubby protrusion with his front talons. “Not even a little fearsome. That’s why I defeated him so often. I knew all of his weaknesses.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Storm pulled, set his claws, and did it again before he replied. “Well, for instance, if you look him straight in the eyes,” he pushed his front talons into a crack, pulled down a little to make sure the rock was firm, “and show him that you’re totally unafraid,” Storm dug in his back claws, “he’ll back down, surrender unconditionally.” 
 
    “Really? I’ll have to remember that the next time I meet him.” 
 
    Storm’s breaths were coming fast and heavy, and he could feel his leg muscles trembling from fatigue as he reached for his next claw hold. He was tiring quickly, but there was no real place for him to stop and rest as he must either hang on by his front claws or push up with his back talons. Either way, it was a draining exertion on already tired legs and body. 
 
    “One other thing,” he puffed, before pushing his front claws upward. He’d long since quit looking up as it was discouraging to see how far he still must go, so Storm kept his eyes on the rock facing.  
 
    He searched for a crack, his claws scraping and sliding over the rock, but he couldn’t seem to find his next hold, and balanced precariously on his back talons. 
 
    “A little to your right, Stormy,” Melody softly directed. 
 
    Storm slid his right talon to one side before his claws slipped into the crack. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, you were saying—one other thing about Imperio?” 
 
    Wind Storm took in a breath, let it out slowly, before he pulled himself up. “He hates,” Storm wheezed, “the stink eye.” 
 
    “The stink eye?” Melody laughed. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Well,” Storm replied as his back claws scrabbled for a hold before they latched onto a tiny ledge that was  barely a footing for his talon’s tips. Once he was sure they would hold his weight, he said, “The stink eye was my secret weapon, so you have to promise that if I tell you, you can’t share it with anyone else.” 
 
    “I promise,” Mel answered. 
 
    Storm held out a talon. “Talon promise?” 
 
    Melody hovered just to one side, her wingtips brushing the rock wall and gently gripped Storm’s talon with one of hers. “Talon promise.” 
 
    “The stink eye,” he explained, letting go of her claw, “is when you narrow your eyes, clear your head, and then focus all of your mind energy through your eyes.” 
 
    “Your . . . mind energy?” 
 
    “Uh huh. All that force comes out of your eyes and slams into your nemesis, usually right between their eyes. Most times it slays them outright, but in the case of Majesto, I usually took pity on him and used only a little of my mind power, so it didn’t kill him, just stunned him.” 
 
    “You’ve a good heart, Stormy, to show pity to your arch-nemesis. But why is it called stink eye?” 
 
    Storm grinned a little as he started to reach up for his next hold. “Because, when Majesto saw me go into my mind-energy eye stare, he always said, ‘Oh, stink, here it comes again.’” 
 
    Melody laughed with Storm as he grabbed hold of a small, craggy rock piece as he set his back claws, took a breath, and pulled. 
 
    The rock broke off. 
 
    His back claws slipped out of their hold and Wind Storm started sliding down the cliff face, scrabbling for a hold as he windmilled his front legs. Then he hit a jutting protuberance which knocked him completely off the cliff. The next he knew he was falling straight down, tumbling head over talons and yelling, “Melody! Help!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Storm caught a quick, spinning glimpse of the crevice’s hard stone bottom and the snarling Yarni. Both were coming up fast and his fluttering wings weren’t slowing him down one bit. The Yarni monsters stared hungrily upward, jostling for position, their mouths open and just waiting for the little dragon to plop into one of their fearsome jaws. 
 
    Abruptly, he was yanked up a bit as Melody’s claws dug into his shoulder scales, her wings beating about Storm’s head. “Flap, Stormy, flap!” she cried. “I can’t do this by myself!” 
 
    Storm snapped his wings out to their full length and with sheer fright powering his wing muscles, he thrust downward as hard as he could. Faster and harder he flapped and ever so gradually, his fall slowed, until the sproggers’ two sets of beating wings brought them to a halt.  
 
    For a moment, they just hovered there, with the Yarni jumping up and down, using the rock facing as leverage to gain more height, but their agitated leaps were just wishful thinking as Storm and Melody were way too high for them to reach the two.  
 
    Slowly, heartbeat by heartbeat, the two sproggers started to rise. Storm had his eyes on the growling, snorting, wild Yarni as they continued to spring upward, using all eight of their legs.  
 
    Melody had her eyes on the starlit lip above them. “Keep going, Storm,” Melody gasped, the strain of holding Storm aloft evident in her puffing, panting voice.  
 
    “Put me against the wall,” Storm directed, “so I can grab hold of the rock.” 
 
    “No,” she growled, “you were almost to the top, this time we’re going to make it all the way.” 
 
    A hard, determined look crossed Melody’s face as she began to beat her wings even faster and harder, so Storm tried to match her. They rose higher and higher, leaving the snarling, fang-gnashing Yarni behind. Melody’s breathing became a hard rasp, as was Storm’s as they sucked in air.  
 
    Storm was tired, almost exhausted from the climb before, now he wasn’t sure just how much strength he had left. However, watching Melody struggle so valiantly, he decided that as long as she kept beating her wings, he would keep fighting too. Besides, boy dragons weren’t supposed to quit before a girl dragon. 
 
    They beat their wings, reaching out as if to grab the sky, pull it down so they could pull themselves up. Storm felt his strength draining, his wings slowing. Suddenly, they began to drop a little. “No!” Melody yelled. “Wind Storm, don’t you dare quit on me, not when we’re so close!” 
 
    Storm tried, but he could barely lift even one wing. “I can’t,” he whined, “I’m too tired.” 
 
    “Tired!” Melody shouted. “Listen, Puny Wind, you’re not the only one tired around here, but you don’t see me stopping, do you? Now, sky!” 
 
    “Puny Wind?” he shouted back. 
 
    “Yeah, only a Puny Wind would stop when we’re so close!” 
 
    Storm ground his jaws together, snarled, “Puny Wind, am I?” He forced his wings down, hard, then again, and again, and again. 
 
    “That’s it, Puny Wind,” Melody exulted. “C’mon, show me what you got!” 
 
    Storm beat his wings, closed his eyes, concentrated on nothing but lifting, pushing down his leathery limbs, harder, faster. Abruptly, Melody steered them off to one side and they literally fell out of the sky as she stopped flapping. They hit the stony ground with a thump, then bounced and rolled a few times before coming to a stop.  
 
    They both lay there panting, drained of strength, before Melody croaked out, “Not the best landing I’ve ever done, but it worked.” 
 
    “It worked great, Mel, thanks,” Storm muttered as he stretched out spread-dragoned on his belly, as he was too tired to do much else.  
 
    After a few moments, he turned his head, glared, “Puny Wind, am I?” 
 
    Melody shrugged and said, “It worked didn’t it? Got you to flap your wings just enough to get us up here.”  
 
    “Dirty trick,” Storm retorted, “but yeah, it worked.” He eased himself up on his two forelegs to look around before he abruptly stiffened, jerked back down, and slammed a talon across Melody’s shoulders, pushing her down hard.  
 
    “Stay still,” he whispered. “Don’t move!” 
 
    “Wha—” Melody started but Storm growled, “Wilders.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the distance,” he whispered. “Several circling.” 
 
    “Did they see us?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, none are winging this way.”  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “For the moment,” Wind Storm answered, “we pretend to be rocks and hold completely still.” 
 
    The sproggers hugged the stony ground, motionless, hoping their green scales would blend in with the dark rock and the Wilders wouldn’t spot them. After a bit, Storm slowly lifted his head a little and took a quick look around.  
 
    They were on top of a barren, stony plateau, broken in places by the same sort of crevice from which they had just escaped. Only a few mounds of rock split the otherwise flat surface. There wasn’t any vegetation, not even a blade of grass to hide behind.  
 
    “We can’t lie here forever,” Storm whispered, “but there’s not much to hide behind.” He motioned to one side. “There’s a small knoll over there that we can use for cover.” 
 
    Melody took a quick glance over at the tiny hillock, not much higher than the two of them, and said, “Better to lie low and not move.” 
 
    “We’re in the open, Mel,” Storm argued. “All it would take is for one of those Wilders to head this way and notice two blotches of green against all this gray.” 
 
    Mel’s tail started to twitch and swish from side to side, and Storm could tell by the way it squirmed and the frown on her face that she didn’t want to admit that he was right. Finally, she huffed, “All right, slow sneak and keep yourself low to the ground.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re talking to the master of slow sneaks and only caterpillars and worms get lower to the ground than me.” 
 
    “Fine, Wormy, if you say so, now get going, I’m right behind.” 
 
    Wind Storm swung around and crouched so low that his muzzle scraped against the ground. They both wiggled and slid across the stone until with a quick scooting motion they whipped around the small, rounded mound and hunkered down.  
 
    Melody stuck her head around one side while Storm did the same on the other. After a moment, Storm eased back, took in a deep breath and sighed, “I don’t think they saw us.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Melody answered drawing in her own breath. “If they had, I’m not sure what we would have done.” She scowled as if she’d just bitten into a whole mouthful of rotten berry-berries. “Gone back down into a crevice, I guess.” 
 
    “What a choice for dying,” Storm muttered, “fried crispy by the Wilders or chomped in half by a Yarni.” 
 
    “Eww. Did you have to be quite so graphic?” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s what came to mind.” 
 
    “Well, next time have your mind keep it to itself. No need to share such disgusting thoughts, you know.” 
 
    They sat there a bit, not speaking. Melody eased her head around the small rock outcropping to watch the Wilders. Storm did too, but just as he started to slide back behind the mound, he stopped.  
 
    In the waning moonlight, he noticed something unusual about the rocky plain that caught his attention, and he raised his head to get a better look. The crevices were like black streams that meandered across the plateau until they joined a few larger canyons, which were like full rivers that all seemed to flow toward one particular mountain. 
 
    “Hey!” Melody protested. “What are you doing? Keep your head down or those Wilders will see us!” 
 
    Storm stared, first at the plateau, then at the mountain. The starlight wasn’t enough to make the peak out clearly but there was something odd about it compared to the others. 
 
    “Storm,” Melody growled, “get down!” 
 
    Over his shoulder, Storm said, “Hey, come look at this.” 
 
    “What?” she asked and shuffled over next to him. 
 
    Storm motioned with a talon. “That peak, it looks different from the others, and look, the crevices, see how they run together up to that point against the mountainside?” 
 
    The mound they hid behind was a little higher than the surrounding rock and gave a little better view down the plateau toward the mountain. Compared to the others, it was imposing and enormous, but instead of a sharp peak, its top seemed jumbled and broken. 
 
    Melody eased out a little from behind the mound and stared at where Storm pointed. “Look at the crevices. Follow their lines in the rock. Do you see it?” 
 
    Wind Melody slowly moved her head, peering at the cracks to one side before she looked over at the others. She brought her head straight forward and stared, her eyes narrowed. “Oh. I see what you mean. The cracks all seem to lead toward that point in the mountainside and just where the Wilders are skying.” 
 
    “And the mountain,” Storm pointed out, “see how different its top is from the others?” 
 
    Melody raised her head a little, peered intently at the mount before a moment later, she sucked in a breath. “Stormy, I think you’ve done it.” 
 
    “Done what?” 
 
    Melody raised a talon to point. “That’s Elise’s Mount Diomaire!” 
 
    Storm cocked his head first to one side and then the other as he gazed at the peak. “I don’t see the three spires.” 
 
    “It’s too dark, but I’m certain that’s her Mystery Mountain, though it doesn’t look all that mysterious to me.” 
 
    Storm stared for a moment more before he sucked in a breath. “That’s it, then!” 
 
    “What’s it then?” 
 
    “Don’t you see? We don’t know where my grandpa and the others are, and they don’t know where we are.” He stabbed a talon toward the immense massif. “The one thing we have in common is that mountain. That’s where they’ll head and that’s where we need to go!” 
 
     “Storm, you’re forgetting one minor detail.” She pointed a talon toward the dark mountain and the wheeling Wilders. “Them. I really don’t think they much care about us getting to that mountain, what they care about is getting us.” 
 
    A little rumbling growl built up in Storm’s throat. “Yeah, I know,” he spat out, “but I just know that’s where we’re meant to go—to that mountain, and wait for the others to show up.”  
 
    Melody stared at the mountain a moment more before she swung back behind the small rock mound and gazed at what lay in the opposite direction. What she saw in the moonlight caused her to lift her head and smile a little. “Or,” she said, pulling Storm around, and pointing, “we could go there.” 
 
    Storm took one look and snorted. “Why go there?” 
 
    “Because,” Melody sighed longingly, gazing at where a small, lush forest, its treetops glistening just a bit in the moons’ light, appeared to butt up against the barren plateau, “it’s home.” 
 
    “That’s not home!” Storm grunted. 
 
    “It could be,” she replied. 
 
    “No, it couldn’t,” Storm retorted and plopped down on his rump to glare at her.  
 
    “You’re just being stubborn.”  
 
    “Look who’s talking, the Queen of Stubborn.” 
 
    Melody returned Storm’s glare with her own glower and thrust a claw out to point toward where the forest’s dark line broke the plateau’s gray-white. “That’s where we need to go, back to the woods. We’re forest dragons, Storm, that’s our home, where we belong.” 
 
    “There’s no home to go back to, Melody!” Storm growled. “It’s all gone, destroyed, or do you want to join up with Night Wind and his scum? Be a ‘forest dragon’ with them?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t want that!” she snapped back. “But I also don’t want to be caught by those Wilders again and if we sit here long enough that’s exactly what’s going to happen. It’s going to be daylight soon, and all it would take is one pass by those vermin to spot us. At least in the woods we can find a place to hide, not to mention food and water.” 
 
    At the mention of fodder to fill his belly, and water from a flowing stream to slake his thirst, Storm’s stubbornness melted a little. She had a point, he thought, about hiding and finding something to eat and drink. He skewed his mouth a little to the side. Unless we want to learn how to eat rocks, because that’s all this upland has to offer. Still, I just can’t leave my grandpa or Soar behind, they’re all the family I have left in the world.  
 
    Storm lifted his head and stared at the line of dark green that marked the distant forest. What I wouldn’t give to walk in the cool woodlands, stalk a deer or two, have a long, fresh drink of water from a clear, bubbling creek. 
 
    He turned to Melody. “Thought you wanted to see what that mystery mountain held?” 
 
    For an instant, Melody’s eyes glistened, and her jaw quivered a little as if she was trying to hold back the tears. It didn’t work, and a drop ran down her emerald cheek, a silvery sphere that hung for a moment before it fell splattering on the stone. 
 
    “I . . . I thought I did. Now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    A Wilder dropping right on top of them couldn’t be a bigger surprise for Storm than seeing that silvery orb glisten on Melody’s cheek. At first, he didn’t believe it. Melody, the girl with no fear and practically no emotion had just let a tear run down her cheek scales.  
 
    “Mel?” he asked softly. “What’s wrong? I mean, what’s really wrong?” 
 
    “Wrong?” she burbled, her voice catching. “All of this is wrong! I want to go home, Storm. I want to be back in my home tree with my parents, and brothers, and sister. I want to hear them laughing, feel my mother’s talons wrapped around me, hugging me close, my dad teasing the way he did to make me laugh. 
 
    “I want to play sky-tag, eat hot, roasted venison that my mom made.” She slumped down on all fours. “Most of all,” she sobbed, “I just want them, Storm.”  
 
    Wind Storm stood there, his eyes sad as he gazed at Melody, unsure of what to do, what to say. Then it hit him as if he’d run headfirst into that Dragonheart tree again—he still had his grandpa and Soar. Melody had no one now. Storm was sort of an orphan, Melody truly was one, her whole family gone. 
 
    With a little hesitation, Storm stretched out a set of talons, gently laid them on her shoulder which heaved from her sobs. “Mel, I’m sorry, I truly am.” 
 
    She pushed his talon away. “You,” she sniffed, “need to keep watch for the Wilders. I just have something in my eye.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I know. A great big hurt got in your eyes, the same way one got in my eyes when I saw my mom die.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long moment before she softly said, “I just can’t believe they’re gone. I keep telling myself that this can’t be real, that actually I’m home asleep on my favorite branch and having the worst nightmare of all time.  
 
    “I keep saying that I’ll wake up any moment now and there’ll be my mom and dad, my brothers and sister and everything is fine—it was all just a really, really bad dream.” 
 
    Her body trembled a little as she said, “But it’s not a dream and the real nightmare was that mist monster we saw, and the Wilders, and Night Wind and what they did to us.” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath, let it out in a snarl. “Well, I’m done feeling sorry for myself and I’m through crying. All crying does is to get your face wet and blur your vision, but it doesn’t solve anything. Someday, I’m going to grow up and when I do, Night Wind and his scum are going to be sorry for what they did. You hear me, Stormy, I’m going to make them pay!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Melody and Storm stared at each other for a long moment, Storm seeing the anger, the determination, the fire and ice in her eyes. “If anyone can,” he nodded, “it’ll be you, Wind Melody, and I intend to be right there with you.” 
 
    She held out a talon. “Talon promise?” 
 
    Storm gripped her talon with one of his own. “Talon promise.” 
 
    He raised his head, stared at the dark forest for a moment, and then said to Melody, “I’ll make you a deal. We try to make our way to the mountain. If the others aren’t there, or it’s obvious we can’t get past the Wilders, we turn back and head for the woods, do it your way.” 
 
    Melody turned, glanced toward the peak and the Wilders circling in front of it, before she brought her gaze to the forest as if she was considering Wind Storm’s proposal. She peered at the woodlands for a bit more, before she nodded. “All right, deal.” 
 
    They turned to edge up to the low, rocky mound. “So,” Melody said, her voice firm and with no sign of her earlier tears, “just how are we going to sneak past those Wilders?” 
 
    Just then, several of the Wilders broke off, headed away from the mountain, leaving only two to do slow, wide circles over the far end of the plateau, acting as if they were vultures lazing above a dying animal. 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” Storm observed. “Made our job a little easier.” 
 
    “Yes,” Melody agreed, “but why did they do that?” 
 
    “Dunno,” Storm replied, “maybe they think we’re still down in those crevices or they’re looking for something else.” 
 
    “Could be,” Melody acknowledged, “or . . .” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Or what?” Storm prompted. 
 
    Melody peered in the direction that the Wilders flew off. “You did say that that mountain was our common point—what if your grandpa and the others made their way here?” 
 
    Storm jerked his head up at her thought. “You think those Wilders are going after them?” 
 
    Melody swung her gaze back to the mountain. “It was just a thought, Storm, and probably not right anyway. There could be half a dozen reasons those Wilders took off. Maybe they’re taking a meal break.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that much better than your first idea.” 
 
    “Right. Now back to our little problem. How we get past those Wilders without them seeing us, because I really, really don’t want to get caught again.” 
 
    Storm motioned off to his right. “There are a few more of these mounds over here.” 
 
    Melody studied her side for a few moments, said, “Nothing half as good this way.” 
 
    Storm took in a deep breath. “All right then, shall we?” 
 
    The two waited until the Wilders seemed to wheel slightly away before Storm and Melody scurried to the next little mound of rocks. They slid in behind the broken stones, breathless, and peeked out. “They didn’t see us,” Melody announced. 
 
    Once again, they held still until the next opportune time, then bounded out and darted across the rock, trying their best to keep their talons from tapping on the flat stone, but all the same not slowing even a little. 
 
    The next mound was farther away, and they slipped in behind with anxious faces. After a few moments, Storm peeked out, drew in a breath, and let it out in a long sigh. “So far, so good.” 
 
    Twice more, they hurried across the flat, rocky landscape to hide behind low rocks. At the last, Storm was about to dart out when Melody whipped out a talon, halting him. “Don’t move!” she ordered. “Wha—” Storm stuttered, to which she murmured, “Wilder, low and to our right.” 
 
    Storm froze, one talon half lifted off the rock, but to his credit, though scared, he didn’t move a scale and hardly breathed. Off in the near distance they could hear the swish and thump of wings on the night air. The Wilder passed nearby, seemed to head toward the mountain before its wingbeats faded into nothingness. 
 
    The two waited, shoulder to shoulder, not moving for what seemed forever, but the Wilder didn’t come back. Melody drew in a breath, slumped a little as she whispered, “That was close.” 
 
    “Any closer,” Storm whispered back, “and it would have been right on top of us. Nice going, I never saw a thing. How’d you see it?” 
 
    “Just happened to see a black blob that blotted out the stars for a moment. If I hadn’t been looking at that exact spot right then . . .” she didn’t finish her dire thought. They both knew what the fates held in store for them if caught again by the Wilders. 
 
    Storm stared at the mountain and sighed. It seemed no closer than when they first started. “What was that sigh about?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing as in having second thoughts? Want to turn back? The forest is closer, you know. The farther we go this way, the farther away it becomes.” 
 
    Storm hesitated before he shook his head, but he could feel the fear creep into his thoughts, chip away at his determination. “No. It may not seem like it, but we have gotten closer to the mountain—a little.” 
 
    Storm edged up to the corner of the rocks, set his talons, readying for the next dash. When Melody didn’t come next to him, he said over his shoulder, “Coming?” 
 
    “You are soooo obstinate, Wind Storm,” Melody huffed. “They should have named you Stubborn Wind.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he retorted, “but I’m no more stubborn than you.” 
 
    Melody came alongside, gave him a push with one shoulder. “Maybe so.”  
 
    The next tiny hillock was a short dash and when they stopped, Storm looked around and said, “There’s a shallow gulley on my side, if we scrunch down, we should be okay.” 
 
    They waited a moment and then darted to the low ravine and dropped down. Its banks barely covered them even as they lay on their belly scales. Not hearing anything to alarm them, they began a quiet sneak, their ears up and swiveling in every direction, listening intently. 
 
    “Is this what it’s like to stalk Imperious Majesto on your belly?” Melody whispered. 
 
    “No,” Storm answered, “this is what it feels like to be a snake!” 
 
    The two sproggers crawled on their bellies until the gully stopped at the lip of a chasm. The two stared at the dark depths and then to the far edge. “What now?” Melody asked. “I can fly across, but what about you? Think you can get enough air to glide to the other side?” 
 
    The chasm was deep and dark, the blackness so thick that it was hard to see the bottom. When Storm didn’t answer, Melody muttered, “From here on, they probably don’t get any narrower, Storm, and at some point, we’re going to have to cross over.”  
 
    “I know,” Storm agreed, “but there’s those two Wilders to think about. They might not see us in the dark, but they might hear our wings.”  
 
    Melody nodded a little, then grunted, “Well, there’s only one thing to do.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Storm snorted. “Give me the ol’ I-told-you-so speech and head for the forest?” 
 
    “No . . .” Melody returned slowly, “we made a deal and I’m willing to go on if you are.” 
 
    “I am. But how?” 
 
    “The same as before. Two sets of wings are better than one, right?” 
 
    Storm eyed the distance between the chasm’s two edges. “Guess so, just don’t drop me.” 
 
    Melody sniffed, gave Storm a sideways glance. “I admit, there are times when I’d like nothing better than to drop you on your head, but this doesn’t happen to be one of them.” 
 
    Storm grinned just a bit in reply. “Dropping me on my head doesn’t solve a thing, trust me, I know. I may not be able to fly, but nobody, nobody has a harder head than me.” 
 
    “For sure!” Melody quipped. “Inside and out.” 
 
    They both took another look at the chasm before Melody said, “If we’re going to do this, let’s go, the moons are getting lower, we’ll be running out of night before long.” 
 
    Storm scooted a ways back up the gulley. “To give me a good running start,” he explained to Melody. 
 
    “Good idea.”  
 
    Melody swung her head from the ebony river that was the gorge back to Storm before calling softly, “You sure about this, Stormy?” 
 
    Storm drew in a deep breath, let it out so that it puffed out his cheeks and whistled a little through his fangs. “No. But let’s do this before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    “All right,” she replied. “You know what to do. Just build up as much speed as you can. Once you’re in the air, I’ll be right above you and when you start to drop, that’s when I’ll catch you, and we both flap as hard as we can to get across. Got it?” 
 
    With a little swallow, Storm nodded and answered, “Got it.” He backed up a little more and glanced upward at the star-studded firmament. “Clear sky?” 
 
    Melody did a small, slow circle, her head up, her eyes searching. “Clear skies,” she acknowledged. 
 
    “Then, here we go.” Storm crouched down, his talons gripping the stone. He rocked back a little and then darted forward, his claws scraping against the granite. It was harder to get a grip on the rock than in dirt; nevertheless, he rushed forward, his eyes on the chasm’s lip. 
 
    “Faster, Storm!” Melody urged as he got close to her. “You need more speed!” 
 
    In answer Storm dug deeper, pushed his legs even faster. The chasm got closer and closer and then—he launched himself, snapping his wings out just as he soared out and over the broad gap.  
 
    He sailed along, crossed the midpoint before he felt himself dropping, but then Melody’s claws latched onto his shoulder scales and they both beat their wings with everything they had. A few moments later, they cleared the far side.  
 
    This time, their landing was a bit gentler than before, though it took both a few moments of lying on their backs, wings spread out on the rock, mouths open, sucking in great drafts of air before they rolled over and surveyed their surroundings. 
 
     “Clear sky,” Storm announced. 
 
    “Clear sky,” Melody agreed.  
 
    They stared at the mountain, noticeably closer now, and at the two circling Wilders. Both seemed unaware of Storm and Melody and winged slowly in great loops. 
 
    “We need to pick up the pace,” Melody urged. “We don’t want to get caught out in the open come sunrise, or we’ll have to hide until dark.” 
 
    Using what bits of cover they could find, the two moved faster, the lowering of the moons signaling they were running out of time. It wasn’t long before they reached what appeared to be the last crevasse between them and the mountain’s base. But this chasm was twice or three times wider than the previous gorge. 
 
    Storm and Melody hunched down, studying the ebony gulf in front of them. “Don’t need to say it,” Storm growled out the side of his mouth, “this thing’s as wide as all the others put together.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Melody grunted, eyeing the deep chasm. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking. There’s no way we can get across. Even if we tried, I’d probably end up crashing to the bottom.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Into a pack of Yarni, no doubt.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t stand a chance against them.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
     “Say something other than uh huh.” 
 
    “I was only being agreeable.” 
 
    “Sure you were. I can hear your thoughts. I know what you’re really thinking.” 
 
    “No, you can’t, but you’re right. We almost didn’t make that last one and it wasn’t nearly as wide as this.” 
 
    They stared at the cleft a moment more before Melody asked, “So what do you want to do? Quit? Turn around and go back?” 
 
    Storm sighed, stepped to the very edge of the canyon, his eyes peering up and down the gorge seeking a narrower way across. Seeing none, he said slowly, “My dad once told me that when he was just a little older than a sprogger, he was in a sky race, the longest he’d ever done, from the Vaulted Falls to Serenity Lake.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s a long race,” Melody acknowledged, “even for adults.” 
 
    “I know. He did it in answer to a dare from some others about his age. He admitted that he was being stupid one day and boasted that he could sky as fast as any adult. So, one of them said that the fastest adult had skyed from the falls to the lake in half a day and asked him if he thought he could do better? My dad answered that of course he could—way better, thinking that no one would dare challenge the Skunge Prinse.” 
 
    “But someone did?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Yep. Not only did they call him on it, but said that if my dad didn’t do it, they’d let everyone know about his boasting and how the Skunge Prinse was afraid to back up his claim. Make him look really stupid.” 
 
    “Did he? Did he do the race and best the adult time?” 
 
    Storm wrinkled up his muzzle a little. “Well, let’s just say he tried. He started at sunrise but wasn’t even halfway to the lake when he realized that there was no way he could make it back by sun high.” 
 
    Storm paused, then said, “My dad said that to this day he regrets what he did next.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “He quit—turned around and went back home. He said that, of course, the others didn’t snicker at him to his face, but he knew they were doing it behind his back. But that wasn’t what bothered him the most.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” 
 
    “Nope. It was the quitting. My dad said he never got over it. Every time he’d think about that day and what he did, it was like he had scale lice in his mind, biting, chewing, stinging, hurting.” 
 
    Storm’s head drooped for a moment as he recalled what his father had said to him next. “Wind Storm, I never want you to feel like you have scale lice inside your head because you quit. Never quit. Finish what you set out to do.” 
 
    The two remained silent for a few moments before Wind Melody shook her head. “I get it, but I don’t think this is the same, Storm. I’m sure your dad never meant for you to kill yourself just because you didn’t want to quit. It’s not the same.” 
 
    “Quitting is quitting,” he argued. 
 
    “Even if it’s an impossible task? You need to retake a good look at this chasm. We’re tired, it’s huge, and we almost didn’t get you across the last one, or had you forgotten?”  
 
    “Haven’t forgotten,” Storm mumbled.  
 
    Storm thought for a moment and then suggested, “What if we rest up for a bit? Wait until the last moon is down and then try? You sleep first, and I’ll keep watch. In a bit, we’ll switch, I’ll sleep a little and then we’ll sky across.” 
 
    Melody took another look at the ebony river that marked the crevice, then peered at Storm. Abruptly, she turned and began to walk away. “Hey!” Storm called in a low voice, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Back.” 
 
    “Back? I thought we had a deal? We’ve come this far, all we have to do is get across one more.” 
 
    “No, we don’t have one more to cross,” she growled. “Face it, Storm, we’re done. You’re tired, I’m tired, and even with a little rest, we try this and we’re both going to die!” 
 
    “No,” Storm countered, “not both of us. If we can’t make it all the way, you’re to let me go—save yourself, sky away.” 
 
    She whirled on Storm and for an instant, he thought she was going to either wallop him or pin him down and then let him have it with both talons. Tears churned in her eyes and her voice was angrier than he’d ever heard her before. “Don’t say that! I would never, never let you go!”  
 
    They stared at each other for a moment before she sniffed and spun away. “You’re impossible, you know that? And what you’re asking is impossible too!” 
 
    Together, they plodded slowly away from the chasm. In Storm’s heart, he knew Melody was right. Still, he had this feeling that if they could only span this one last crevice and make it to the mountain, they’d find his grandpa and the others waiting. 
 
    However, he also knew in his heart that he couldn’t cross over without Melody’s help, and that tone in her voice and the expression on her face told him she wasn’t going to help, no matter how much he pleaded. 
 
    She’s afraid, he sighed to himself. Well, I’m scared too, but something tells me her fear is different from mine, based on something else, but what I’m not sure. 
 
    They hadn’t gone far when both jerked their heads up. Heavy, thumping wings! Storm’s eyes grew wide as he caught sight of a dark body. This Wilder was not lazily skying along, like those near the mountain, no, this one was beating the air with powerful, swift strokes. 
 
    “He sees us!” Melody cried out. 
 
    Storm could think of only one thing to do. He pushed Melody hard to one side. “Run!” he yelped. “There’s two of us and only one of him, he can’t go after both of us!” 
 
    Melody whirled and darted away at a sharp angle, her talons beating a rapid-fire staccato on the granite. 
 
    Storm’s eyes followed her for a split instant before they whipped back to the onrushing brute. He was swooping down, his scarlet cat’s eyes centered on Storm. “Good,” Storm swallowed, feeling his gut fire creep up into his throat from fright. “You keep away from her, you bag of scummy scales.” 
 
    With that, Storm held himself for another instant, ensuring that the Wilder concentrated on him, before he spun around and dashed off, muttering grimly to himself, “All right, Storm, keep him coming, just don’t get caught.” 
 
    Since he couldn’t fly, Storm had had to use his legs a lot more than other sproggers until they were the strongest part of his body, which had made him fast on the ground. Even Wind Soar begrudgingly admitted that Storm was so much quicker on his feet than other dragons Storm’s age.  
 
    He hoped that his speed would keep this Wilder occupied—at least long enough for Melody to get away and find a hiding place. 
 
    Wind Storm dug in his claws, gaining speed with each moment. He stretched out his body, reached with his fore talons to seemingly pull the rock to him as he then pushed as hard as he could with his back hooks. His tail streamed behind and up as he didn’t want it dragging on the stone, slowing him down. 
 
    It was reach—pull—push—breathe. Reach—pull—push—breathe, over and over, gaining speed, not wasting time or effort looking back. He could hear the Wilder’s wings thumping closer and closer, knowing that he only had a few moments more before the red’s claws closed about him—if Storm didn’t do something to throw him off his track. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, he could see the scarlet stretching out his back claws, ready to pluck Storm off the rock facing just like Wind Soar would yank a trout out of the river back home. 
 
    But Storm was not some unsuspecting fish, idling just below the water’s surface. He waited a long moment more, hearing the wings beat closer until they were almost on top of him—then he planted his two right talons and spurted to the left. 
 
    This time, he did look back over his shoulder. The Wilder’s talons hit the granite hard, just where Storm had been a moment before. His enormous claws scraped along the rough stone for a moment as he fought to keep himself upright. An instant later though, he whipped his head around and glared at Storm, his lips curled over his fangs in a vicious snarl. 
 
    Storm couldn’t help himself and laughed a little as he brought his eyes and head back to the front and dug in his talons again. “Well,” he sighed to himself, “it worked once, but you know it won’t work a second time. You need to come up with something different.” 
 
    With a glance ahead, an idea began to form. Melody’s found a place to hide, he thought, she’ll be safe and this is the one chance you have. Only, if it doesn’t work . . . 
 
    Storm refused to think of what might happen and put all his efforts into gaining as much speed as he could, aiming straight at the crevice’s grinning maw of death. Behind him, he could hear the Wilder take to the air again, and once again his leathery limbs beat the sky as he winged swiftly behind. 
 
    The chasm’s ebony ribbon came closer and closer and Storm’s breathing was a hard rasp in his ears. “Easy, Storm,” he muttered to himself, “easy. Your timing has got to be perfect.” 
 
    He listened to the onrushing wings, his ears pointed behind, but his eyes never left the chasm’s lip which grew closer and closer. “Wait for him . . . wait for him . . .” 
 
    Then, Storm was at the gulf's edge and with everything he had, sprung outward over the seemingly bottomless fissure, his wings taut against his streamlined body, his front and back claws outstretched as if he would run upon the wind.  
 
    The Wilder was right overhead and Storm heard a clap! as the scarlet popped his wings tight against his body, diving straight at Wind Storm. Storm waited a heartbeat, knowing that if he misgauged the Wilder’s dive, he was doomed. 
 
    With the sound of a rushing wind pounding in his ears, Storm pulled his wings in tight and at the same time, heeled over in a tight, rightward dive. He could feel the Wilder right on his tail and knew that his talons were reaching out for him.  
 
    Storm waited another heartbeat and then jerked himself upright. His cupped wings blossomed out as if he were grabbing hold of air, killing his sky speed to nothing.  
 
    The Wilder misjudged his dive and screamed past Wind Storm, his claws missing Storm by a tip’s length. He whooshed past, but to Wind Storm’s surprise and dismay, he was sucked up into the Wilder’s air stream and for a few moments was pulled behind the big scarlet. 
 
    Then, Storm was tossed high and outward, tumbling for a few moments, before he straightened. He spotted the gorge’s wall and dove, listening for the Wilder. In just moments, the angry red was again swooping down, his claws outstretched. He’s ready for you this time, Storm thought. Gotta do something different or he’s gonna snatch you right out of the air. 
 
    An idea formed in his mind and he swallowed. “All right,” he muttered to himself, “this is going to be close.” He waited . . . waited and then the Wilder was upon him. Storm snapped his wings tight against his body and dropped like a green rock. 
 
    The Wilder tried to stop, but in the blackness of the crevice, he’d forgotten how close he was to the chasm wall. He smashed into the granite face, the bones in his wings snapping and breaking in half. With a bellow he plummeted downward, bouncing off the stone cliff several times. 
 
    Storm didn’t listen for him crashing into the rocky floor below as he had his own problems. He thrust his wings outward to slow his fall and heeled over to head toward the cliff. His one thought was that if he could reach the bluff and get a talon-hold, he might be able to climb his way out. 
 
    But a sharp, sudden gust of wind caught him and flung him up faster than he could manage. Out of the darkness the wall appeared and before he could stop, he slammed into the hard rock facing.  
 
    Dazed, Storm’s last thought as he slid downward was that he was going to either break his neck when he hit bottom, or there was a Yarni waiting with mouth wide open.  
 
    Either way, he was dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
     “Psst! Storm! Up here!” 
 
    Still groggy from hitting the canyon wall headfirst, Storm looked up to see Melody hanging over the chasm’s lip, just a little above him, reaching down with her front claws. “Wha . . .” he mumbled, before she whispered, “Shh! Hurry! Reach up.” 
 
    Storm’s eyes widened as he realized that he was slumped on a narrow ledge, and only a little way below the gorge’s top. He raised a claw and Melody clamped both her talons around his. “C’mon,” she grunted, “climb!” 
 
    With his back legs clawing at the rock, and Melody pulling, Storm managed to slide across the lip and lay there for a moment, sucking in a breath. “Oh no, you don’t,” Wind Melody declared and pulled at him, “no lying around, those other Wilders probably heard and will be here any moment. Move.” 
 
    Storm pushed himself up and following Melody, loped alongside the gorge’s lip for a bit before turning sharply to the right and to a cliff facing with its deep shadows. 
 
    They crouched low together as just then, they heard the deep thump-thump of heavy dragon wings. A Wilder dragon appeared, winging over the canyon, his head down, staring into the darkness. He winged up and down the chasm several times, his eyes searching the gorge and to each side.  
 
    Storm and Melody stayed perfectly still, afraid that even the tiniest of sounds would give them away to the searching scarlet.  
 
    The crimson dragon did another flyby over the rift and seeming not to see or hear anything out of the ordinary, turned and winged away. Both Storm and Melody sagged, letting out the breath they’d been holding. “Whew . . . that was really—” 
 
    “I know,” Melody groused, “another close one. One of these times we’re going to run out of close calls, you know.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” Storm muttered, “does it?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s obvious. I can’t get across the canyon, so we might as well head for the forest.” 
 
    Melody stared at him for a second before she giggled. “Storm, look around, you numb-scale.” 
 
    “What?” Storm replied and raised his head a bit to peer at their surroundings. His mouth dropped open. “We’re on the other side!” 
 
    “Uh huh.” In a rush of words, she said, “I didn’t see all of what happened when you tangled with that scarlet, but I did see you suddenly pop up high over the canyon, then you dove down, I lost sight of you, saw the Wilder dive, then I heard the Wilder crash. So, I flew across looking for you and there you were lying on that ledge.”  
 
    She punched Storm with a fist. “Nice job, Stormy. Taking out a Wilder all by yourself, and you managed to get across the gorge all on your own too.” 
 
    “Ummm,” Storm swallowed, “I had a little help making it over.” 
 
    “And did you have help with the Wilder too?” 
 
    “Yeah. A big, hard wall that didn’t move out of his way.” 
 
    Melody giggled a little more, then turned serious and said, “All right, we’re here, at the mountain, and oh, by the way, when I was skying across I saw something on the mountainside.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “An arch.” 
 
    “An arch? Okay, you saw an arch. So what, dragons don’t make arches.” 
 
    “No, but other people do, and I bet that’s what Elise is looking for, what she wanted us to find.” 
 
    “She wanted us to find an arch? I still say, so what?” 
 
    “It’s not just the arch, Storm, the arch is over an opening—an opening into the mountain, a cave perhaps, and it must be that what’s in that cavern is important. Why else would those Wilders be circling overhead? And if so, that’s where the others will head to once they see the archway.”  
 
    Storm smiled a little. “You’re right. How far is it?” 
 
    “Not far. This cliff will take us almost right up to it.” 
 
    Storm started to turn away, but stopped, and said, “You sure you want to keep going?” 
 
    Melody wrinkled her muzzle a little. “Yes, I want to keep going. I’m over all that stuff back there.” She narrowed her eyes and then punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Hey,” he protested, “what was that for?” 
 
    “Just a reminder that you better not tell anyone about my blubbering, got it?” 
 
    “Believe me, I got it,” Storm agreed, rubbing his shoulder. 
 
    “Good, let’s go.” 
 
    Without another word, Melody led off, Storm close behind as they loped next to the high cliff. The bluff kept them in dark shadow, and they stayed close to the chipped and cracked rock face, being careful not to scrape their scales against the stone.  
 
    They came to a jutting shoulder and slowed until they were barely creeping along as the Wilders were almost straight overhead as they circled. The two sproggers kept glancing up at the scarlets as they winged above, their dark wings slowly dipping and rising.  
 
    Step by slow step, they crept forward until they came to a point where they could scrunch down behind some fallen boulders and see the high archway Melody had spotted from below. 
 
    It was as high as a dragon’s head and made of smooth, gray-hued blocks. Each was of the exact same size running from the base to the arch’s center point. However, the stone set in the precise middle was a bit shorter than the others and an obsidian black. Etched deep into the keystone were runes of some sort, but Storm and Melody had no idea what they said.  
 
    They sat there for a few moments before Melody rose as if she were going to make a break for the opening. Storm’s claw shot out, stopping her, “Hey, don’t you think we should wait here for the others to show up first?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Nope? Just like that—nope.” 
 
    “You can wait here if you want, I’m going on. It’s going to be daylight soon and if we wait, we’ll have to find a place out here to hide, or,” she pointed at the opening, “in there where it’s dark enough to conceal us.”  
 
    Melody settled back a little and turned her face squarely to Storm’s. “Listen, Stormy, you had your feeling about the others heading here—well, I have mine about that opening, and I’m going to find out why.” 
 
    Storm took in a deep breath, blew it out. “Queen of Stubborn, that’s what you are.” 
 
    Melody smiled a little. “Not any more than when you insisted that we reach this place despite those dra-goons overhead. Well, we did, and I’m going to see what those Wilders are guarding that’s so important.”  
 
    She gave Storm a little shrug. “You wanna wait here? Fine. Yell out if the Wilders see me or head into the cave while I’m in there.” 
 
    Storm let out a long sigh. “All right, do you see a way to get in without the Wilders seeing us?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Melody pointed with a talon. “That line of boulders leads almost to the opening.” 
 
    “And the Wilders?” 
 
    “When one gets to the end of his loop, for a few moments, his head is turned away from the opening. The other’s loop takes him up and over the top and for a bit, he can’t see the archway either. All we have to do is time it just right.” 
 
    Storm sighed again. “Time it just right. Sounds familiar.” 
 
    “You with me?” 
 
    The two locked eyes and Storm muttered, “I may not like your idea even a little, but you stayed with me, so I’m sticking with you.” 
 
    Melody smiled, glanced around, and whispered, “Stay close.”  
 
    She waited a moment more and then shot out from behind the boulder, Storm right on her tail. They slid behind the first boulder, paused, and then darted to the next. After two scurrying rushes from one set of concealing to rocks to another they were almost to the opening.  
 
    Storm raised his head just a little watching the two Wilders. The two held their breath as the far Wilder swooped to the end of his loop, and started a long, gentle arc to turn back. Melody pushed at Storm, “Now!” and bolted toward the opening, Storm running right with her. 
 
    They whipped around the portal’s edge and pushed themselves against the wall, letting the darkness swallow them. Storm tried to slow his breathing so as to not make a sound, but his heart was racing and pounded in his chest, practically matching time with his breath.  
 
    They held perfectly still for several more moments before Melody pushed them a little deeper into the opening. With nothing but darkness, Storm reached out with a talon and felt smooth wall under his touch. “Someone made this,” he whispered to Melody, “and I don’t think it was dragons. We don’t make things like this—do we?” 
 
    “No,” she murmured, “this is not dragon made.” 
 
     “So, what now?” Storm asked. “Wait here? I don’t know about you, but I can’t see a thing. This is the blackest black I’ve ever seen. Who knows what’s lurking in this place?” 
 
    “Afraid of the big bad boogey-dragon, Storm? The sprogger who defeated Imperious Majesto on a regular basis?” 
 
    “Nope,” Storm growled, “just afraid of those Wilders outside and what—”  
 
    Suddenly, Melody clamped a claw around his snout, muffling his words. “Wilders!” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    The two began to back away from the opening, its outline barely visible in the darkness. Silently, they took a few more steps backward. Storm was about to take another step when, for a moment, dizziness swept over him and he stumbled a little, bumping into Melody. Then, seemingly out of thin air, he heard a voice, low and melodious. 
 
    Failte Dracon Cearcall Maken. 
 
    “Wha . . .?” he gasped and whirled around, looking for the source of the voice. “Who said that!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Melody squeaked. “They’ll hear you!” 
 
    Storm’s dizziness abruptly cleared and coming from outside the portal was the heavy beat of wings. With a start, Storm realized that he and Melody were too near the opening and they might be seen, or worse, thanks to him, heard.  
 
    With a tug, Melody pulled at him, and together they darted a bit farther on, until Melody slowed, her talons out and feeling the wall. Suddenly, she stumbled a little as her talon pushed at nothing.  
 
    “In here!” she whispered and grabbed at Storm, pulling him with her. They slipped around a corner and stopped, the two of them blanketed in shadow. 
 
    At the sound of talons scraping across the floor near the archway, the two sproggers went to their bellies, trying to stifle their breathing. A moment later, they heard claws tapping across the smooth surface, and then, “You’re sure they’re in there?” a Wilder growled. 
 
    “I’m telling ya, I saw what looked like two sproggers run into the opening just as I made my turn. They’re in here alright. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Hold on, you heard the orders. We stay out.” 
 
    “And give up the reward just for some stupid orders? It’s just a cave. Besides, I’ve seen darker.” 
 
    “Yes, but have you ever seen one that the Master said to stay out of?” 
 
    To Storm’s ears came the rustling of massive wings as if one Wilder shook them before he settled them alongside his scarlet body. “Suit yourself. You stay, and I’ll go, but I’m not sharing the reward.” 
 
    He snickered while saying, “But I’ll let you watch while I down a dozen fatted sheep, wool and all.” 
 
    The other snorted. “And I’ll watch as the Master roasts you over a spit for disobeying.” 
 
    With a laugh, the bold one took a step inside the opening, his talons tapping on the flooring’s smooth surface, then another, and then he abruptly stopped.  
 
    To Storm and Melody came the sound of wings fluttering rapidly as if the scarlet was trembling or shaking. “Hey,” the one called, “whatsa’ matter with you? Why are you twisting around as if you got a hive full of bees buzzing about your head?” 
 
     “I . . . I,” the other sputtered, “there’s a—” He stopped and then demanded, “Can’t you hear, see it?” 
 
    “Hear? See? What’re you talking about? Other than you, I can’t see a thing!” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a wild scratching and stomping as if one of the scarlets was digging its talons into the pavers in a wild backward frenzy. “Look out, you—!” 
 
    The passageway echoed with the sound of huge bodies banging together, and one being knocked to the floor, then the sound of wings pounding violently away from the opening. After a moment, came a growling, “What’s gotten into that idiot!” 
 
    Then, the one scarlet backed away and took to the air, his wings beating hard as if he chased after his companion. Storm and Melody crouched close together, listening to the sound of distant wingbeats until they were gone. They waited a few more moments before they cautiously poked their heads out. “Wow,” Storm muttered. 
 
    “Double wow,” Melody returned. “What just happened?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Storm admitted, “but maybe we should follow their example and leave. This is a scary place and I don’t want any part of it—especially hearing voices out of thin air.” 
 
    “What voices? I didn’t hear anything except those two Wilders snapping at each other.” 
 
    “Uh, actually it was only one voice and it definitely wasn’t those Wilders.” 
 
    Melody was quiet for several moments before saying, “Must’ve been the wind, it was playing tricks on your ears.” 
 
    “No . . .” Storm returned slowly, shaking his head, “it wasn’t the wind. The wind doesn’t speak in words, and I’m thinking that maybe that Wilder heard it too—that’s what spooked him.” 
 
    Melody drew in a deep breath as if she was thinking about what Storm said, but then declared, “Voices or no . . .” her voice dropped off as just then a soft, wispy light grew in the tunnel until it was just enough for them to see by. “I’m going on,” she finished in a faint whisper. 
 
    They both stared at the radiance, neither blinking, until Melody swallowed a little and weakly said, “I think that’s an invitation to come in, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I think,” Storm said slowly, his eyes widening a bit, taking in the glow, “that if those Wilders come back we’ll be in clear sight. Hard to miss two green dragons in that light, you know—even if we are kinda small.” 
 
    “You said it yourself, Storm,” Melody replied, her voice firming up, “those Wilders got spooked. They’re not coming back anytime soon. Let’s go.” 
 
    Melody stepped out into the softly lit corridor. When Storm didn’t follow, she turned and said, “Suit yourself. But if I find food and water, I’m not sharing.” 
 
    How does she do that? Storm thought. She knows I’m a sucker when it comes to food. “You’re bluffing, you know there’s nothing to eat back there.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    “Well, uh, no.” 
 
    “So, we’ll never know who’s right until we go look.” 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment before Storm grumped, “All right, all right, I’m coming, but whatever it is we’re supposed to find better be good, and there better be food to go with whatever it is that we’re supposed to find in this spooky cave, and if there’s not, then I—.” 
 
    “You’re babbling again, Stormy.” 
 
    “Can’t help it, you didn’t hear that voice.” 
 
    The two plodded on, Melody confidently moving ahead, but Storm holding back, still wary, which caused Melody to slow her steps as she really didn’t want to leave him behind. After a bit, she looked over her shoulder at Storm and called, “Hey, are you pretending to be a snail back there?” 
 
    “No,” Storm answered, “I just think it’s smart to be cautious, size up the place before barreling headlong into who knows what. Besides, I—” 
 
    Storm stopped, his mouth open, staring beyond Melody. She peered at him for an instant, her eyebrow scales furrowing before she whirled. Another arch, only this one glowing with a sharp, dazzling light filled the corridor a short distance away. 
 
    Melody sucked in a breath. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Storm responded. “It was all kinda dark and then there it was.” 
 
    “Another archway,” Melody stated. “But much smaller than the outer one.” 
 
    “What’s it made of?” Storm whispered. “Light? I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    “I think it’s crystal,” Melody replied. “Or stars the way it shimmers with all those pinpoints of light.” 
 
     “Do you think that’s what—” 
 
    “We’re meant to find?” Melody finished. “Oh yes. It has to be.” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out. Come on.” She broke into a run. 
 
    “Hey!” Storm called out. “Slow down, you don’t know what’s . . .” his voice trailed off to a groan as she ignored him, “in there,” he finished. 
 
    Storm hurried to catch up, but Melody was really bearing down, her tail whipping behind. They rushed toward the arched opening only to slow down once they saw what lay just beyond. A large anteroom, glowing with the same brilliance as the archway, filled their eyes.  
 
    They stood under the arch for a moment and then, much, much slower, Melody paced into the crystal chamber, with Storm beside her. The room’s sides shimmered with light as bright as the day at sun high. Their talons made a small tapping sound on the perfectly flat, glossy floor.  
 
    Their reflections on the mirrorlike walls seemed to flow into forever and after a few steps, Storm stopped and made a few faces just to see what he’d look like through eternity with his tongue wagging to one side and his eyes crossed. 
 
    Melody dug a sharp elbow into his side. “Stop that, this is serious!”  
 
    “Sorry,” Storm mumbled, “couldn’t help myself. Only time I’ve ever seen what I look like was when the pond was clear and still.” 
 
    Melody glared and shook her head in consternation as Storm joined her. They took another few steps, then both abruptly stopped in their tracks when from the center of the room came a quivering and shimmering as if the air trembled and shook. 
 
    There was a deep bass rumbling beneath their feet causing both to anxiously look down at the gleaming floor and take a step or two backward, fearful that the delicate-appearing floor might crack and crumble underneath them.  
 
    Melody raised a talon to point. “Look,” she gasped. 
 
    Rising from the flooring was a slender, gleaming silver column that seemed to rotate until it reached almost halfway to the ceiling before it stopped. At its top was a swirl of twisting, churning light, so bright that it almost blinded the eye. Tendrils of radiance reached out, curling about each other before the light slowly dimmed and then died at their tips. 
 
    Melody tugged at Storm and hesitantly, they eased toward the dais, but as they came near to the gleaming pedestal Melody slowed and then stopped. “Storm,” she whispered, “inside the ball of light. What is that?” 
 
    Storm stared hard for a few moments at the swirling, luminous, nebulous sphere. In the luminance something slowly turned, held in the air as if by the light. “I’m not sure,” he whispered, “a ring? A circle of light maybe?” 
 
    “A ring,” she murmured, nodding. “I think you’re right, and that might be what Elise wanted us to find.” 
 
    “Okay . . .” Storm nodded, “what do we do now?” 
 
    “I think—” Melody began, only to suck in a breath as from overhead came the whisper of a dark, sinister laugh. 
 
    Storm whirled, his fangs bared. “Did you hear that?” he demanded. 
 
    Melody nodded, her eyes wide, and flicked side to side looking for the source of the evil laughter. “Oh yes. Please tell me that was you playing one of your silly jokes.” 
 
    “I wish it were, but no, that wasn’t me.” 
 
    “I was afraid that’s what you were going to say.” 
 
    The laugh returned, and they both spun, their heads down, lips drawn in a snarl. Storm suddenly became rigid as he stared at the room’s bright sides. “Something’s wrong,” he said, “look at the walls!” 
 
    Melody raised her head and gasped. All around them, the crystal dimmed, going dark, as the walls and ceiling exuded shadowy wisps that curled and slowly swirled as if imitating the orb’s tendrils of brilliance. “What is that?” she demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know but I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Melody snorted as she stepped back until the two stood shoulder to shoulder. Usually, Storm moved away from a girl dragon’s touch, but this time he found Melody’s touch comforting. Together, they started to back away toward the entrance but stopped in midstride.  
 
    From the walls issued long, snaky gray bodies as big around as their own. They lowered themselves to the ground, a dozen or more, their rounded, scarlet eyes fixed and centered on the two sproggers, deep hunger mirrored in their orbs. 
 
    Storm and Melody started to run, only to find that the undulating creatures behind them, blocking their way out of the room. “I thought things were bad before,” Storm gulped, “but this is much, much worse.” 
 
    “Really?” Melody growled, her lips drawn back in a snarl. “What gave it away? Smoke pouring out of solid crystal, or those wormy things that want to eat us?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    The snakelike creatures raised the fore part of their sinewy bodies off the gleaming surface, their necks curved back, their unblinking, oval eyes centered on the sproggers. Storm and Melody backed toward the silver column as the circle of undulating monsters slithered around them.  
 
    The hissing, deadly creatures blocked the way to the portal entrance, trapping the two small dragons, cutting off their escape. Storm pulled at Melody, ordered in a low voice, “Sky! Get out of here, those things won’t be able to reach you!” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” she snapped. “And have to face your grandpa and explain to him how I left you behind?” 
 
    “Just tell him I told you to go, he’ll understand.”  
 
    “Nope. Not doing it. Besides, we’re doing the I-carry-you-out-of-here thing.”  
 
    She sprang upward and snapped her wings out, but just as she did, Storm backed up a bit more, his eyes wide at a dark spot that appeared high above. “Uh oh. I don’t think so. Look.” 
 
    Melody whipped her head up, her wings slowing as she watched a swirling, churning dark cloud descend as if the ceiling had suddenly turned into black, roiling smoke. The mist lowered itself off to one side, away from the glowing column and radiant ball of light and settled to the ground.  
 
    The worm creatures glided out of the roiling cloud’s way, but they quickly swiveled their necks and heads to stare at the dragons though they didn’t approach any closer. 
 
    From the cloud, a raspy, silky voice said, “Ah, Wind Storm and Wind Melody. Two of our long-lost sproggers from Haven. I’m so glad we found you before something terrible happened to you both.” 
 
    “We’re not lost,” Melody snarled, “and something terrible did happen to the two of us, or had you forgotten what you did back in Haven?” 
 
    “Yes,” the voice replied with a tinge of sorrow, “I am aware of those very unfortunate and completely avoidable set of circumstances. If your parents and the others hadn’t been so rash, so hasty to judge, and instead listened to reason, they would still be alive, and dragon would not have fought dragon.” 
 
    “Rash? Hasty?” Melody spit the words out as if she had just bit into sour lemon berries. “It was your scummy Wilders who attacked Haven and did the killing.” 
 
    “Attacked is a rather strong word,” the voice murmured, “when describing how our scarlet friends merely came to the assistance of comrades who cried out for help when violently threatened with injury or even death.  
 
    “We were only trying to ensure that our friends weren’t harmed or perhaps even killed. You can understand that, can’t you? After all, as friends you help each other, don’t you? I mean, that’s what friends do, is that not right?” 
 
    Storm leaned toward Melody and whispered, “This thing is as slippery and slimy as the mud baths back home.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered back, “he keeps turning my words back on me, making it sound like it was all our family’s fault.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” Storm demanded. 
 
    “Ah, little one, do not worry about such things for your ways are not my ways, my thoughts not your thoughts, for mine are grander and higher than yours.” 
 
    The cloud seeped forward, and the snake-worms slid farther back against the walls to let it ooze through. They acted as though the last thing they wanted was to have the mist touch their wrinkled, whitish skin. 
 
    “However,” the voice sighed, “the past is done, and we cannot change what transpired, can we? However, we can ensure that such misunderstandings, such mistrust and antagonism don’t happen again, starting with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Storm asked, his eyes narrowed as he took a step back as the thing came closer.  
 
    “Why, you are the future. With your help we can build a new world where all are equal and peace and harmony reign. Especially with you, Wind Storm.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Storm growled in return, “we saw how that worked out back at Council Rock. Peace and harmony were just flowing everywhere right up to the point where you killed Wind Delight’s dad.” 
 
    “There has to be order in all things,” the voice answered sternly, “and sometimes to establish order one has to make hard choices. To make a straight trail through the forest to reach your intended destination you sometimes have to remove a few trees.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Melody muttered, her eyes flashing fire, “except that our families weren’t trees. So, what is it that you really want with us, other than to feed us to these slime slugs?” 
 
    “Join us. Help us to establish a new order so that we can end these conflicts and wars, especially between dragons. Do away with the old ways and usher in a new era.” 
 
    “With you as our masters?” 
 
    “Masters?” the voice chuckled. “Oh no. Think of us as mentors, guides down this wonderful pathway.” 
 
    “That’s not what Night Wind and the others called you back at Council Rock,” Storm charged. 
 
    The voice was quiet for a moment before saying, “Sometimes some of my comrades get a little exuberant and forget that we are merely teachers and counselors.” 
 
    Wind Melody glanced at Storm and he could see in her eyes the same thought he had. The realization that this was not the same “master” they had met back at Council Rock. The voice was somewhat similar, but now that Storm listened intently, this one was not quite so harsh or grating, not so militant or stern.  
 
    Melody leaned close, murmured in Storm’s ear, “Two different masters.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Storm whispered back. “I think I liked the other voice better. I knew exactly where I stood with him, about as high as a worm.” 
 
     “I know,” Melody muttered, “with this one, I feel like I’m being slathered in tree sap, sticky, stinky, and thoroughly unpleasant to the touch.” 
 
    Storm nodded, spoke up, “We’re just sproggers. Why are we so important to you?” 
 
    “Because,” a new and familiar voice came from behind, “sway the hearts and minds of the children and you change a whole generation to your way of thinking. As he said, you are the future.” 
 
    Storm whirled around, a huge grin on his face. “Grandpa!” 
 
    The snake-worms twisted around for an instant before they gave ground before Wind Walker and Elise, who stood in the archway. Elise’s curled staff glowed at the tip, as if a bright star sat on the end of her rod. She held it out and away from her body, and her face showed wary, cautious lines as she stared into the room. 
 
    “Ah,” the voice in the cloud said with a note of disappointment in his tone, “I see you still live, Buolungrstorr.” 
 
    “Not for lack of your cutthroats trying, I assure you,” Wind Walker answered and took a few steps forward, his face and eyes set hard. 
 
    “If true,” the voice replied, “I’m sure they were only defending themselves. After all, as I understand it, you assaulted one of our friends, threatened to kill him simply for voicing his opinion. And here I supposed you were one who believed in free speech, thought, and the right to voice a differing viewpoint.”  
 
    “Differing opinions and thoughts, yes,” Wind Walker returned, “but insult my honor or that of my family with lies and falsehoods—no. Try to subvert our ways, destroy our code of honor, ethics, undermine the good in our society and replace it with vile, perverted ways—no. Then I hold you and your vermin friends accountable for their despicable actions.” 
 
    “Well, as they say,” the voice returned, “there are different sides of the same dragon scale and to every story.”  
 
    The voice seemed to hesitate, then said, “Nevertheless, our offer extends to you as well, Buolungrstorr. Come join us in our great work. We would welcome your wisdom as well as your courage. Together we can change the face of Erdron, make it a paradise, where there wouldn’t be just one Haven for emeralds, but Havens for every kind of dragon across Erdron. Where no dragon would know fear, or go hungry, or have someone riding on their backs and goading them with hated Proga lances.”  
 
    Wind Walker sighed deeply, lowered his head a little as if in thought, but as he did, his eyes met Wind Storm’s and he flicked them to one side before he stared right at Storm and then flicked his eyes to the side again. Storm’s mouth dropped open a little as he caught Wind Walker’s silent message and barely nodded. 
 
    “Well now,” Wind Walker replied slowly, thoughtfully, bringing a talon to scratch under his chin, “I must say that is a very tempting offer—very tempting indeed.” 
 
    Storm barely moved a talon, but hooked Melody’s leg and gently tugged. Melody glanced at Storm as he cocked his head to one side along with a little jerk to her leg. Her eyes widened and along with Storm she slowly sidled a bit to the right, away from the mist monster. 
 
    “Would I,” Wind Walker went on, “become one of you? A Master? After all, I was once the king of Haven, you know. Sort of hard to take a step back after how hard I’ve worked to finally get to the top. A matter of pride and prestige, as it were.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the cloud beast replied, “that would be something for us to consider. Once you’ve proven your faithfulness and worthiness, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Wind Walker answered, “I understand that I haven’t done as much as you folks in bringing about order and all in the world. Would need to show you and the others that I can carry my share of the workload.” 
 
    He flicked his eyes toward Storm again and shifted his head just so, as if to say, move out of the way, a little more. 
 
     Storm and Melody slid again just as Wind Walker’s lips turned up in a grim smile. “Well, Misty, after giving it a bit more thought, the truth is, the only person I ever want to be master over is myself and that’s hard enough to do. So, my answer is—” 
 
    Dragon fire erupted from Wind Walker’s mouth, an enormous, scorching river of fire that exploded outward, enveloping the mist monster and the snake-worms nearby. From where they had hidden just outside and to one side of the portal, Brave Wind, Soar, and Charity thundered into the room, adding their fire to Wind Walker’s. 
 
    Behind them were the others, Shap and Reyna leading the way, bows and swords out and at the ready. 
 
    Elise’s star-pointed staff burst into light, so bright that Storm and Melody had to squint and turn their heads away for a moment. The snakelike things squealed and squirmed away from the radiance as if the touch of light burned their skins.  
 
    Elise stepped farther into the room as she swung her staff this way and that, first pointing it at the creatures on one side before swinging it back the other way, keeping the things at bay. Not for long, however, as some of the monsters turned to snap at her, causing her to dance away or be caught in their fangs. 
 
    Shap, Reyna, Shane, and Rafe unleashed a flight of arrows that caught several snake-worms in their necks. The things flopped and writhed as green blood smeared the gleaming floor. 
 
    The attacking dragons whipped their heads back and forth, spewing fire across the chamber. Wind Melody grabbed at Storm, pulled him around, “We’ve got to do something, their fire won’t last forever.” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    From across the way, Elise shouted, “The ring! Get the ring!” Then she whipped her staff around, a burst of light keeping a phalanx of snake-worms at bay that tried to attack her and the others. 
 
    Melody and Storm glanced up at the radiant sphere, its tendrils of light playing over their heads. Though the churning radiance pulled at Storm, he said, “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Let’s get to the others before those snake things take an interest in us.”  
 
    “No!” Melody barked. “Elise wants us to get the ring, and that’s what we’re going to do. Remember what she said, that it must be a power, or maybe a weapon of some kind?” 
 
    Storm took one look at Melody’s determined expression, sighed, and pushed at her. “All right, but hurry and be careful up there.” 
 
    Melody spread her wings, sprang upward. She flew straight at the glowing ball—and bounced off. She fluttered in the air for a moment, confusion on her face, before she swung around to another side and tried again. She sped through the air, hit the light and was thrown backward. 
 
    “No good! I can’t get to it!” 
 
    “Maybe if you—” Storm started, only to stop at the sound of scrabbling talons behind him. He spun around to find Wind Delight hurrying over the glossy surface, her face fearful as she kept an eye on the snake-worms battling Elise and the others. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she yelled as she ran up. “We need to get out of here!” 
 
    “Delight!” Storm yelped. “You’re alive, you’re okay, you’re—” 
 
    “Here!” Melody called out. “How wonderful. But we’re not leaving without the ring!” 
 
    “What ring?” Delight demanded.  
 
    Storm pointed up at the radiance. “Elise wants us to get that ring thing in the ball of light. It must be a weapon of sorts that we can use against the smoke beast, but for some reason Melody can’t seem to get it out.” 
 
    Delight glanced up at the churning radiance. “Are you sure? Doesn’t look like much of anything to me.” 
 
    “Elise thinks it’s important, or she wouldn’t have us risk our necks,” Melody growled. With that, she swept around, gained speed, and headed straight into the churning glow—only to again bounce off hard.  
 
    She seemed to sway in midair for a moment, her wings barely keeping her aloft. She shook her head as if to clear her sight, snarled, “Delight, get up here—you try it.” 
 
    “What makes you think that I can get through?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Melody snapped, “but we’ve got to try.” 
 
    Storm nudged Delight. “Please. Try.” 
 
    Delight hesitated, then spread her wings. “All right, but I’m blaming you two if anything bad happens to me and I get hurt.”  
 
    She winged upward, increased her speed, smashed headfirst into the glowing globe, and recoiled off to one side. “Ouch,” she mumbled as she shook her head, “never knew light could be so hard or hurt so much.” 
 
    Just then, there was a fizzing and soft sizzling sound as Wind Walker’s and the other dragons’ fire sputtered out, leaving them to face the mist monster, whose cloud still roiled and churned.  
 
    From within the swirling smoke, the voice laughed harshly. “It will take more than that to kill me, fallen one,” he sneered to Wind Walker. “Now, feel my fire and I dare say the results, for you, will be far different and deadly.” 
 
    From the cloud spewed a torrent of dark, crackling fire, a stark, ebony column that rained embers and sparks as it shot across the distance. Wind Walker couldn’t jump aside as there wasn’t enough room, so he reared as if to take the brunt of the black flames on his enormous chest. 
 
    Just before the fire blasted him, there was a loud cry of Giath ànium Ares! 
 
    From the tip of Elise’s staff, a shield of golden light exploded outward in front of the dragons and the humans who stood just behind. The fire smashed into the bulwark which seemed to glow and radiate a hot light of its own. For a moment it held, but then, the beast’s fire splashed up and over the edges, dissolving and shrinking the radiance. 
 
    “That’s not going to hold long!” Melody cried. She and Wind Delight landed next to Wind Storm, and Melody spun Storm around to face her. “Storm, you’re the last to try.” 
 
    “Me?” Storm sputtered. “What makes you think I can do any better than one of you? Besides, you know I can’t fly.” 
 
    The three both whirled at the sound of raspy slithering from across the stone floor. The snake-worms, freed from Elise’s hurtful light, slowly and warily circled around the ongoing battle but from the way their hungry eyes flicked toward the little dragons, their evil intentions and ultimate goal were evident. 
 
    Storm took one look at the undulating creatures and yelped, “Get me up there!” 
 
    Melody spread her wings but stopped, an odd expression on her face. “No,” she said. 
 
    “No?” Storm squeaked. “But you just said—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” Melody snapped, “but something tells me you have to do this by yourself.” She whirled to Delight. “Listen,” she ordered, “this is what we’ll do.” 
 
    After a moment, she finished and said to Storm, “Just remember to get a good running start and spread those wings wide. Got it?” 
 
    Storm gulped before nodding, “Got it.” 
 
    As he backed up, Melody and Delight took positions, Melody hovering just off the floor, Delight a bit higher, both in line with the churning light.  
 
    As the worm things slithered closer, Melody screamed, “Now! Go!” 
 
    Storm reared up a little, and lunged forward, his talons clawing for a hold on the shiny surface. Faster and faster he ran, before he leaped into the air, spreading his wings before he landed on Melody’s back and launched himself upward just as she yelped, “Oomph, you’re heavier than you look, Storm!”  
 
    He hit Delight’s backside, pushed off as hard as he could. His eyes narrowed as he gauged the distance. He sailed the short space, his front legs out as if he were diving into a pool of water.  
 
    His eyes popped wide as he suddenly realized that he wasn’t going to make it to the glowing orb. He thrust his wings down, fluttering as hard as he could, but as usual, his leathery limbs were useless, and he started to drop—just short of his goal. 
 
    Then, from somewhere, a sharp gust of wind lifted him until he was over the shining sphere that held the radiant ring inside. Storm knew he couldn’t gently lower himself down into the light as his wings were too weak. So he did the only thing he could think of and snapped his wings tight against his body, dropping straight down. 
 
    An instant later, the radiance enveloped him, and he stared wide-eyed as rainbow colors shimmered and shone all around him. He was floating, not falling, but his wings were held tight against his body. 
 
    “What—” he sputtered, but just then a voice softly spoke: Velkommen Failte Dracon Cearcall Maken. 
 
    The words penetrated every part of him, and a warmth spread throughout his body. He tried to spin around to see who spoke but found that he was gently held and couldn’t move. “Who said that?” he demanded. 
 
    The gentle voice whispered, Wind Storm, reach out—take the ring. 
 
    Wind Storm swallowed, then stretched out a talon and as soon as he touched the bright halo, the ring dissipated into a soft, shining fog, but then the haze whirled around and around his neck until it settled upon his neck scales.  
 
    For a moment, a shock, as if a lightning bolt had struck him, caused him to go rigid before a warmth spread through his body. From the air, the quiet voice whispered,  
 
    Remember, oh remember these words Wind Storm: Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power! 
 
    There was a shimmering in the air and letters appeared in front of Wind Storm that cascaded down, a gleaming waterfall that pulsated and glowed until the letters blended together forming words that floated in the air. 
 
    The voice came again, only this time firmer, stronger, each word like a bell ringing strongly across the void,  
 
    In the far north an evil empire will grow 
 
    Dark mists to bring down both high and low 
 
    Darkness and evil will sweep across the land 
 
    Veiling even the sky and its wondrous starry band 
 
    Seven of filth, tainted with foulness dread 
 
    One more wicked than all stands supreme at their head 
 
    The Dark Master’s reach will grow evermore 
 
    To spread across dell, forest, and rolling moor 
 
    A loathsome fog that flows across the land 
 
    And within reaches out a wicked hand 
 
    To enslave all who would accept their lie 
 
    And if they do, their souls shall surely die 
 
    In this day can any stand against the evil foe 
 
    Who will reign supreme on high and down low 
 
    Can any survive, can the world endure the Darkest Mist 
 
    With its slashing claw and hammering fist 
 
      
 
    No, for deeply hidden, a few lights will dimly glow 
 
    Biding their time against the days of utter woe 
 
    And in those most bleak of days and darkest nights 
 
    Will come forth an improbable few to gain the righteous light 
 
    Seven and one to form the Dragon Ring 
 
    To those within, great power it shall bring 
 
    Raise a shout of joy for the seven and one 
 
    For in them will hearts and souls be forever won 
 
    The oldest to give wisdom, the youth courage and might 
 
    To stand against the Mist’s Dark Master in fiercest fight 
 
    And if those few can give righteousness wing 
 
    Then in that day comes forth the Dragon Ring! 
 
    Then, the radiant orb disappeared, and Wind Storm fell. Not far, as he landed on the silver pedestal’s flat top with a thud. He lay there for an instant, a bit stunned and confused, but then struggled to his feet. 
 
    His mouth dropped open at the frightening scene before him. Elise’s radiant shield was failing against the monster’s stream of ebony fire and it would be but moments before the fiend’s blasting, dark flames consumed Wind Walker and the little group that huddled behind the shield of light.  
 
    Storm’s mind was frantic as he tried to think of what he could do to help, but knowing he had no dragon fire, no piercing talons or tail spikes with which to fight the beast, his heart sank. Hot tears glazed his eyes as he moaned, “I can’t even fly, so what can a Puny Wind do against a mist monster with fire as hot and as powerful as a dozen emeralds?” 
 
    Out of the air the voice came again, Remember the words, Wind Storm . . . Remember the words . . .  
 
    It trailed off to nothing as Wind Storm shook his head and mumbled, “I have absolutely no idea what that means or is gonna do, but—”  
 
    He reared up, shut his eyes and though stumbling over the strange, unfamiliar phrases, cried out, “Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power!” 
 
    At first, nothing happened, then he felt a warmth, almost a hotness around his neck that quickly spread to his whole body. The warmth grew until he felt as if he were on fire. He could feel power surge through him and then from his body erupted a blinding flash of sheer energy that burst straight upward. 
 
    The force hit the ceiling, seemed to gather and then the roof began to split open, revealing bare rock. The energy spread outward, cracking stone asunder and then, the whole roof exploded outward and upward. 
 
    From the room’s portal came a rumbling, rushing sound and suddenly, a spinning, whirling emerald vortex spewed into the chamber. The green whirlwind spun around and around in the hollow seeming to gain speed and power. 
 
    An enormous roaring filled the room as the vortex spun ever faster and then it closed inward, sucking Wind Storm upward along with the other dragons and the mist monster. 
 
    The violent wind tossed Reyna and the others to the floor where they lay gaping upward in astonishment as the dragons and the cloud beast were flung through the wide opening in the ceiling.  
 
    Like a volcanic explosion, Wind Storm and his companions shot upward through the massive hole in the rock and out into the moonlit darkness high above the mountain until they came to a swirling halt.  
 
    Around them spun an emerald storm with them in the tempest’s calm eye. Just for an instant, through the break in the clouds, the moons’ rays bathed them in an aura of radiance, seven shining dragons over the Greenstorms facing a savage, cruel monster whose intent was to destroy them all with his fiery, ebony flames. 
 
    Before he knew what was happening, Storm’s wings snapped open and he found himself diving straight at the monster’s roiling, boiling cloud. From the churning, dark haze came a bellowing that seemed to fill the air, “What! No!” and then the boiling mist soared right at Wind Storm. 
 
    Storm’s eyes popped as wide as the three moons as he watched the cloud flash toward him. He had absolutely no idea of what he was doing other than that he was zipping through the air. Then he remembered the flying lessons from Melody and Delight, and he dipped his right wing and lifted his left. 
 
    In an instant, he flashed just in front of the onrushing cloud, so close that he left a wake on the mist. As he sped past, he saw Soar and Charity dive together, wingtip to wingtip, and then unleash their dragon fire on the monster. Their streams of fire were as flaming spears that pierced the roiling darkness. Then, from above, came Brave Wind, diving straight down before he unleashed a furious onslaught of dragon breath on the beast. 
 
    From underneath, Wind Walker roared upward to stop just under the monster’s cloud cloak, reared back a little, and then released a mighty river of fire that lit the night. 
 
    From the cloud came an enormous bellowing and roaring, but then the monster unleashed his own torrent of fiery, dark flames. His ebony inferno was like a serpent of fire that writhed and sizzled, scalding the air as he lashed out at his attackers. 
 
    Soar and Charity dove away from the fiery whip as it slashed at them, before the monster snapped his fire stream toward Brave Wind. But the emerald reared back just as the torrent sliced through the air, missing him by a scale’s width.  
 
    For a moment, the beast’s fire died, and Wind Storm had the feeling that the thing was searching, looking, but for what?   
 
    Then his eyes went even wider as the cloud suddenly bolted to one side. Melody and Delight tried to scramble away, their wings beating as fast as they could to escape from the oncoming monster, but they didn’t have enough speed. Without help, there was no doubt the monster was going to catch them. 
 
    Wind Storm looked around, hoping to see his grandfather or the others giving chase, but they were all on the wrong side and too far away to aid Melody and Delight.  
 
    He was the closest, but what could he do? He would never be able to glide fast enough to reach the two before the monster was upon them. 
 
     With a swallow, he tucked his wings and dove. He sped downward, but with a sickening feeling he realized it wasn’t enough. He was too far away.  
 
    Then, it was if he felt a gentle hand at his back pushing him. Faster and faster he flew, gaining speed with each instant until the cloud was just ahead, and almost to the two sproggers who beat their wings harder and faster than ever before. 
 
    Storm’s heart was racing in his chest, his breathing hard. He sucked in a breath as he suddenly realized that he was going to pass the monster, but then what? 
 
    What do I do now? he thought. 
 
    Then softly, gently came the words, Use the ring, Ring Maker. 
 
    Wind Storm flashed past the monster, snapped his wings out and cupped them, trying to slow his blazing speed. Just before he reached Melody and Delight, he spun himself in the air until he faced the onrushing beast. 
 
    The thing seemed to hesitate in midair, before the beast bellowed, “No!” and unleashed a powerful blast of flames, an intense and powerful onslaught that sped straight at Wind Storm. 
 
    Just before the thundering avalanche of fire reached him, Wind Storm cried out in a loud voice, Vomm Glau Komm Macht! From Belief Comes Power! 
 
    From Storm’s body shot out a blinding burst of energy that glowed and melded itself into what appeared to be emerald armor between him and the onrushing monster. The beast’s roaring, hissing fire hit Storm’s shining shield in an explosion of light and power. 
 
    A gigantic, powerful force burst through Wind Storm’s body, catapulting him backward as if some Titan swatted him from the sky.  
 
    He was falling, tumbling downward, his wings unable to stop his death spiral. Then, darkness took him, and he sank into nothingness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Jash jerked on his reins, brought his horse to a skidding halt. He wiped at the sweat that covered his brow and upper lip. His horse’s neck was wet with foam, evidence of their hard ride through the night. He watched as Rizen headed his way, angling across the rolling terrain, riding hard and fast. In the last of the moonlight, Jash had to take only one look to know that something was wrong. 
 
    Rizen pulled his horse up, sending the stallion skidding on his hind legs, his rump almost to the ground. “Well?” Jash demanded. 
 
    His lieutenant motioned to one side, led Jash out of earshot of the others. “Shap’s trail—” Rizen began, but Jash snapped, “We better not have lost it!”  
 
    “No,” Rizen quickly answered, and nodded toward the oddly crowned Greenstorm peak. “They’re heading straight for that mountain.” 
 
    “Good,” Jash leered, “we’ll catch them with their backs to the wall, no place to go, no way out, and no one to help him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    “What?” Jash shot back, straightening in his saddle.  
 
    “They’ve got dragons with them, Jash.” 
 
    “Of course they do, three little—” 
 
    “No.” Rizen replied, sharp and hard. “Four big dragons. Greens just like the little ones.” 
 
    Jash sat utterly still, his eyes locked with Rizen’s. His horse danced a little, pulling at the reins, and Jash let him have his head so that he could graze on the short grass at his feet. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “As sure as the coming sunrise,” Rizen replied. “Saw them myself.” He leaned toward Jash. “We can’t fight dragons, Jash,” he ground out, “our arrows would bounce right off their scales, and if even one of them cuts loose with dragon fire, we’re—” 
 
    “I know!” Jash spat out, his jaws clenched tight as he ran a grimy hand over his even dirtier face and short beard, smearing dirt across one cheek.  
 
    “There’s more,” Rizen growled. “Druga and his men, they’re coming fast. Once they got out of the snow, they pushed hard.”  
 
    He breathed in deeply, whispered, “Jash, I’m beginning to think that Druga isn’t here to join up with us. He’s either after those little dragons himself, or—” 
 
    “He’s after us,” Jash stated. 
 
    “Or both,” Rizen countered. 
 
    For just an instant, Jash’s eyes flicked about, like an ensnared animal that frantically seeks a way out of a trap. He ran a tongue over dry lips, murmured, “Do you think the men know he’s following?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Rizen muttered, glancing at the small band, most off their horses and letting their animals graze. They were even more sullen, moody than normal. “None have brought it up, but they’re getting tight, surly. You’ve brought them way off their home range. No ducats in their pockets, food in their bellies—this is not what Blades do, not what they signed up for.” 
 
    He paused, hesitant to voice his concern, but decided he must. “They’re going to explode on you, Jash, rebel, maybe even—” 
 
    “Try to kill me, turn back on their own?” 
 
    Rizen shrugged. “You said it.” 
 
    “Only what you were thinking.” 
 
    Jash took in a deep breath, gazed at his men, before asking, “What about you? You with them?’ 
 
    “Of course not, Jash! I’m only telling you what I see in them, not me.” 
 
    Jash sat for several more minutes, thinking, before he turned his horse, rode the short distance to his band of Blades. He leaned forward in his saddle as he addressed them. “Men, you’ve stuck with me this far, but it’s time we take a different fork in the trail.” 
 
    He swiveled a little and pointed toward the mountain. “I have to follow this path, but you don’t, and I know you don’t want to, so I’m letting you go.” 
 
    With a hand, he motioned to their back trail. “The fastest way back is that way, following our tracks. Ride hard, straight through if you can and in two days, you should be back in Tremont. You know who to contact. He’ll put you to work so that you can feel the weight of ducats in your pockets and full bellies instead of empty ones.” 
 
    With that, he raised a hand. “Good luck, men.” He turned his horse, rode up to Rizen and together they struck out, heading toward the mountain. After a few moments, Jash looked back, saw the band of Blades riding away, following their back trail. 
 
    “They’re going to run into Druga,” Rizen declared. 
 
    “That they will,” Jash nodded. 
 
    “He might want them to join up with him, you know. They’ll turn even surlier, nastier than they are now when they see those things in his gang.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Could be a bad fight.” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “You did that on purpose, turning them on each other.” 
 
    Jash sighed. “Less for us to worry about if Druga is hunting us.” 
 
    Rizen was quiet for a long time before he muttered, “Jash, I hope you never turn against me like that.” 
 
    Jash didn’t immediately answer, then softly said, “I hope we never turn on each other like that.” 
 
    He kept his eyes straight ahead as he thought, But someday, Rizen, we will, we almost certainly will . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Lord Aldus Hasach was in a good mood as he sipped his favorite beverage, a warm and sweet brew of the rarest of berries from lands farther south. A single cup of the seeds would cost the average man a year’s wages, but of course, Aldus was no ordinary man, and neither were his nefarious schemes. 
 
    He smiled to himself and sighed in self-satisfaction as he glanced at the row upon row of books, all held in rich cherrywood shelves that reached to the ceiling. His meeting with King Charl had gone better than expected.  
 
    In a hurry, His Majesty had barely glanced at the documents that Duke Nebo presented him regarding Aldus’s tribute. Astonishingly, even with his substantial bribe to Nebo, Aldus had come away paying quite a bit less than he expected.  
 
    Aldus’s eyes narrowed as he pictured the king sitting in his gleaming mahogany chair with its plump cushions, colored in royal purple, and trimmed in silver, in one of the smaller royal chambers. The fireplace crackled and popped from the burning apple and ash wood that gave the room the scent of vanilla and roasted apples. 
 
    The king seemed distracted, his thoughts elsewhere and though he hadn’t said much, other than a bit of small talk, Aldus had no doubt what was on his mind: Bradenton and the rest of the Norlands, especially the silver fields. He wouldn’t care about the fate of the townsfolk or miners, of course, but he would worry about losing the silver bounty that flowed from the mines to his treasury. 
 
    After all, silver and gold were much more important than mere people. 
 
    Aldus hadn’t pressed the king, of course, as he had to present the picture of a simple Duke who tended to his orchards, his fields and flocks and was punctual in paying his royal tribute.  
 
    However, to Aldus’s ears had come word that not only had the trolls ravaged Bradenton but Captain Poller’s guess was right. The fiends were on the march toward the Silver Hills and it hadn’t even taken Dashing’s lie to have the king send Poller’s Hussars northward to intercept and cut down the brutes.  
 
    Charl had done that on his own and now Poller was doing Aldus’s business, namely  hunting for Morena and her monstrous companion, and after that, three little dragons. 
 
    Aldus took another sip, swished the warm, dark brew in his mouth, tasting the tart and the sweet all at the same time. He swallowed, and drew in a deep breath of satisfaction. As he had come away with paying far less tribute than he’d feared, he needed to put his boon to good use. But what? 
 
    A scheme began to form in his mind and he lifted one corner of his mouth in a small sneer. Wouldn’t it be ironic to use the money that the king had failed to take from him and turn it against His Majesty?” 
 
    Aldus’s thin lips split in a wide grin and he called out, “Hom!” 
 
    Hom hurried into the room, gave Aldus a slight head bow. “Hom,” Aldus began in a low tone, “you’ve done well in your new position, but how would you like to do more, earn a great deal of money, perhaps even end up, say, as a Duke, or at the very least an Earl with a chateau and property to match?” 
 
    Hom’s eyes widened only slightly, but Aldus noticed that his breathing quickened a bit. “I—I would like that very much, My Lord,” Hom answered in his gruff, gravelly voice. 
 
    “Good. Because for you to earn your title and that very large chest of ducats, you’re going to have to make me the king.” 
 
    This time, Hom’s eyes did widen noticeably, though he held his tongue as Aldus leaned forward slightly to say, “Which means, naturally, that you are going to have to assassinate the current king.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 50  
 
      
 
    Garish bolts of lightning crackled and slashed through air that was thick with roiling, black smoke. The bolts rained down on the two helpless beings, spun them around in pain, their mouths locked in soundless screams of agony and torture. “Fools! Idiots! Traitors!” the Master bellowed, his eyes red and crazed with fury. 
 
    Another bolt lashed out, slicing across the powerless pair who groveled at the master’s feet, stunned by his might and power. “Please,” one whimpered, “we only did as you commanded.” 
 
    “My command,” the Master roared, “was to bring me the sproggers alive and kill the others!” 
 
    “But we thought—” 
 
    “You thought wrong! You are worthless, beneath my dignity to even call you one of my own!” 
 
    “But Master, we are yours, we owe our loyalty, our allegiance to none but you. Forgive us and let us prove our worth to you. We shall not fail again. If we do, our lives are forfeit, yours to take.” 
 
    The Master drew back, his lips in a snarl, his eyes hard as he stared. Of course your lives are mine to take at any instant, you worthless fool. He sighed to himself. But for now, I need them both. To restore that which was taken, I must have these seven as I cannot do it all myself, be everywhere at once.  
 
    However, once I am imbued with the ring’s power and have no further need of any of them . . .  
 
    He smiled to himself. These two fools will be the first to taste my ultimate wrath—the gift of an eternity of nothing! 
 
    “One last chance,” he hissed. “If you fail—” 
 
    “We won’t, Master!” 
 
    The Master drew in a deep breath. “Then bring me the sprogger Wind Storm. Kill the rest, all of them, but bring me that emerald!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    “Storm? Wind Storm?” 
 
    As if from far away, faint and muffled, Storm heard again, “Wind Storm? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Then another voice said, “I think he’s dead, see how his tongue hangs out to one side? Saw a dog like that once, all dead with its tongue out to the side.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then you must die every night, I’ve seen how you sleep.” 
 
    “Very funny and not true.” 
 
    “Is so.” 
 
    “Is not.” 
 
    Storm’s mind whirled, but vaguely his thoughts began to center on who was speaking. Was that Ty? Shane? 
 
    Another voice interrupted. “I don’t think he’s dead. When my grandma died her tail curled up real tight. His is still straight and sort of limp and her scales turned a sort of ugly gray, but his are still green.” 
 
    Wait, I think that’s Wind Delight, Storm thought. And what was that about his tail? What was wrong with his tail? 
 
    A deeper voice said, “Maybe I should poke him in the eye with a talon. If he yelps, then he’s alive, if he doesn’t, he’s definitely dead. Wind Fall poked me in the eye once and I went around yowling all morning long.” 
 
    Wind Storm jerked a little. That last voice, he absolutely recognized it! That was Soaring Wind! Leave it to his brother to want to poke him in the eye with a claw! 
 
    “He’s not dead!” A somewhat shrill voice returned. Even in his groggy state, Storm knew that voice belonged to Wind Melody. 
 
     “Move aside,” a strong, gruff voice ordered, “let Elise and Charity get in there.” 
 
    Storm perked up at that. “Grandpa?” he moaned. 
 
    A talon gently touched his cheek scales. “I’m here, Storm,” Wind Walker said. “Take it easy, you’ve had quite the time of it. That was something else, son, you taking on that cloud monster all by yourself.” 
 
    “Umm,” Storm groaned, “didn’t know what else to do, it was after Mel and Delight. Couldn’t let it—” Of a sudden, Storm blinked his eyes open. “Wait, the monster—” 
 
    “Is gone,” Soar stated, coming into Storm’s view, “thanks to whatever it was that you did.” 
 
    “Whatever I did?” Storm replied and then said, “I have no idea what I did. Just don’t poke me in the eye, Soar. I’ve got enough things hurting already.”  
 
    Storm looked around, realized he was lying spread-dragoned in the chamber with pieces of shattered walls and ceiling scattered across the floor. Here and there were the charred remains of the snake-worms. Above him, through the hole, he could see a few stars. 
 
    “How did I get here? The last I remember I was falling.” 
 
    “You can thank Melody and Delight,” Wind Walker answered, “for saving you. They dove down, grabbed you and held you aloft long enough that I could get to you and set you down here.” 
 
    Storm turned to the two and said, “Thanks, Mel. Thanks, Delight.” 
 
    “You are more than welcome,” Delight smiled, “after you saved us from that thing.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Mel murmured and came a little closer to Storm, looked him straight in the eye, “if not for you . . .” her voice trailed off as she gave Storm a soft, tender smile. 
 
    Storm smiled back and turned to his grandfather and brother. Wind Walker’s eyes were anxious and concerned, his old face weathered and beaten like chipped granite as he gazed down at Storm.  
 
    Soar had an expression of relief, though Storm couldn’t help but notice that his head was a bit bloodied by fresh wounds and scratches.  
 
    Storm raised a weak foreleg, pointed at Soar. “Scratching at your face again, or did Charity do that to you?” 
 
    “Neither,” Soar grinned. “If you think this is bad, you should see the other dragon.” He turned serious and added, “Or, in this case, those snake-worms. Put up quite the fight before we cleared them out of here.” 
 
    “How did—” Storm began but Wind Walker quickly interrupted, “You get tended to first, Storm, questions later. You’ve got a few nicks and cuts yourself.” 
 
    Charity lifted Storm’s head up a little as Elise pressed a wooden goblet to his mouth. “Drink,” Elise ordered in a no-nonsense tone.  
 
    Storm opened his mouth a little as Elise poured in a dense, gooey liquid. It was so thick that Storm felt like he had to chew whatever it was and when he did, wished he hadn’t. Some people believed dragons would eat anything. That was entirely not true and Storm, for one, drew the line at smelly, nasty-tasting maggot meat. At least that’s what he tasted in Elise’s potion. 
 
    He tried to spit out the nauseating concoction, but Elise muttered, “Oh no you don’t,” and clamped her two hands around his mouth and nostrils, cutting off his air supply and forcing him to swallow. 
 
    When she let go, he spit and sputtered, “If I wasn’t dead before, that stuff will kill me for sure.” 
 
    “Humph,” Elise sniffed, “I think not. Besides, it wouldn’t be terribly smart of me to poison you in front of your grandpa and a host of your friends, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” Storm muttered. “Still, you might want to think about putting something sweet in that stuff, so it goes down better.” 
 
    “And have you sproggers and everyone else pretend to be sick or hurt just so I’ll give you a potion or two? No thanks.” 
 
    Her lips lifted in a tiny smile. “Besides, I keep the sweet stuff for myself.” 
 
    After a few moments, Storm’s head stopped spinning, his hurts eased off, and his stomach quit trying to crawl up his gullet. Feeling more like a live dragon than a dead one, he rolled to all fours, and gave Elise a nod of gratitude. “Thanks, I feel much better now.” 
 
    “Welcome,” she responded and bent a little closer. “Sometimes in life you have to endure a little bad to appreciate the good.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he muttered before turning to give Wind Walker a hug around the leg and Soar a talon-bump. “I just knew that you’d find us.” 
 
    He turned to Wind Delight. “But you, how did you get away from that snakehead? We thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Magic!” Ty quipped. 
 
    “Magic?” Storm answered in a puzzled voice. 
 
    “It was Elise,” Delight gushed, “Wind Walker came roaring up as that thing was trying to get away with me and Elise started throwing these fizzing, glowing balls. They cracked and sizzled when they hit the snakehead’s scales and I guess they must have burned because it let me go—” 
 
    “And nose-dived to the ground.” Ty snorted. “Literally. Vulture meat now, thanks to Elise’s magic.” 
 
    “It was not magic,” Elise snapped, “just a matter of mixing some ingredients together to form Spitzer’s Fireballs.” 
 
    “Spitzer’s Fireballs?” Ty asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A simple mixture,” Elise returned, “of some readily available ingredients, such as sulfur, clay, charcoal, saltpeter, bits of this and that, and—well, never mind, suffice it to say that when you mix them together in the right proportions, they ‘fizz’ and burn. Sufficient, I might add, that the snakehead found them both disconcerting as well as a bit painful.” 
 
    “Teach me how to make them!” Ty pleaded. “They’re like dragon fire, and I could use something like that in this company.” 
 
    “What,” Shane growled at her brother, “so you can go around having Spitzer Fireball fights?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Elise snorted. “So no, I think not. Most likely you’d hit someone in the face, put out their eye. Would you like to have that on your conscience for the rest of your life?”  
 
    “If it was a snakehead,” Ty snickered, “sure.” 
 
    Shane turned to Elise, her eyes narrowed and suspicious. “So, if your little fireballs weren’t magic, how did you make that shield to hold off that thing’s fire?” 
 
    Elise sniffed. “It was a gale; didn’t you feel it rushing through the portal at your back?” 
 
    “Wind?” Shane exclaimed. “You’re saying—” 
 
    “Anyway,” Wind Walker hurriedly interjected and said to Wind Storm, “Once we got Wind Delight away from that snakehead, we came searching for you.”  
 
    He nodded toward Elise. “She had the idea that the Wilder would make for the Greenstorms, so we flew and rode hard.” 
 
    He motioned to Shap. “He found a new way that bypassed the Shattered Plateau.” 
 
    “Wish we’d found that way,” Storm muttered to Melody. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t,” Ty quipped, “believe me, youuu don’t.” 
 
    At Storm’s quizzical glance, Wind Walker said, “It’s a long story, tell you about it later. Once we got through and sighted the Greenstorms we saw two Wilders who—” 
 
    “Disappeared into the mountainside,” Soar interjected, “and then a short time later one comes shooting out, followed by the other, which we thought was—” 
 
    “Quite odd,” Wind Walker rumbled, “and thought it might have something to do with you two, so we hurried up, saw the portal, and then heard that thing, and you.” 
 
    He pushed his face closer to Storm. “Now, you know what happened with us,” he pointed to Storm’s neck, “we’d like to know what happened to you? Starting with that.” 
 
    “You saw what happened to me.” 
 
    “Not that,” Soar snorted and pointed to Storm’s neck. “That.” 
 
    “That?” Storm raised a talon to his neck. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You have an emerald ring,” Melody said softly to Storm, “around your neck, brighter and smoother than your other scales.” 
 
    “I do?” Storm stammered, pressing a talon to his neck scales. “I . . .  I’m not exactly sure how I got it.” 
 
    “It must have happened,” Delight declared, “after you disappeared in that ball of light, because you didn’t have it before.” 
 
    “I disappeared?” Storm demanded. “What do you mean I disappeared? I was right there. The light was holding me up, I couldn’t move.” 
 
    “No, Stormy,” Melody stated. “We saw you fall into the light and then, you vanished. The shimmering sphere was still there, but not you, and then, a few moments later, you dropped out of the sky.” 
 
    She giggled a little. “Landed on your head, as usual.” 
 
    Wind Charity nudged him gently. “Go on, Storm, we’re listening. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    Everyone stared at Storm expectantly, before he sputtered, “Well, there was this voice—” 
 
    “A voice!” Wind Walker growled and lowered his head to Storm. “What kind of voice?” 
 
    “Uh, it wasn’t a bad voice, Grandpa,” Storm shrugged, “in fact, it was nice sounding, though firm.” 
 
    He motioned toward Wind Charity. “Sorta like hers when she’s correcting us sproggers over something or other.” 
 
    “Why thank you, Storm,” Charity smiled. “What a nice thing to say.” She nudged Soar. “Did you hear that? I have a nice-sounding voice.” 
 
    Soar ignored her, demanded, “What did this ‘nice-sounding’ voice say?”  
 
    “Umm, I’m not sure I can remember it all, there was a lot.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a gust of wind and in the middle of the room, around the now darkened column, a green-tinted whirlwind appeared. The small vortex swirled around and around for a few moments before Reyna stuttered, “Wait. Is that something inside the cloud?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Elise muttered, “it would appear more than one ‘something.’” 
 
    She walked over to the whirlwind, hesitated and then thrust her hand into the roiling cloud. When she withdrew her hand, she held two small scrolls. Elise studied the two scrolls for a moment before she said to Wind Storm, “Perhaps you won’t have to remember everything.” 
 
     The whirlwind died out and Elise glanced over at the once silver column, now a dull charcoal color and not warm, radiant as before. Just as the crystal room had gone dim, leaving only a faint light to see by, the slim pillar was cold and dark.  
 
    She walked back to the group, held the scrolls out in front of Wind Walker. “One bordered in gold, the other in silver. I think we are meant to read them, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Reyna sucked in a breath. “Maybe they’ll tell us where my mother is.” 
 
    “Perhaps, child,” Elise nodded, “but hope sometimes is like a hummingbird, it doesn’t stay in the same place for long, and moves as circumstances change.” 
 
    “Thank you, but my hope hasn’t moved one whit.” 
 
    Elise smiled wanly and looked to Wind Walker, holding the scrolls out. “Shall we?”  
 
    Wind Walker stared at the scrolls for an instant before he glanced over at his grandsons, especially Wind Storm, as a feeling of dread and uncertainty swept over him. They were all he had left of his family, and he’d lost so much already, endured so much pain. Could he— 
 
    “Buolungrstorr Viorvindr,” Elise softly said to him, “no matter your feelings, which I truly do understand, you cannot hold back, cannot stand in front of the boulders crashing down the mountain slope. This will go on, with or without you.” 
 
    She motioned toward Wind Storm. “What he wears—that alone should tell you that. It also tells you that it will go much better with you than without.” 
 
    Wind Walker and Elise locked eyes for a few moments before he growled, “I know, “it’s just that it’s so hard—” 
 
    “And shall only grow harder the longer we wait, the less we do.” 
 
    Wind Walker drew in a deep breath, let it out slowly. “You’re right.” He nodded to Elise. “Go ahead, let’s hear what it says.” 
 
    She studied the two scrolls for a moment before holding up the gold-trimmed one to him. “Yes,” he nodded, “I would think gold first.” 
 
    “To which I would agree,” she replied and unrolled the first parchment. She took in a breath and began in a soft, melodious chant. 
 
    In the far north an evil empire grows 
 
    Dark mists to bring down the high and low 
 
    Darkness and evil to sweep over the land 
 
    Veiling even the sky and its wondrous starry band 
 
    Seven of filth, tainted with foulness dread 
 
    One more wicked than all stands supreme at their head 
 
    The Dark Master’s reach will grow evermore, 
 
    To spread across dell, forest, and rolling moor 
 
    A loathsome fog that flows across the land 
 
    And within reaches out a wicked hand 
 
    To enslave all who would accept their lie 
 
    And if they do, their souls shall surely die 
 
    In this day can any stand against the evil foe 
 
    Who will reign supreme on high and down low 
 
    Must the world endure the Darkest Mist 
 
    With its slashing claw and hammering fist 
 
    No, for deeply hidden, a few lights still dimly glow 
 
    Biding their time against the days of utter woe 
 
    And in those most bleak of days and darkest nights 
 
    Will come forth an improbable few to gain the righteous light 
 
    Seven and one to form the Dragon Ring 
 
    To those within, great power it shall bring 
 
    Raise a shout of joy for the seven and one 
 
    For in them will hearts and souls be forever won 
 
    The oldest to give wisdom, the youth courage and might 
 
    To stand against the mist’s Dark Master in fiercest fight 
 
    And if those few can give righteousness wing 
 
    Then in that day comes forth the Dragon Ring! 
 
    She stopped and said to Storm, “Is that what you heard?” 
 
    “Yes,” Storm nodded firmly, “that’s it, only I couldn’t remember it all.” 
 
    Wind Walker rumbled low in his throat, stared at Elise. “The Dragon Ring.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied softly. 
 
    “Wait, hold on,” Ty said, “Dragon Ring? What Dragon Ring?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna asked, “what exactly is a Dragon Ring?” 
 
    Elise motioned to Wind Walker. “It is your story, you should tell it.” 
 
    Wind Walker rumbled low and his eyes seemed to look far into the distance. “An old, old story of both promise, hope, and,” his voice was a low rumble, “misery, hurt, and woe. A legend rarely known even among ourselves, for it happened so long ago.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Grandpa,” Wind Storm encouraged, “I’d like to hear it.” 
 
    Wind Walker stared at Wind Storm for a long moment before he shook his head. “No, this is neither the time nor place for a proper telling and I must think about what it portends first.” 
 
    He glanced around. “For all of us. And there are questions that I need to consider. Questions that I have no answers to for now.” 
 
    “Aw, Grandpa,” Storm muttered, “you were always quick with a story before.” 
 
    Wind Walker held up a talon to stop Wind Storm from going on. “Patience, Storm, sometimes it is better not to speak when you have more questions than answers. This is one of those times.” 
 
    “Speaking of questions,” Brave Wind growled, “I’d like to know how that cloud monster found these two sproggers.” 
 
    “Yeah, Grandpa,” Storm remarked, “if you’re not going to answer my question, how about answering Brave Wind’s.” 
 
    Wind Walker glanced at Elise. “Well?” 
 
    Elise drew in a breath, and with a small frown said, “It would seem that when Vay planted her seeds she imparted at least a part of her dark powers to them and they now can wield those powers.” 
 
    “Are you saying,” Storm gulped, “that that thing can appear at any time and anywhere?” 
 
    Elise shook her head. “Not necessarily. You see, there is always a cost to doing magic, especially when you’re engaged in the dark arts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Pain and poison,” Elise replied simply. 
 
    “Meaning?” Melody pressed. 
 
    “Pain to the mind and body,” Elise replied, “poison to the soul. The exact opposite of when you do good, which brings a lifting of the spirit, a soothing balm to the mind and body. Not so when doing wicked deeds.” 
 
    “So . . .” Shane said slowly, “you’re saying that when one of those things uses this dark power it—” 
 
    “Draws them deeper into pain and suffering,” Elise interjected. 
 
    “Then why do they do it?” Reyna questioned. 
 
    “Power, enslavement of others,” Elise replied. “For a short time, it gives them relief, but then the thirst—the overwhelming hunger to gain even more power returns and with it, the stronger the force of the darkness and with it, the misery.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not good,” Ty sputtered.  
 
    “No,” Wind Walker growled, “and this time we don’t have Vay’s sisters, nor a Golden Dragon, nor a Gem Guardian to aid in the fight.” 
 
    “This just keeps getting better,” Ty muttered to his sister. “Why do I feel like a fly about to be squashed by a giant fly-swatter?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so hasty to spell out our doom just yet,” Elise replied and held the gold-rimmed scroll up. “There’s more here, it’s in two parts, and it makes for interesting reading.” 
 
    She began to read,  
 
    The Ring begins with one so small 
 
    To face the storm, the thunderous squall 
 
    Alone he may fail, apart he may fall 
 
    But together he may tower above them all 
 
    To the south your journey an arduous toil 
 
    To a land that spews, bubbles, and boils 
 
    Take heed for the company foments in turmoil 
 
    Where greed, envy, and anger most fully embroil 
 
    Guard most carefully and true this ring of faith 
 
    Stain not its glow or power with pride or hate 
 
    For in that awful day, if belief would abate 
 
    Rise the Dark Masters, their chains your fate. 
 
    “Uh . . .” Ty muttered, “that’s all very interesting, but what does it mean?” 
 
    “It means,” Elise answered as she rolled the parchment together, and stuck it in her robe, “that in the cosmos there is a constant war between evil and good, where each of us must decide which side to place our loyalty, from which to partake. It would appear that now is our time to choose.” 
 
    She motioned toward Wind Storm. “And that we’ve received a great gift in the fight, one that will unite us, or . . .” her eyes narrowed as she stared at Storm, “break us apart.” 
 
    At that, Wind Storm swallowed, his eyes going big and round. He’d never been called a gift before, especially one that could unite people or split them. 
 
    “Those are some pretty fancy words,” Ty muttered, “for us plain folk, what are you trying to say?” 
 
    “What she’s saying,” Shane responded, “is that it’s our choice whether we tag along and do our part, whatever that is, or not.” 
 
    Ty leaned close, whispered, “And are we?” 
 
    “Of course,” Shane replied. 
 
    “Oh. All right, then.” 
 
    Reyna stood with head down, her eyes downcast. Wind Walker saw her drooping posture, edged a little closer to her. “I’m sorry, Reyna, that there was nothing about your mother here or in the parchment.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wind Walker.” She hesitated, drew her tongue over her lips. “I’m unsure of what to do. I need to find my mother, that’s why I’m here in the first place.” With a little wave, she gestured toward Wind Storm and the chamber. “But with this, for some reason, I feel that trying to find my mother pales a bit in comparison.” 
 
    “No, Reyna, it is the opposite, everything pales in comparison to saving those whom you love.” 
 
    Wind Walker lowered himself a bit. “Did your mother ever tell you about Phigby’s ode book?” 
 
    “Oh yes, in fact, she could practically recite all the odes. They were amazing to hear, both mysterious and yet in a way, comforting in that they gave you a sense of purpose, of direction of where to go, what to do.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Reyna stared at Wind Walker and let a small smile creep over her face. “I see what you’re doing. You think that all this gives me direction, a sense of what to do, while at the same time seeking clues as to my mother’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “I am hoping, princess, that along our way, yes, we may well obtain information about Queen Cara, but I cannot promise. Still, it is a direction, is it not?” 
 
    Reyna turned as Shap stepped next to her and said, “You certainly couldn’t do any worse, unless of course, you wanted to take on the whole world by yourself.” 
 
    “No,” Reyna sighed, “I only want to find my mother and go home. But what about you, Shap?”  
 
    “Me? This is beginning to get interesting, so, yeah, I’ll stay for a while more.” He lifted his lips in a crooked smile. “Besides, I’d like to see the Blades tangle with me with all these dragons around.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Elise with her Spitzer Fireballs,” Reyna smiled back. 
 
    Wind Storm nudged Wind Walker and thrust his snout toward a side wall where Meg sat slumped, her arms crossed over raised knees, head buried in her arms. Rafe was next to her, an arm draped across her shoulders, speaking in low tones. “Is she all right? Did she get hurt again?” 
 
    “She’s not hurt, only very, very scared,” Wind Walker rumbled, “she is not used to confronting mist monsters and snake-worms—” 
 
    “Or trolls,” Ty quipped. 
 
    “Or six-legged wolves,” Reyna murmured. 
 
    “Or Blades,” Shap added.  
 
    “Or Yarni,” Melody growled. “Among other nasty things.” 
 
    “Who is?” Wind Storm snorted. “Will she be all right?” 
 
    “That we shall have to wait and see,” Wind Walker replied. 
 
    Elise raised the second scroll with its silver trim. “Shall we see what surprises this has in store?” 
 
    “Might as well,” Wind Walker sighed, “though at this point, I’m not sure how much more it could surprise us.” 
 
    Elise grasped the scroll but couldn’t unroll it as she had with the other. With furrowed brow, she handed it to Reyna. “You try.” 
 
    Reyna couldn’t open the scroll either. “Well, there’s only one thing to do,” Elise stated taking the parchment back. 
 
    “What’s that?” Wind Storm asked.  
 
    “We hurry outside,” Elise answered, “and see who it’s addressed to. The moons should still be up.” 
 
    With Wind Walker in the lead, the small company hurried outside to find the moons just setting and a faint glow on the eastern horizon signaling the coming sun. Elise took a few steps past the portal and thrust the scroll out toward the moons. 
 
    Instantly, the parchment’s side began to glow with the words Austreus Nomas. 
 
    Elise turned, asked, “Does the name Austreus Nomas mean anything to anyone?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reyna nodded, “he is the oldest son of Amil Nomas, the Jubian Sjef of the Nikos who is also a duke of the Northern Kingdom and one of the earliest members of the Company of the Golden Dragon.” 
 
    “Amil Nomas,” Wind Walker rumbled low, scratching at his chin, “now that’s a name I’ve not heard in some time.” 
 
    “All right, we know who the scroll’s addressed to, now what?” Ty muttered. 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Elise returned. “We deliver it.” 
 
    “Deliver it?” Ty retorted. “Deliver it where?” 
 
    “To the lands south that bubble and boil,” Shap stated. 
 
    “Exactly,” Elise nodded. 
 
    Ty turned to his sister. “And you still want to tag along?” 
 
    Shane’s lips pursed for a moment before she nodded. “For now, yes.” 
 
    Ty shook his head, muttering under his breath, “And no doubt it will be us who gets boiled.” 
 
    Melody came up to Elise and motioned up at the portal’s keystone with its runes. “Elise do you know what that says?” 
 
    Elise glanced up and for a moment, sadness crossed her face before she nodded. “Yes, little one, I do. Those runes are from an old elvish tongue, the Seann Danean Elves they were called, or just the Danean Elves, who lived deep in the oldest forests on Erdron.” 
 
    “Danean Elves!” Wind Walker exclaimed. “Are you sure, Elise?” 
 
    “Quite sure.” 
 
    Wind Walker scratched at his chin, murmuring low to himself, “Danean Elves . . .” 
 
    He turned to Elise. “There haven’t been any elves on Erdron since—” 
 
    “Yes, since then,” Elise sighed. 
 
    Wind Walker raised his head to stare at the runes as Wind Melody asked, “So, where are these Danean Elves?” 
 
     “Gone,” Wind Walker returned softly, “gone long ago.” 
 
    “That we supposed,” Elise added as softly, staring at the keystone. 
 
    “Oh,” Melody said. “So, if they built this, what do the runes say?” 
 
    Elise raised her staff and pointed at the runes, saying, “Halaema Oloxidor, Oloxidor Halaema.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Ty snipped, “funny. Common Tongue, please.” 
 
    Elise flicked her eyes toward Ty. “It says that there is one who should not antagonize the one who can shoot fireballs lest he get more holes in his tunic and various burns about his scrawny body.” 
 
    Ty swallowed. “Sorry. Please, for us loudmouths what does it say in Common Tongue?” 
 
    Elise sniffed, said, “Um, it’s rather odd, for it says, One for Seven, Seven for One.” 
 
    “Which means?” Shane asked. 
 
    Elise shrugged slightly. “I’m not sure. Elves were known for being secretive, this could have some hidden message, for all I know.” 
 
    “Sun’s coming up,” Shap said, “I think it best if we found a place to get some rest and feed the horses, only not here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wind Walker agreed, “those Wilders may have gone for help from their brutish comrades.” 
 
    While Shap and the others hurried to their horses, the dragons and Elise stood in the entryway looking over the vista as the first sun rays washed away the shadows. After a few moments, everyone but Wind Walker and Wind Storm went to join the others. 
 
    “Grandpa,” Wind Storm asked in a small voice, raising a talon to touch his neck and the ring. “What does this all mean?” 
 
    Wind Walker sighed and lowered himself to all fours, his face to Wind Storm. “It means, Storm, that evil, which does not sleep, has once again raised its malevolent head, and it seems that the gods have thrust us into the forefront to battle that wickedness.” 
 
    “You mean the cloud monster?” 
 
    “That thing is but one manifestation of evilness, Storm, but yes, it is trying to destroy us.” 
 
    “Like it did in Haven.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Storm studied the ground for a moment and then asked, “Grandpa, this ring, why do I have it around my throat? Why me?” 
 
    Wind Walker was silent for a long time before he answered, “I’m not entirely sure, Wind Storm, but I have the feeling that at some point we shall both have our answers. In the meantime, it’s a new day and you, my grandson, with your new shiny ring are looking better than ever. Almost as good as your ol’ grandpop.” 
 
    “Really, Grandpa?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    A grin spread across Storm’s face. “Then, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE END 
 
    The story continues in book two—in publication soon. 
 
      
 
    If you can find it in your heart to do so, a review on Amazon or Goodreads, (links provided) or a shout out on your social media platforms is most appreciated. Free advertising is a blessing to starving writers, you know. 
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Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading Dragons Over Greenstorm, book one in my Dragon Ring series. 
 
    Wind Storm is like so many of us who have things happen to us and we ask, why me? An unsettling and perplexing question that doesn’t always seem to have an answer, or at least the one we want or will accept.  
 
    Where is Queen Cara? What or who are the Masters, the beasts who hide within dark clouds? What exactly is the ring around Storm’s neck and what does it portend? What is the Dragon Ring?  
 
    Read on in the upcoming novels, dear reader, and you will have your answers, whether they are the ones you want or will accept or not. 
 
    What’s next for me? I’m working on book two of this series, plus I’m also writing a thriller series and working on some free novellas for you great folks who read my work.  
 
    Visit my website (garydarbysbooks.com) and subscribe to my email list to see what’s upcoming in my writing and my latest blog.  
 
    I’ll let those of you on my email listing know when a new novella or my next novel comes out.  
 
    Again, thank you for reading my story. If you’d like to share your thoughts about this novel, or any of my other books, feel free to email me at garyj.darby@gmail.com. I’m also on Facebook. I’d love to hear from you either way. 
 
    Again, thanks so much for reading my novel. I truly hope that whatever you read will bring you wonder, awe, and uplifting thoughts. 
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