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Chapter One
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“They’re following us. A fire is a bad idea,” a girl’s voice was saying. 

Why did she have to be so loud? I just needed one more minute of sleep. Just one more minute to clear my head a bit.

Wake up, trout, or you won’t get any say in what happens next.

Memory crashed in like an uninvited guest. Oh yes, my bossy dragon friend, Saboraak. It sounded like her threat skills were as bad as her joke skills. 

I felt the equivalent to a mental sigh. 

I’m looking out for you. Do you want others to decide your fate for you, or do you want to be master of your own fate? We are ruled by our choices, but also by the choices of those around us. As much as possible, we should influence those choices for good. We must refuse to only look out for ourselves.

It would be nice to be master of something. Other memories were flooding my head now. Had my heroic moment really been when I ran away from a guy named Shabren the Violet?

Precisely.

Ugh. It would be hard to hold my head up high with that on my mind. But I’d never pretended to be a hero.

I think you will find that character isn’t always what’s impressive about a person from the outside. It’s an inner mettle they possess that shows itself in the middle of great difficulty. Together, we will hammer some character into you.

The only thing inside of me was a trace of beef jerky. My stomach rumbled to emphasize the point and my eyes shot open. 

I was lying against something hard and hot – Saboraak, no doubt. She was faithful, it would seem. I had no idea before meeting her that dragons were so affectionate to humans.

Don’t mistake my nurturing spirit for affection, trout. It’s not about who you are. It’s about who I am.

I also had no idea that they were so bad with nicknames. Trout? Really? Just because my eyes went big one time?

Flames licked sluggishly along wet wood in a circle of rocks just in front of me. Bataar – my new ally – leaned over the flames, blowing into the embers a little too aggressively. We had a dragon here. Why didn’t he ask her for a fire?

He is too independent to ask for help. A trait you both share.

Beside of Bataar, a pair of girls watched nervously. They were mirror images of each other from their tousled curly hair – barely brushing their chins in length – to their wide golden eyes. I’d never seen girls like them before. And they were a puzzle. They were holding hands as if they were afraid of letting go.

Well, first things first. Always lead with a grin.

I sat up, offering my very best grin. “I expected to rescue just one girl. Zyla.”

The girls exchanged a glance, but they both looked away from me, as if they weren’t going to say another word. So much for gratitude.

You need to get over yourself, Tor. This isn’t all about you. Compassion is the door to wisdom. Open it, and you’ll find that you see the world more clearly.

I didn’t sign up for a second conscience. Saboraak could keep her moralizing to herself.

I’m not sure you have a first conscience! Stop whining about what you signed up for and step up! Start with compassion.

I drew in a deep breath. Skies and Stars! I thought nagging authorities on the outside were a problem but now I was going to have one inside my head for the rest of the foreseeable future.

The rest of your life.

Don’t remind me!

I must have been silent for too long because Bataar stopped blowing on the fire and spoke.

“The other girl is Zin. They’re sisters.”

“I can see that.” 

They were staring at me with twin glares, like cats who had just been doused with water.

“And are we being followed?” I asked Bataar.

“It seems like it.” He looked over his shoulder nervously and I stared past him, assuming he was looking in the direction of the camp. How far had we flown? It was too dark to see anything, so it must still be night.

Not far. I was worried about you. We fled less than an hour ago.

“So why the fire?” I asked, standing up. “Won’t that show them where we are?”

There was a gasp when I stood, and I turned to see the girls with mirror looks of surprise on their faces. Seriously? Did they do everything in tandem? Were they just one person in two bodies?

“Where did you get that?” the one on the right said, her deep voice musical. I could get used to that voice. Maybe she could sing ...

She was staring at me. Those golden eyes were like glittering gems. They were fixed on my chest, probably looking at the tiger’s eye pendant that slipped out of my shirt, but I was very conscious that I was under her gaze.

“Well?” she asked.

Oh. Yes. Speaking. I should do that.

I never signed up to deal with your hormones.

“Ephretti Oakboon gave it to me. She’s the Castelan of my city – Vanika.”

Bataar shifted his weight and cursed quietly at the fire he was trying to build but the girl’s eyes widened even further. 

“Vanika?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I scratched the back of my neck. Why did it itch like that when I was uncomfortable? It wasn’t the new cloak. Even if it was, I wasn’t giving up this cloak for anything.

“Hubric took me from there. He said I was supposed to find Zyla and that she would know where to go next. He didn’t say anything about a sister.”

“I think it should be obvious where we go next,” Bataar said. In the moonlight, his chiseled features stood out starkly. I didn’t like that he seemed so in control of the situation. Confidence was my thing. “We go further than this. Even taking the hills into account, those Magikas will be here before morning. Anywhere is better than sitting here.”

“If they’re following us,” I said. Best to remind him who was boss here. “We don’t know that they are.”

You’re boss now? 

“They are following us,” the musical voice of one of the sisters said again. There was a deep burr to her voice like she was always slightly growling. I could really get to like that...

Mind on the task!

“How do you know?” I asked.

“They ... want ... things from Zin and me.” She looked down, her lower lip quivering.

Compassion. Remember?

“Look, ummm ... are you two okay?” That was my very best compassion. Saboraak should be proud.

That is your best? Skies and stars, Tor! We have soooo far to go with you. Courage in physical danger is a great asset – and one you possess – but courage in emotional danger is another essential for a life of bravery.

The girls both looked away. I ran a hand through my hair awkwardly. How did you even talk about this stuff?

By talking about it!

“Ummm ...” I looked to Bataar for support, but he was suddenly very interested in the leather satchels at his feet. The girls must have grabbed those two satchels I’d been delivering to Sabren the Violet as part of my cover. “Are you physically hurt? Do you need bandages or hot water or something?”

I drew in a deep breath. Eggs and bacon, how did you ask a girl if she had been tortured?

“No,” Zyla said quickly. “The things they wanted weren’t physical.”

I shuddered. Why did her voice make it sound like that was somehow worse?

“So, umm, Hubric didn’t say anything about your sister,” I said, crouching down in front of the girls. Maybe if I was closer, I could do a better job at connecting. I felt so clumsy, like I was too tall – though I was only average height, too bulky – though I was slight in build, too full of thumbs – though I had the normal number of thumbs. Girls. They made you feel weird.

“He didn’t know she was there. Neither did I. I thought Zin was dead,” Zyla said. “I thought she died with my parents. I didn’t know that she was captured by Magikas.”

Zin’s eyes were far away, not even acknowledging that we were talking about her.

I nodded, trying to look like someone you could talk to. Serious. Reliable. 

You look like you have stomach problems.

What did Saboraak know? She’d only known humans for nine days.

Eleven days, now.

“And does she talk for herself?” I asked looking at Zin who wouldn’t look at me.

Zyla made an exasperated sound in her throat. “Just leave her alone, okay? Talk to me.”

“Okay, well, Hubric and I went to the House looking for you but there were a bunch of Magikas there with weird magical rods and stuff.”

“Items with magic in them?” Bataar interrupted, suddenly interested in us again.

Zyla frowned, looking between us like we were discussing something we shouldn’t. When her eyes caught mine, they looked intent, like she was trying to say something with them.

“Anyways, he sent me to find you. He had an important message for the Dominar so he had to go south.”

“To Dominion City?” she asked. Those eyes looked so intelligent, like she was thinking a thousand things at once. I nodded, distracted by the way her lips made a perfect archer’s bow at the top. “Then he won’t be back here for two weeks at the very least. Maybe more. That means we need to make our own decision about what to do.”

“And it needs to be fast,” Bataar said, offering us torn pieces of bread from the loaf he was holding. I snatched the one he offered me quickly, gulping it down as he raised an eyebrow.

“What?” I challenged. Couldn’t a guy eat without being judged?

He shook his head. From the corner of my eye, I saw Zyla gently offering a piece of bread to her sister. Zin took it with a faraway look in her eye. 

“We have a little while to decide,” I objected.

Bataar shook his head. “Look south.”

I stood and followed his pointing finger. I had no idea which way south was without his help.

In the distance, an eerie green light bobbed along the ground – like a lantern being carried by men hurrying.

“I think they want these girls back. Unless these bags have something more valuable in them than Kav’ai clothing and bread.”

“They’ll do anything to get us back,” Zyla agreed.

I watched the bobbing green lights for a moment more. There were more popping into existence by the minute. Far too many to fight. I swallowed and looked at Zyla.

“Why do they want you so badly?”
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Chapter Two
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“It’s not me,” she said, rising to her feet to join us. Bataar’s smoldering fire popped suddenly and we all jumped. “It’s Zin. We can’t let them get her. Please!”

I scrubbed my hand through my hair again, thinking. We were north of the camp, which meant we were already in Ko’Torenth, a foreign country. There were four of us, poorly supplied for winter. Saboraak couldn’t fly four people very far.

It’s possible that I can take you in short flights, hopping along the ground little at a time like a chicken flying, but proper, eagle-like all-day-soaring is out of the question. I may even manage a few hours in the air – if I truly must – but I can’t fly all day.

“Where would we go if you were just following Hubric’s plans and not trying to outrun and outwit Magikas?” I asked Zyla.

“Ko’Loska. A smaller mountain city north of here. It’s a single day’s journey by dragon. From there we were to make our way to the capital.”

In continuous flight it would be a day’s journey, but not the way we are doing it.

“Okay. Then let’s go to Ko’Loska. We can hide in the city.”

Bataar barked a laugh. “Four foreigners on a dragon? Hiding? I think not. We’ll stick out like sore thumbs.”

He was going to challenge me? As if he had a better idea? I didn’t like that scornful look he was giving me or the way he was looking at Zyla as if he could bring her in on the ‘mocking Tor’ festival.

I frowned.

“Didn’t you say you had Kav’ai clothing in that satchel? Is there enough for four?”

Now it was his turn to frown thoughtfully. “Maybe.”

“And do dragons sometimes visit Ko’Loska?”

“Often,” Zyla said. “It’s a hub for trade to the south. There will be people of the Dominion there with dragon riders. Not many, but some. Or, we could try to disguise this dragon as an oosquer. One of the flying creatures of the Kav’ai. They’re smaller. Grey. A bit ... ratty looking.”

No, thank you! I am not ratty looking!

“That’s a possibility,” I said.

No. It is not.

If I needed to learn compassion, Saboraak was going to have to learn a little humility.

“Then we will travel to Ko’Loska. Where is it, exactly?” I kept my voice firm and even. No need to show them how uncertain I felt about all of this.  If I was being honest with myself, I still thought turning back to Vanika would be best.

Not an option.

But I preferred lying to myself, anyway. It was usually easier than being honest with myself.

I could pretend to be a hero – at least for as long as it took to bring Zyla and Zin somewhere safe. Bataar could take care of himself, but I didn’t like the way Zin’s eyes seemed too large for her face. She didn’t blink enough. It was like she’d seen something that she couldn’t stop seeing even though it wasn’t there anymore.

Zyla didn’t quite roll her eyes but she looked like she was barely holding it back.

“Ko’Loska is northwest of here – in The Devil’s Ribcage – a mountain range that rivals anything you’ve ever seen. The high deserts of Ko’Torenth start just north of that range.”

I nodded as if I had any idea what ‘high deserts’ or mountain ranges looked like up close.

“Are you two about done?” Bataar asked. I didn’t like the gleam in his eyes.

It might just be the firelight.

“We’re just making plans.”

Bataar stood up and started to kick out the fire. “If you’re just about done making plans, then we need to hurry.”

“Don’t kick out the fire!” Zyla protested.

“The Magikas are a lot cleverer than you two,” Bataar said. “I don’t think those green lanterns are at the front of the group pursuing us. I think they’re at the back.”

A snap of a stick in the trees propelled me into action. I grabbed the items strewn over the ground -  saddlebags, flint and striker, blankets – ignoring my pounding head, and began to stuff them into Saboraak’s saddlebags. Why was my head pounding so much?

Do you remember being knocked unconscious by the pain when they tortured you?

I was trying very hard to forget.

Head injuries don’t just go away.

“Come on,” I said, turning to find Zyla right behind me. My turn brought us nose to nose. If I moved an inch forward, I could kiss her.

“Don’t even think about it,” she hissed, shoving her sister into my surprised arms. “Help Zin up. She rides in the front.”

“That’s my seat!” I protested as I helped Zin climb up the stirrups onto the front of Saboraak’s saddle.

“Where are the reins?” Zyla demanded.

“Nowhere you can find them,” I said. She grabbed my shoulder and began to scramble up into the saddle, her whole weight on my shoulder as if I was nothing more than a rock to climb all over. “Oof!”

That’s exactly how I feel! Four is too many.

And Saboraak called me a whiner. 

“Hurry!” Bataar demanded, following Zyla up into the saddle. He sat pressed tightly against her so that his legs wrapped right around Zyla’s hips and still there wasn’t room for me on the saddle. 

With a sigh, I scrambled up awkwardly onto the saddlebags and sat between them. It was lumpy here and difficult to find anywhere that didn’t hurt my tailbone.

“Everyone try to strap in,” I said irritably. “They make these saddles with so many extra straps that there should be enough for three people to secure themselves.”

“What about you?” Zyla asked in a sudden burst of consideration. 

“There are baggage straps for him,” Bataar said. 

Oh yeah. Thanks, guy. I’ll just strap in like a spare blanket, shall I? 

I saw a glimmer of movement in the trees and then everything went green. My eyes widened at the fireball sailing right for my head. Even though I ducked, I knew it was too late. 

So long, fair life. It was nice to live you.
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Chapter Three
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Don’t be so dramatic!

Saboraak dodged the fireball and then scrambled over the rock. Her tail swung back and forth, and it felt as if we were almost out of control as we slid on her belly down the hillside, swiping trees as we went. Each jostle to her backside sent us all reeling back and forth like we were being shaken by a big dog.

You’re too heavy!

I looked back to where the Magikas stood in the moonlight, my view careening wildly with our flight. I only saw snatches - one of them was standing on the log Zyla and Zin had been sitting on. He raised a hand and it bloomed with light. Others were racing in from the trees, shouting and gesturing.

We needed to get into the air and fast! 

My heart was racing as I reached forward to brace myself.

“Keep your hands to yourself!” Bataar sure was jumpy!

Saboraak’s powerful wings gave a flap and we jumped into the air a few feet before falling again. My teeth smashed together as the landing jarred me, triggering that awful headache. Pain and light ricocheted through my skull. Ugh! How could a man stay upright with so much pain in his head? I gripped the saddlebags with all my might, hoping Saboraak could launch in the next flap. 

There was a yell from the Magikas. “On my count! Three ...”

Saboraak tried to lift again, her wings beating at the muddy ground as she fought for lift. We slid further down the hill, but her belly never left the earth. She was panting so loudly that I could hear it and now I was starting to worry ...

“Two ... “

Come on Saboraak, you can do this! Come on, you old girl! 

“One!”

Five fireballs launched toward us at once. Magenta, green, and fuchsia, searing through the night sky like a celebration of Spring. 

Saboraak twisted jarringly and just when I thought my spine might have snapped from the sudden movement, we were tumbling forward again. Has she lost her grip on the hill?

A fireball splashed on the ground behind us – a little faster than the others. One of the larger sparks hit Saboraak’s tail and she hissed so loudly, it sounded like opening up a furnace. 

Her mighty wings flapped and her tail seemed to push off on the rocks and then we were bobbing into the air, the fireballs splashing uselessly in the ground where we had been. 

Got it! There’s a trick to taking off with four people!

Our flight was erratic, up and down, left then right, as if Saboraak was struggling to gain enough height to get over the trees. And then we were up! Her feet scraped the top of a spindly pine, but a moment later we were bobbing above the forest.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

I’m not old, by the way. I’m not your ‘old girl.’

Of course not. She was anything she wanted to be – especially if that thing could fly just a little faster.

I do appreciate your confidence in my ability to do the impossible.

Just keep doing the impossible, Saboraak. That’s all I ask.

Trying. You guys really are heavy. Are you sure you need all that bread?

I rolled my eyes, but I felt warmth rising up in my chest. Saboraak had just risked her life to save us – and I kind of felt that she probably would have done that for just me.

You’re my human as much as I’m your dragon.

Well, stick with me and we’ll keep pulling ourselves out of impossible situations.

Is that a promise?

Sure. I was getting good at surviving deadly situations. Maybe that could rub off on her. I felt heady and confident up here in the air with the wind in my hair.

That’s called an updraft.

And Magika fireballs falling uselessly beneath us made me feel even better. For people with magical fire ability, they sure were useless in a fight.

You only say that because we escaped. If they’d hit you with one and burned you alive with that sticky fire, you wouldn’t be so confident. The others are scared out of their wits. I can hear their hearts pounding and their breathing coming way too quick. 

I wasn’t scared.

You should be. This is scary stuff. Look! They lit the forest on fire. They’re like hatchlings who haven’t been fire-trained!

She was right. Below us, orange flames licked up along the edges of the pine forest where we had been a moment before. It was only a few trees, but a fire like that could spread fast.

The wind is not in our favor. It blows west and we are headed northwest. It speeds our journey, but the fire could easily spread northwest and follow us.

Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.

“Tor?” Zyla asked from the front of the dragon.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think they can follow us?”

“They don’t have dragons,” Bataar said arrogantly. “Not like us. We are in a superior position.”

I wasn’t so sure. They didn’t have dragons, but Saboraak couldn’t keep this up for long, and now there was a forest fire to worry about. I didn’t like fires. They still filled my nightmares almost every night.

I know.

How did she know?

I heard them the last time you slept.

She could hear my nightmares? Ugh. 

Don’t be so bashful. We have a special kind of relationship. With it comes a predictable intimacy.

Intimacy? She was making my skin crawl. Why couldn’t I have had a boy dragon like everyone else? I bet he wouldn’t use a word like ‘intimacy.’

Most certainly not. But he also wouldn’t have my kind of patience for your shenanigans.

Zyla spoke again, her voice raised to be heard over the wind. “I’m just wondering, how far can the dragon take us?”

“Her name is Saboraak,” I responded. They should call her by name. She deserved that.

Thank you.

“How far can Saboraak take us before she needs to rest?”

I didn’t even want to think about that. Not yet.

At most, I can fly like this for a few hours. I see the foothills of the Devil’s ribcage up ahead. I might be able to make it that far.

I couldn’t see anything in this dark except the people I was traveling with. 

Trust me.

“A few hours, maybe,” I said.

“And when we land, can we sleep? I’m not asking for myself,” she said hurriedly. “But it’s been a while since Zin had a rest and she needs it.”

I looked anxiously at the fire behind us. I could see the glow of that still. It wasn’t that big. Maybe it would just burn out.

“Of course,” I said absently. After all, who cared what I said? I wasn’t in charge of their lives.

But I watched the glow behind us anxiously as we flew. It wasn’t getting bigger ... was it? 
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Chapter Four 
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Saboraak flew for as long as she could – about three hours by my guess. I watched that forest fire swell through the entire night. With every passing moment, I felt my own anxiety rising, bubbling up like boiling tar and occasionally bursting in a quick-breathing fear before I brought it under control. I kept seeing visions of Saboraak tiring and of setting down only to be unable to rise again and then of the flames coming and swallowing us up.

I do have to set down. I am too tired to go on. But those flames are far away and panicking about them won’t make things any easier for you.

I scowled. I wasn’t panicking.

What would you call those little breathing attacks? 

Realism.

Get a grip. Zin is asleep. Zyla is holding her in the saddle. They need rest and so do I.

I really wasn’t panicking.

The moment Saboraak’s feet hit the ground, I loosened my straps and leapt off her back. The ground was rocky and uneven, and I nearly twisted an ankle.

Remember when I told you to look before you leap?

I rolled my eyes.

But it’s good that you have lots of energy. You have an important job. 

I sure did. I needed something to eat and then a nice long sleep.

No. I need to sleep so I can fly us again in a few hours. I’m going into a deep recovery sleep. It will heal my wounds and rest me enough to be able to carry four people again. That means it’s up to you to keep watch for enemies and to wake me if there’s trouble. 

What would she do if there was trouble?

Bataar slowly dismounted as we were communicating, dragging the saddlebags down after him.

Flame it, obviously.

You didn’t flame the Magikas back there!

I didn’t want to start a forest fire.

Well, nice work. There’s one anyway.

I was busy trying to fly with four people on my back!

You could have bought us some time!

“I’m not building a fire this time. I’m just going to curl up in a blanket and go to sleep,” Bataar said sleepily. “Don’t wake me unless we’re under attack.”

“Can I get a hand here?” Zyla asked and I rushed to help her. She could twist an ankle if she got down too quickly. She needed to be careful. “Zin fell asleep. Here. Help me lift her down.”

“There are only two blankets here,” Bataar said from where he was squatting over the saddlebags.

“Well, excuse me for not anticipating the need to provide for you,” I said irritably. 

“Zin and I will share one,” Zyla said as I helped her carry her sister to a flat area near where Bataar had arranged the saddlebags.

We laid her down and Zyla took the offered blanket, covering her sister and then snuggling in under the blanket with her. The ground was damp. No one was going to be very comfortable. I noticed Saboraak move a little closer to the girls, bringing the heat she gave off a little closer.

“I get the other blanket,” Bataar said. 

My eyes narrowed. Maybe he should keep the blanket. We didn’t need to fly with four people. We could fly with three and go a lot farther. He could use the blanket to keep warm while he hiked through the mountains.

Tor?

I was surprised by how vulnerable my big dragon sounded. I spun to look at her. Was she okay?

I have something to admit.

Was that all? Girls! They were so dramatic. 

I don’t like killing people. That’s why I didn’t flame the Magikas back there. I ... I don’t like it.

I frowned, but inside I felt a burst of affection for her. She was really too soft-hearted to be a dragon. Go to sleep, Saboraak.

Goodnight.

There were already snores from where Bataar was huddled under his blanket. Of course. He stole my blanket and now he was sleeping like a baby. The other blanket was still and motionless, too. I saw the tip of Zyla’s nose peeping out of the blanket. I sighed. and the nose twitched. I’d better stop sighing. I didn’t want to keep her awake.

But now that everyone was quiet and motionless, exhaustion began to creep over me. I yawned, letting my eyes drift over the hillside we were camped on. The rocks were so large where they peeked out of the hillside – as large as dragons – that it would be nearly impossible to see if anyone was coming. I’d have to keep a close watch.

I fished some bread out of the saddlebags and began to eat. Only to keep myself awake, of course. My stomach rumbled the moment I smelled the bread and it took everything I had just to eat slowly and prolong the moments. Minutes dragged like hours. The cold damp had crept into my bones, making them feel brittle and sore. 

I alternated between sitting and standing, stomping my feet to get them warm and looking often at the pendant Ephretti gave me. It seemed to catch the moonlight in a strange way, reflecting back on me. I even pulled out the small book Hubric had given me and flipped through it. I couldn’t make out the words by the light of the moon, but there seemed to be drawings, too. Sketches and maps. I would have to look at them better later. I tucked the book in an inner pocket of my trousers. I didn’t want to lose it any more than the pendant. I didn’t own much, so what I owned was precious.

The cold bit at me, leaving my breath in wispy clouds and clinging to any exposed skin so that I huddled deeper and deeper into the cloak. 

It wasn’t like I hadn’t slept in the cold before, though now I couldn’t sleep at all. That figured. Tor has to come up with the plans and do all the work, but then he doesn’t get to sleep. Oh no, Tor gets to stand out in the flaming cold and freeze. 

I circled the camp, letting those thoughts stew as I looked at the scraggly bushes surrounding us. The trees had petered out leaving hard, leafless bushes and scattered tufts of grass. This place was mostly made of loose stone and dirt. What a miserable land. No wonder it wasn’t part of the Dominion. We had proper dirt for growing things back home, and proper trees that could make a fire. I couldn’t even see enough trees to find firewood here. 

I kept watching for the forest fire, but it was still only a far-away glow on the horizon. It had better stay like that.

My circles grew larger and larger. Moving helped. It kept me warm and awake, though my mind wandered a bit from tiredness. 

It didn’t really matter, did it? As long as I kept the others in sight – or at least sort of in sight. They disappeared when I went around the larger rocks and then reappeared again when I made my way around the obstacles. That was what you did as a guard, right? You guarded things. And with these larger and larger circles, no one could sneak in and surprise us. 

My circling was closer to the camp when I was above it on the hillside. The slope was too steep there to climb far without resorting to hands and knees – which I was not going to do – but when my circle reached the point below the camp, I found it widening and widening. 

The rock formations and bushes were interesting, and I might even find a creek if I looked hard enough. It beat sitting around the camp listening to everyone else snoring or mumbling in their sleep – Zin did that, though her words were too muddled to be understood.

It was on a particularly wide arc below the camp, that I stumbled across a narrow opening between two dragon-large rocks. The roots and deadfall above them were so tangled that I hadn’t been able to look down behind the rocks from above, but this crevice between the two rocks was almost like a door. 

I shouldn’t go in the crevice. Even with my brain this tired, I knew that. I shouldn’t even be this far away from camp. I was supposed to be guarding the others, and I was getting too far away from them. 

And yet ... there was something about that little hole in the rocks that longed to be investigated. Maybe, if I just lit a torch and held it in the crevice, it would be enough to satisfy my curiosity.

I grabbed a likely looking bush, cursing when ripping it out of the ground tore my skin. Who would have known that the trunk of it was lined with talon-like thorns?

It was dry as the inside of my mouth and twice as dusty. Maybe there would be a well or a spring in those rocks. I’d heard of water coming out of rocks in dry places.

It was long minutes before I managed to really light the shrub. I had two others ready in my free hand. When this one burned down, I could light the next and then the next. I didn’t admit that I was planning to enter the rock crevice until I was jamming my body through and wishing I’d eaten less bread.
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I didn’t need to light those torches. 

That was the first thing I thought when I squeezed my way through the crevice and into the space beyond. But anyone could have been forgiven for not expecting this.

Someone, a long time ago, had been very clever.

They had laid out a dais and then put a door? Arch? A something like a door at the top of it. And then, cleverly, they had laid mirrors out around the dais and they reflected the moonlight back and forth, amplifying it so that this little, hidden space was almost as bright as day.

How did they get all this past that narrow crevice in the rock? And what kind of thing is so important that you would go to all this trouble to hide it after you built it?

I yelped. Pain shot up my hand and I dropped the branch. I’d forgotten about the licking flames in my wonder at the cavern.

How had this place come to be covered by deadfall? I squinted up at the roof. Was that a wide mesh net that covered the ceiling? It was hard to make out with all the light below, but I thought that perhaps whoever had put this dais here had covered it with that net.

Those super clever people had a secret. And I just found it.

Excitement filled me. After all, people only hid valuable things, right? They didn’t hide things they thought were worthless. This was going to turn out to be amazing! I just needed to follow their lead and find whatever treasure they had here. 

I took a step forward, cursing when I kicked a rock.

“Skies and Stars!”

It was a rock, alright, but more of a marker stone than a random rock. Something was written on it, but the writing was filled with moss and worn by time. Either that, or it never meant anything at all, and I was just imagining it as writing. No one hid treasure in rocks anyway.

I shrugged and hurried to the stairs leading up the dais.

No one had been here in a long time - or at least, that was the impression I was getting from the dust and woody debris that lined the stairs to the dais. Had people forgotten about this place? Maybe its creators had hidden it too well.

Whoever had built it must love stairs. I was twenty stairs up and my legs were starting to ache before I reached the top of the dais. The crumbling rock of the floor was arranged in a mosaic pattern so that the floor looked like a rising sun. In the center of the sun, the strange empty doorway stood. It was large enough for a dragon to walk through – if a dragon ever wanted to walk through a door to nowhere.

It was difficult to make out fine detail, despite the light from the mirrors, so I stepped in close, looking at the frame. It was shaped like an arch and the stones that formed the doorway fit together so tightly and were cut so precisely that it was hard to make out where one stone ended, and another began. On each stone, symbols were carved. I squinted, trying to make them out. One looked like a stylized sword, another like a tongue of fire, a third like a blowing wind. 

I circled the doorway, looking at it from all angles. It seemed normal enough. I could see through it to the other side, no matter what side I stood on. Why build a doorway to nowhere? 

I tilted my head to one side. I liked puzzles and I was bored. Maybe there was a way to make this door into more than just a door. Maybe it had to do with the symbols in the frame. I reached toward the nearest one, but a strange chill washed over me and I froze. 

What was that feeling? It felt as if every hair on my arms were standing up straight. I swallowed. Maybe I should take my time and choose my symbol more carefully. 

There were many to choose from - at least twenty. It made it hard to pick one, but as my eyes ran over them again and again, I kept being drawn back to one that looked like swirling smoke rising upward. 

Well, I could stand here all day, or I could do something. I reached for the smoke symbol, letting my hand trace over the carved surface of it. I felt icy chills run up my fingers and into the bones of my arm - but that was it.

I'd been wrong about the symbols, I guessed. Oh, look! There was another smoke symbol. With my other hand, I reached out and touched it, too. I could reach them both at once but touching them both didn't do anything. Too bad. I'd hoped it would open a secret compartment or something. A freezing burn suddenly shot up both my arms. It swirled around them, filling them with icy pain.

I pulled my fingers back and the pain subsided. 

Skies and stars! Was this some kind of torture device? If it was, then no thank you! No wonder they hid it down here! Someone should smash those mirrors so that no one ever found it. 

I should be getting back, anyway. I should be guarding the camp. 

I stepped forward, planning to walk through the gate and down the stairs, but as I stepped, my foot disappeared, and a wave of heat washed over me. It was as if the doorway had eaten it up. I pulled my foot back before I’d even completed the step, my heart racing and almost melted with relief when it came back whole and fine. 

I should try an arm. I plunged my arm through and watched it disappear with the same wave of heat, counted down from five and then drew it back. I had felt nothing strange except for that wave of heat. Strange. Was my arm okay?

I rolled up my sleeve and gasped. A swirling symbol identical to the smoke symbol on the doorframe marked my arm in a silver pattern. I scrubbed at the skin, trying to smear or remove it. Was that from dipping my arm through the door? Nothing. It was as if the design was part of my skin now.

Anxiously, I rolled up my other sleeve. My jaw dropped. My eyes widened so far that tears formed. The same silver design wrapped itself around that arm, too.

I was marked. 

Not by going through the arch, but by touching the door. What would happen if I touched any other symbols? No, no, slow down, Tor! No more touching things that left permanent marks. 

I took a deep breath. Well, while I was here, I should do one more thing. I should stick my head through that door. Then I could see what was on the other side. But I had to be sure I could come back. What if I stepped all the way through and the door - or whatever it was - closed behind me? 

My mind filled with worse scenarios. What if I couldn't breathe on that side? What if nothing on that side existed and if I plunged my head through, I wouldn't have a brain to tell my body to pull back? 

I'd just have to risk it. If I didn't, then I'd spend the next days and months - maybe even years! - wondering what could have been behind this door. I swallowed and leaned forward, closing my eyes and my head slowly pushed through a fiery burst of heat. It was still burning around my neck when I opened my eyes. I gasped and nearly fell backward before I remembered that my feet were on solid ground, but my belly reeled, queasiness filling me. 

The other side of the arch opened on the side of a mountain and under the edge of the doorway was nothing but a sudden drop down the side of a snow-coated mountain into nothing at all. 
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Only an idiot would jump off a cliff. 

I stumbled backward, falling to my backside and scrambling backward across the dusty dais until I could get my breathing under control. A few minutes later, I pulled myself to my feet. 

This had been a mistake.

I would just go back to camp and finish guarding everyone and pretend this never happened. I could be dreaming, anyway. After all, I was very tired, and I hadn't slept.

I scrambled up, dusting myself off, and carefully maneuvered around the door. The key thing was to stay as far away from that flaming door as possible. If I just watched my step and stayed far away, then ... that's right. Just like that!

Only heroes messed with magical doorways, and I was no hero.

I eased my way around the dais, almost sneaking as I carefully took each stair to the ground. I didn't breathe again until I had squeezed through the crack in the rock and back to the night beyond.

I leaned against the rock, closing my eyes for a moment. No real harm done. My sleeves covered those silver markings, and who knew, maybe they would wash off later. Or maybe they were just my imagination or a trick of the eyes. 

I started to climb back up the hill toward camp when a cracking sound arrested me. 

I froze. 

What was that?

After a moment, when nothing else happened, I started to climb again. 

The moon hadn't moved, and the air was still cold. I couldn't have been gone from camp for long. I was just jumpy and nervous after my close brush with disaster. 

But now worry gnawed at me. I was supposed to be standing guard over my friends and I’d wandered off. 

But guard against what? There hadn't been anything there to worry about. The Magikas were far away and the fires - even if they had grown - would still be hours away. 

There was nothing to worry about.

A scream pierced the night. 

Was that Zyla? I increased my pace, tripping over a log and catching myself at the last second. My dagger was in my belt – I was smarter this time about remembering to carry it. But what good did that do in the dark and so far from whatever was happening?

A second scream made me leap forward, running up the hill now, ignoring the scratching and clawing of the rough bushes and shrubs. What was happening?

Where are you?

Saboraak! Uh oh. She was supposed to be sleeping.

You were supposed to be standing watch!

Well, I had been standing watch until I got too bored. What was happening up there? 

I rounded a rock and gasped. 

Small fires ringed my friends, as if someone had lit the nearby bushes into fiery torches. Saboraak squatted low on the ground, neck extended and at that moment, I noticed the dark shadows in the bushes. She flamed wildly, her head swaying back and forth as her fire surged toward the shadows. Beside her, Bataar crouched as if he was waiting to fight, too. Where were the girls?

Who are these people?

How should I know who they are?

I woke up to the attack. They were already here!

There was a shuffle in the bushes beside me and then a blast of green light lanced toward my friends. The light of the burst lit the face of a man who fired it. He was standing only one rock over from where I crouched. He held out a metal device about the size of my palm, shaped like a metal spider, its legs reaching outward. His hand fit into the spider, like it was made to be held that way. 

He was focused on my friends. He didn’t know I was here ...

We’re surrounded and they’re closing in.

They were completely distracted by Saboraak ...

Hurry!

I was sick of them turning these weird devices on us. I was sick of not knowing what they were or how they did what they did. I slid slowly towards him, clinging to the shadows as orange and green flames danced in front of us. No one knew I was here ...

There’s no more time!

The figures in the shadows were closing in on Saboraak. I watched as a bolt of lightning burst from the perimeter and struck Bataar’s leg. He slumped to the side, but Zyla reached down from Saboraak’s saddle, grabbing his hand and yanking him back upright. She was trying to pull him up the side of the dragon.

No sudden moves, Tor. Ease your way along. I was so close ...

A twig snapped, and my quarry spun, raising the spider-device, his eyes widening in the flickering orange and green light. 

I leapt forward with all the speed of my youth and fearlessness, grabbing the spider with both hands and twisting as I rolled to the side. I heard a cracking sound and a yelp, but in the dark it was hard to see clearly. 

We were both on the ground, rolling over dirt and rock. I pulled my arms down. Raised a foot. Found his wrist. Shoved it as hard as I could with my foot while I pulled with my hands. For a moment we were motionless as muscle fought muscle and then his grip broke and I tumbled away, spider in hand.

Success!

If you make me wait five more seconds, I am leaving without you! One.

I scrambled to my feet, running almost before I was upright.

Two. 

I saw a burst of lighting arching toward me and leapt over it, feet barely gaining enough height to dodge the bolt.

Shouts filled the air and with them came the snapping, sizzling feeling of lightning all around me.

Three.

I leapt over a slumped body on the ground. How did that get there?

Four.

Dodged a green fireball. I’m telling you, those things are useless!

Five.

I’m here! 

My hand smacked her side playfully as I threw a foot into the stirrup. Bataar was slumped between Zin and Zyla, his head lolling to one side, but they were all strapped in.

We were in the air before I was the rest of the way on Saboraak’s back, gaining height as I hung from one stirrup.

Serves you right for wasting time and getting Bataar hurt.

She was getting better at these four-person launches.

I told you there was a trick to them.

Uh oh.

What?

Was there another dragon out there?
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I don’t sense anyone...

Well, something was moving in the sky and it wasn’t the fireball that Saboraak just dodged.

I didn’t dodge it well. It hit my foot.

It’s surprising they hit anything at all. Those things are terribly inaccurate. 

It hurt! You can be flippant about it when it’s your foot!

Look! There it was again, something rising in the sky.

“Do you see that?” Zyla called down to me.

“It’s not a dragon,” I called back. “I don’t know what it is.”

Now that we were gaining height, I could see that the flames had spread. The forest fire was working its way toward us, leaping from one clump of bushes to the next. It would be here by morning.

Magikas combed the foothill we had camped on waiting to launch inaccurate bursts of magic on anything that moved.

I think they were camped on the other side of the hill. They were there all along. I’m surprised you didn’t notice them sooner. You were keeping watch, right?

Was my face flushing? It felt hot suddenly. 

“That’s a rug!” Zyla called down. “Are those Magikas sitting on it?”

Impossible! Rugs didn’t fly!

It is a rug. And there are two more. I don’t know how fast those things are, but I’m slow with you four on my back.

“They’re blocking our route northwest!” Zyla called. “Can your dragon outmaneuver them?”

The nearest carpet crackled with light and then the Magika at the front of it – was that the front? – lifted his hands and lightning shot toward us. Saboraak shuddered.

That hurt!

Quick! Fly down the hill from our camp until you see a cluster of rock with a bunch of deadfall at the center.

What? That’s heading towards danger! I won’t do it. I’ve never been hurt so many times as since I met you. I need to stay with the Whites for a month!

Listen to me! I have a plan!

Your plans always involve ridiculous risks!

My arm was getting sore holding the strap and dangling from the stirrup and her last dodge had left me flapping in the wind in a way I didn’t even like to think of. Worse, that Magika was lifting his lightning-hands again. How could I get Saborak to trust me?

Ask! 

Trust me!

I felt her mental sigh.

Where are these rocks?

A second flash of lightning crackled toward us and Saboraak swung wildly. I couldn’t prevent a very unmanly screech as the stirrup swung outward and my grip slid a hand’s width down the strap I was clutching.

Skies and stars! I can do the flying, but I can’t hold on for you, too. Take some responsibility – for your own life, if nothing else!

Demanding, arrogant, self-righteous dragon!

Silly boy!

There it was! I could see the heaps of deadwood below me. I wouldn’t be able to get a dragon into the crack in the rock, but if she burned through that wood ...

She was flaming before I explained my idea, her steady stream of yellow-hot flame ripping through fallen logs, rotting branches, and dead leaves. After a moment, the netting below gave way and the deadfall dropped in a free-fall of burning wood, popping sparks, and wet debris. 

Follow it down!

Saboraak dove and I gritted my teeth as the stirrup followed her movements. It felt like I was falling, too.

You sent me down a dead end!

Go through the door!

“What is this place?” Zyla asked from up in the saddle. She had her hands full keeping Bataar and Zin safely in place. As usual, Zin didn’t seem to even know where she was. And Zyla had to push and pull her and the unconscious Bataar back into place every time Saboraak moved.

We needed to find a place to get these two some help before they dragged us down so far we never recovered.

Lightning hit the rock wall beside us as Saboraak made a wobbling landing on the edge of the dais. I glanced upward and fought the instinct to duck as I saw three rectangles blocking the bright moonlight above. How many of those carpets did they have?

“We’re getting out!” I called to Zyla. “Hold on tight!”

Trapped!

Just go through the flaming arch!

It’s not flaming. It’s made of stone.

Flaming is a curse word you dense, flaming dragon!

I think your language gets worse under stress. And for the record, I object to your choice of curse. I ‘flame’ things and you benefit from that.

Just go through the door! 

The rectangles were getting bigger as they descended, lighting crackling down from them and striking the dais around us. If she didn’t hurry, we were going to get hit any time now...

It’s going to be tight! Hang on!

Saboraak crept forward and I tried not to gasp as her head and shoulders disappeared. Zyla made a strangled sound in her throat but her expression was determined. She forced Zin and Bataar’s heads down, so they wouldn’t hit the top of the door. 

I finally did gasp as they went through into oblivion and then I moaned as the doorframe scraped across my back. Agh! I was going to come loose! I redoubled my grip, pressing my face into Saboraak’s side and hoping we could squeeze through. The breath was knocked out of me and I felt as though I was being wrung of every drop of blood and then burning pain washed over me followed by an icy burst of wind. 

We were through! 

Almost.

Pain struck my heel and I reeled from it, my body temporarily frozen and my grip on the leather strap loosening for just a second. A second was too much. 

I fell away from Saboraak’s side.
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I was yanked back – suddenly – by my cloak around my throat. I fought for a strangled breath as my hand fumbled for the strap again. There! I grabbed it with both hands and the pressure on my throat eased. 

“Almost lost you there,” Zyla said from above me. Her face was pale. She must have amazing reflexes to have caught me so quickly. 

Saboraak spun and dove suddenly, her neck arching around and her jaws snapping at something below us. 

Do you still want this spidery thing?

Yes! Wait – why didn’t you grab me when I was falling?

Zyla is a very capable woman. She didn’t need my help.

My heel was throbbing painfully. I had a bad feeling that the burn was severe.

Don’t be a baby. You didn’t let me whine about my burnt foot.

Skies and stars, it flaming hurt!

Language!

I looked down, trying to distract myself, and then immediately regretted it. 

Oh. 

Oh. 

Oh.

We were very high up. 

Maybe my shortness of breath wasn’t just from being strangled by my own cloak. Icy air bit into every inch of my skin from hair to that flaming heel.

I give up. Just remember. Words shape us. The ones we use shape the way we see the world and what we value and those things shape our very souls.

It was just a word. A useful word for channeling anger and frustration.

And your soul is just your soul. But it’s the only one you get. Guard it well.

Beneath us – far beneath us – white plains lapped at the edge of the mountains and a hazy blue and white horizon drifted off to the wide expanse beyond. But up here we flew between the peaks of a delicate crown of mountains. There must be a hundred peaks – their tops craggy and white with snow. The nearest three seemed to be smoking. I squinted at them through light-blinded eyes. The rising sun glittered diamond-bright off the white-crusted shards of mountaintop.

“Legendary Ko’Koren,” Zyla breathed from above me.

“I thought we were going to Ko’Loska,” I said. But none of us had bargained for that arch, had we?

“We were,” Zyla agreed. “But this is even better. I know someone here who will hide us and send word to Hubric on our behalf. The further we penetrate into the depths of Ko’Torenth, the better, and it will be easier to hide a dragon here. Ko’Koren is the heart of Ko’Torenth culture, a city known for arts and trade. There will be visiting Dominion dragons here, sentries from Baojang, oosquer of the Kav’ai and adelini of the Westlands. Saboraak can hide among them.”

I swallowed. 

A city. 

A huge city to be learned and conquered. I would plunder her secrets. I couldn’t keep the excitement out of my mind any more than I could keep my lungs from burning in the cold. I leaned in close to Saboraak, trying to absorb her heat. 

There was a cry from behind us and I looked back. On the mountainside behind us, I could still make out the small doorway on the edge of the cliff, at the very peak of the mountain. A carpet loaded with Magikas was crossing through – but whatever they used to fly it failed as it rolled through the doorway. It crumpled, a normal carpet once again, leaving its cargo to fall to earth. The Magikas fell, looking like tiny specks as they disappeared into the blue haze below. 

I swallowed down bile and looked up at Zyla. Her face was green.

“Which of those mountains is the city?” I asked faintly. All three peaks were smoking – from fires, I guessed now. And all three had structures clinging to them, like barnacles on a rock. I’d seen a sea-rock with barnacles being sold as an oddity in Vanika once.

“All three,” Zyla said, her voice shaking. We didn’t turn around when the second set of screams began. We didn’t want to see that. After all, we couldn’t stop it and we couldn’t catch them even if we wanted to.

I can barely carry four. Don’t ask me to do more.

I wasn’t asking. Boy, she was touchy.

It’s my conscience. I don’t do well with needless death. There should be something I can do.

Why? It wasn’t her responsibility. We could only be responsible for ourselves. And even then, well, accidents happened.

Compassion means taking responsibility for all other people.

Ugh. That sounded awful.

It will make you a fuller person.

Or a deader person. No one could live like that.

I disagree.

I sighed. “Which peak should we aim for, Zyla?”

“The closest one.” Her voice was very certain. “That’s Eski. The other two are Ziu and Balde. The three peaks of Ko’Koren.”

“Is that where your contact is?” 

“No. It’s the closest place to not freezing to death, which I think should be our main priority right now.”

Agreed.

“Is your dragon slowing down?” she asked.

Yes. The cold makes it hard to fly.

Skies and flaming stars! Out of one mess and into another!

I warned you about your language!
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“We should stop off somewhere quickly along the way and pull on that Kav’ai clothing,” Zyla said after long minutes.

“Why?” I asked. “If there are people of the Dominion here, and Saboraak can’t change anything but her color, then why change what we are wearing?”

“If she stays a pale grey and we cover the front of her head, and if we sneak through a back way into the city so that no one gets a good look, she can pass as an oosquer.”

“I still don’t know what those are.”

“They’re hard to explain. Ask the dragon if she would please set down on a mountainside - if she can.”

There’s nowhere to set down and I need to take the shortest route to the city. I’m worried I can’t fly even that far. Can you put on your disguises while we fly?

“She says we’ll have to get dressed on here,” I said.

Zyla sighed. “Then you’re going to have to climb up behind me. I can’t reach into those saddlebags and hold these two in place at the same time. Bataar’s not doing well. He’s going to need a sickbed when we arrive.”

Scrambling up onto the back of a dragon from the stirrup while she’s flapping like an eagle with a tick burrowing in his neck was no easy matter. To my embarrassment, I needed help from Zyla.

“Grab me around the waist, it’s the only way you’ll be able to get your leg up.”

I tried to reach for a far strap. I really shouldn’t be grabbing her waist or any other part of her. Especially not when that waist looked like the absolute perfect size for my hands. I swallowed.

“Stop being so thick-headed and just do it,” Zyla insisted. 

I lifted my leg up behind her, wiggling to try to reach it further, but I really did need to hold on to something if I was going to swing up on to the saddlebags behind her. She sighed, shifting Bataar to one arm and then grabbing my wrist with her other hand. She planted it on her far hip. 

“Grip here and use it for leverage!”

I felt my cheeks growing hot – far too hot in this frigid, icy air.

Even I can feel the blood rushing to your head. Cool down, Tor. You’re climbing a flying dragon, not asking a girl to dance.

I didn’t know of any dances that would end with me tucked in so close and with my hand on her hip. 

Don’t humans have any fun?

Surprise distracted me for just long enough that my muscles worked on their own. I slid into place and then pulled my hand back like it had been bitten. It still felt warm from her touch. Maybe one day ...

Just find what we’re looking for in those saddle bags! We’ll worry about your mating dance later.

No one said anything about a mating dance! Now my cheeks were throbbing from blushing so hard.

What kind of dance were you thinking about, then?

A social dance! People danced in the city square on Sata Day and High Spring.

Dragons only have one kind of dance.

Earth swallow me! I wasn’t safe from women anywhere! 

I fumbled in the saddlebag and pulled out the over-stuffed satchel. 

“I’m surprised you all remembered to gather this in the excitement,” I said, reaching into it to pull out a loose hooded tunic, heavily embroidered and woven of a coarse fabric.

“We didn’t leave anything behind,” Zyla said, turning to look at the tunic. When she looked down her dark eyelashes looked longer than usual and when she looked back up, they shaded her cat-like eyes in a way that made me swallow all over again.

“Is this for you or me?” I asked.

“It would be best on Zin. If I dress her as a Zyvaar, no one will ask any questions if she doesn’t speak. Here. Pass it to me.” 

“What’s a Zyvaar?” 

“One of the silent practitioners of the Kav’ai ceremonies,” Zyla answered. “Here, Zin, wear this.”

Her sister obeyed silently, looking off into the distance as if she hadn’t heard at all, even though she was complying.

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked. I needed to know and there was no delicate way to ask. If we were going to sneak into this city, then we had to plan around ... whatever.

“Nothing,” Zyla snapped.

“Can ‘nothing’ be healed?” I pressed.

“No.”

“Can it be reasoned with?”

She made an exasperated sound in her throat. “Listen, boy. I don’t have answers to all your questions. I was in that house where Hubric left me when I was surprised by those ruffians who call themselves Magikas. They hauled me off to the camp you found me in. I was there for one day before you showed up and your dragon saved us.”

Someone knows who to credit.

“That’s where I found Zin. I thought she was dead with my parents. So, I don’t have answers to all your questions – or any of them, really. Zin will talk when she’s ready.”

“She’s not even talking to you?”

“She’ll talk when she’s ready!” Zyla’s voice had a snap to it that made me think of a whip cracking. “Now, reach into that satchel and see what else there is.”

I reached in.

“A leather harness.”

“With a wide piece of leather at the center?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll use that to disguise Saboraak. What else?”

“An embroidered scarf. It’s kind of filmy.” I said. I felt weird doing this with her. “How do we sneak into the city?”

“The scarf is for me.” She took it and wound it around her head and face, so I could see nothing but those mesmerizing eyes. “And it should be easy to sneak in. The Festival of Lights started yesterday, and it will go all week. Everyone will be distracted by the feasting and parades. We won’t interest anyone. We’ll fly in from the craggier side of Eski and try one of the smaller entrances.”

“We’re flying a dragon. We don’t need to go in through a gate,” I objected, pulling from the satchel a wide embroidered belt with a sparkling silver buckle and a long leather strap with feathers sewn along it.

“We do if we don’t want the city guard searching for us. All visitors pass through a city gate or don’t pass at all. We’ll find an inn there and lie low until I can meet my contact. And that belt is for you. The leather band is looped around your forehead four times and then tied.”

“Like Bataar’s?”

“He’s dressed like Kav’ai, isn’t he?” She sounded impatient. 

“How should I know?”

She turned to gape at me. “You didn’t know?”

“Of course not!”

“Then why did you agree to help him? How did you know he would be on our side?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time. Why would a Kav’ai be on our side.”

The look of fury on her face was only overshadowed by shock. “You mush-headed, sewer-dwelling, think-with-the-hair-on-your-chest ...”

Had she run out of insults?

“What?” I asked, letting my eyes go wide so I would look innocent. She was alive and out of the hands of Magikas and so was her sister. What more did she want?

She took a long breath. “You need to learn to think before you act.”

“If I did that, we’d still be fleeing from a forest fire and a bunch of guys on flying rugs. Instead, we’re on our way to a Festival.” I gave a bright – albeit false – smile. Maybe she could be distracted.

Zyla rolled her eyes. “The Kav’ai hate Magikas. They found Bataar trying to sneak into the Dominion and snatched him up. They were hoping to get information about the rumors of Kav’ai magic. Everyone is saying they have an alternate source of power – one the Magikas are desperate for. I thought you knew that.” 

The city was growing closer and I focused on it instead of on her accusing eyes. Anyone could have made the same decision I did. After all, I needed an ally at the time, and Saboraak had insisted on Bataar.

Don’t drag me into this.

“So,” I said eventually, “what you’re saying is that Bataar doesn’t need any more disguise than what he has.”

Zyla sighed so loudly that I was sure it was meant for me to hear. “Just listen to me from now on, okay?”

Like I was going to promise that! I did what I thought was best, not what other people told me was best. Let their decisions kill or beggar them. That was their business. I looked out for me and I made decisions that kept me alive, and that was that. 

I huddled against the cold, doing my best not to touch Zyla despite the tight squeeze on Saborrak’s back. My heel throbbed uncomfortably. She was busy trying to get the headpiece to fit my dragon while Saboraak flew, and both of them were too occupied with that – a nearly impossible task – to berate me. For now.

I crossed my arms. I never signed up to work with a bunch of girls who always thought I was the one to blame for everything. Shouldn’t they be glad to have me around? I’d saved both of their bacon more than once now. That doorway trick was ingenious.

Ahead of me, the city grew closer and closer. It didn’t sprawl so much as climb. Who thought it was a good idea to build a city on an almost vertical mountainside?

The buildings clung to the sides of the rock like nesting cliff swallows. Spiraling stairs and steep ladders led from building to building and formed soaring bridges from cleft to cleft. 

The buildings almost looked like tiny sculptures of the mountains. Their roofs were peaked and so steep that they were far higher than they were wide with round windows and many struts keeping the buildings in place along the steep mountainsides. 

Scores of people filled the ladder-and-stairs streets and narrow boardwalks between buildings, many of them carrying something that smoked in their hands. My feet were already itching to explore a new city. Would it be like Vanika with hidden spots only a few knew about? Could there be secret trade, and back alleys, and underground business in a place like this?

I couldn’t wait to find out.

“Here’s the gate,” Zyla said briskly. “Remember, let me do the talking.”
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Chapter Ten
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The ‘gate’ - if that was what it was - was three times as tall as it was wide, but four different boardwalks passed through it – two on one level and two beneath them, not quite parallel, but squeezing through the structure. Two guards were posted at each boardwalk, looking outward and stopping each person to note their names in a logbook. 

Stairs climbing from below or descending from above or winding up in spirals led to the boardwalks and where they surged through the gates they were straight and flat. Everywhere else they were more vertical than horizontal.

My eyes stung from opening so wide. I wanted to see everything at once. I’d lived in Vanika while it was still a skycity. I shouldn’t be impressed by this – but I was. I was imagining what it would be like to pick pockets and try a round of ‘find the weevil’ in this city.

Wait. Observe and think. You’ll only get us in trouble if you rush in without watching first. When you live to deceive, you’ll often find you are as much the victim as the perpetrator.

Dragons sure were a stuffy breed.

Saboraak descended to the lower level of boardwalk and tucked in next to the rock wall. I could see why. Here, in the shadows, she was less conspicuous. The guards would notice her, but I doubted anyone else would pay her much mind. 

Animals, carts – how did they move carts up the stairs? – and people filled the boardwalks despite the early hour. Their backs and beds were heavy with packs and loads. And the animals were not horses, as I would have expected but a creature that looked like a large mountain goat.

Those carts move on rails. Do you see that? The animals and people pull them along those metal rails. I see them going up the slopes, too. 

How would that help anything? 

Maybe they have a system that keeps the loads from slipping backward once they reach a certain level.

If Saboraak could think like that, then maybe she should have been planning better dragon cities instead of careening through the countryside with me. Did dragons have cities?

Our cities would make your eyes pop right out of your head.

Yuck.

Your brain would get so hot from overuse that it would melt out your ears.

That was so gross.

I am not prone to exaggeration. I merely state the truth.

Then keep me far away from dragon cities!

“What’s that creature pulling the cart?” I whispered to Zyla.

“A yudazgoat. They are native to these mountains.”

We fell in line behind a cart and my eyes squinted as I looked for the rail Saboraak had seen. There it was. It made the load less maneuverable, but the path was also more predictable. I could see how that would help but there had to be more going on to make this possible. What if two carts wanted to go different directions on the same rail?

Did you notice that everyone on this boardwalk is walking in the same direction? The other boardwalk on this level is walking the other direction.

Weird. How did they get people to agree to that? If you told someone from Vanika that he could only walk in one direction on a road, he’d laugh in your face.

This is not Vanika.

Clearly not. Vanika made a lot more sense. 

From what you’ve told me, Vanika is a ruin on the edge of starvation.

It still made more sense than this place.

The guards pulled the cloth covering off the top of the cart, searching through the bags of cloth inside before letting it pass. The guard was still writing in the book he carried when his partner motioned us forward. 

Zyla sat up very straight in the saddle, a bright smile on her face.

“Purpose of entry?” the guard asked.

“We are here to do business with to your potters’ guild,” Zyla said with a smile.

“You look like you’re dressed for the festival,” the guard said smugly. 

“Do we? What a strange coincidence,” Zyla said with an equally smug smile.

I felt my face contorting in confusion. Why did it sound like the guard knew she was lying and liked it? Why did it sound like she was teasing him with it?

“And this creature?” he asked, poking Saboraak. I saw her head dip like it did before she flamed and I hoped she could hold in her temper.

“My oosquer,” Zyla said. 

The guard made a note in his book, but his eyebrow quirked like he knew she was lying. “Then you’re from Kav’ai?”

“From the northern reaches of Kav’ai where the cormorant nests,” Zyla said. 

He looked up sharply when she said cormorant and nodded before returning to his writing. “And the man? He is ill?”

“Only injured. We seek the fine healers of Eski for help with him.”

The guard snorted before running his eyes over Zin. “Honor to the Practitioners. Thank you for entering our city.” 

When she didn’t speak, that seemed to please him and he turned to me. “And you, boy?”

I waited for Zyla to make an excuse for me, but the guards eyes tracked up to me and met mine. He made a motion like he wanted me to get on with it.

“Yes, Kav’ai,” I said quickly.

The guard rolled his eyes. “And you are from ...?”

I was supposed to say which region? I didn’t know what regions there were in Kav’ai! 

“Ummm the ... region ... of ...”

Zyla’s left hand, hidden from the guard, pointed urgently at my boot where the lightning had struck the heel. Was that a clue? Was there a boot region of Kav’ai? That didn’t make any sense. 

“Lightning,” I said in a rush.

The guard looked up sharply and I felt Zyla tense in front of me.

“You’re from the Lightning Region? You’re sure?” His eyes narrowed.

Well, the best thing to do when you’re caught lying is to double down.

“Are you calling me a liar?” I asked.

I didn’t expect the gasp. Zyla’s gasp was to be expected. But both guards and every person in earshot gasped in unison before the guard flushed, his eyes flashing with anger.

“Report to the central guardhouse in the pottery district of Eski by noon tomorrow to confirm your identities. Next!”

Well, that didn’t seem so bad. I half expected him to challenge me to some kind of duel with that reaction.

“You fool,” Zyla whispered the moment we were past the guards. “You’re going to get us all killed.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Saboraak was right about the rails. The carts on the rails had little hooks that were loose and mobile in one direction, but which caught on a ladder if they tried to roll backward. It was an ingenious way to deal with the steady verticals in this strange mountain city. 

Along the road, there were hawkers, like in every city, except these hawked wares through windows instead of from carts on the streets. Prospective customers would line up along the rungs of ladders for their turn to buy from the steaming warm windows and merchants with sleeves rolled up despite the cold were quick to take orders at one window and deliver the wares through the next one further up the ladder. 

Zyla avoided the roads with the rails and merchant windows, quietly directing Saboraak to a series of back ladders and staircases that seemed to lead deeper and deeper into the hidden parts of the city. I thought we should avoid ladders altogether. Saboraak’s approach to them was to simply hop to the next level and avoid them altogether. I wasn’t fool enough to speak that thought out loud. 

We found a back alley buried inside a stone crevice, and by the look of the debris on the staircases, it was meant for waste and hidden dealings. 

“There’s an inn somewhere along here,” Zyla muttered a few minutes after we found the back way.

I didn’t want to say anything out loud, but I had no coin for an inn, and I doubted she did, either.

“I can’t believe the guards thought we were from Kav’ai,” I said, hoping to soothe whatever was irritating her. 

“They didn’t. They thought we were Ko’Torenth nobility dressing up as Kav’ai for the festival.”

“Then what was all that about cormorants?”

She sighed. “It’s the traditional Noble Code of Ko’Torenth. We are expected to lie and to do it well and they are expected to pretend our lies are true but listen for the hidden code behind our words.”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“That’s culture.”

Ha! The joke’s on you, Tor. It’s hard to ply your trade as a liar when you’re in a whole city of people who lie better than you do.

I felt as though someone had thrown a bucket of lukewarm water over me. Great. Just great. I was like a declawed cat in a city of tigers.

Apt.

She could laugh all she wanted. She’d have to lie low in this city of few dragons, and from what I could tell, that meant spending her time in these back alleys that smelled like vomit and last night’s dinner.

They also smell like blood. Violence has touched this place.

“So what did the cormorant comment mean?”

“He was asking me what level of noble I am. I chose a low house symbol – cormorant.”

“And what did it mean when I said ‘lightning’?”

“That you think you’re royalty. You’re lucky he didn’t kill you for the audacity of such a lie. Here we are,” Zyla said. “The Leaping Lizard Inn.”

Would Saboraak consider herself a leaping lizard?

I most certainly would not.

“Okay,” Zyla said, as she leaned Bataar over the saddle and dismounted. “You bring Zin and Bataar inside and find a place for Saboraak. I need to go find a healer for Bataar.”

“Whoa,” I said, leaping off of Saboraak’s back. “You’re the one who knows the people here, and I don’t think it’s safe out there. I have a bad feeling about this place.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m worried about leaving Saboraak here in the middle of a strange city. She sticks out like ... like a massive dragon. Anything could happen.”

Noble. But I assure you, I will be fine. I can flame this whole city if I need to.

“But,” I continued. “I’m also worried about you. How do we know who we can trust? What if someone tries to grab you out there? They did once before.”

“Stop fussing. Your dragon will be fine.” As she spoke, she tapped twice on a door that looked like every other back door along the alley. “But we need a healer here immediately and we need to negotiate with the innkeeper and manage the injured. If you’re too worried to let me go find a healer then you will have to do, mud boots.” 

“Mud boots?” 

“It’s a word we use for yokels.”

“I’m from the city!” 

Zyla ignored me, helping Zin down as she waited for the door to be answered. “You need to follow this alley until it comes out to a main square. Go up a few levels until you see a tall building with green doors and shutters with oak leaves carved into them. That’s a house of healing. They’re scattered throughout the city on the upper levels. Bring a healer here however you can. Can you do that?”

I felt myself pull back. She didn’t think I could handle a simple chore? 

“Obviously,” I said, offering her an elaborate bow. “Whatever the lady wants, she shall have.”

And this way she and the others would be in one safe place and not wandering around the city like vulnerable chicks away from the hen.

I am no chick.

“I want six trained warriors, a bag of gold, and a man who speaks every language of Everturn, but I suppose I will have to make do with you,” Zyla said. I didn’t like the way she raised her eyebrows when she spoke like that. It was like she was judging me.

“What’s Everturn?” I asked.

“The name of the world we live in,” Zyla said, rolling her eyes and then, as we heard the door opening, she waved a hand in a hurrying motion. “Now be off with you!”

And don’t forget this spider.

I had completely forgotten about the spider! I hurried to Saboraak’s muzzle, taking the proffered spider from her snout.

It was sticky.

I’ve been carrying it for hours. What did you expect?

Ugh.

Behind me, I heard Zyla speaking urgently to a man with a long apron and a close-fitting cap. I ducked out of sight and scurried up the alleyway – everything was ‘up’ in this city – shaking the spider to get the spit off of it.

At least I was going to get a good look at the city! I couldn’t help the itch in my feet at the thought of that. It even blotted out the pain in my heel and the cold in the air.

Just try to be careful. I’m beginning to get attached to you.

I could even win dragon hearts in a city like this!

Keep telling yourself that.
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Chapter Twelve
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I emerged from the alley just like Zyla said I would, and I barely managed to hold back a gasp as I stepped into the square. It was formed in a crevice in the mountain. Tall, sharply vertical buildings surrounded three sides of the small square, climbing up into the sky as if five or six of them were racing to grow above the others. I saw windows six or seven high and people in every window. 

I studied the square while I turned the metal spider around and around in my hands. It was a strange little thing. It hadn’t spat out sparks or felt warm to the touch, but its metal surface sometimes felt ... spongy ... under my fingers. Like it had a bit of give in it. I wondered what it would take to trigger those lightnings. What one man could do, another man could do. I’d just need to pull it out in a sticky situation and see if it would do for me what it had done for the Magika back on the hillside.

In the alleys, lines of clothes drying intersected with one another, but here in the square it was lines of small bells and every wind that whistled through the craggy open area jingled tunes unique to itself. 

The building nearest me was a bakery and the smells coming from it made my mouth water. I could spend a day in the square and be happy to have spent it here.

People filled every inch of available space, even rubbing up against the raised statue at the center – a rising creature portrayed as rocketing skyward on a carved trail of wind and ... ash? It was hard to tell. 

I couldn’t stay here all day. I couldn’t learn the ebb and flow of the city like I might want to. I needed to get up two levels and find this house of healing. 

I scanned the square looking for the closest ramp, or stair, or ladder. A likely looking spiral staircase - packed with people going up while a parallel one was equally tight with people going down – was only accessible by crossing the square.

Taking a deep breath, I jammed the spider inside my shirt, wrapped my cloak around me, and plunged into the mass of bodies. The spider’s stiff metal legs dug into my chest every time someone bumped into me, but I didn’t dare lose it. I’d seen what it did in battle and I was too curious to lose it before I tried it myself. 

I tried to find a shoal of people moving in the direction I was going, but everyone was intent on their own business and none of them moved with the purpose I needed. 

In the end, I shoved forward, maneuvering step by step across the square, dodging one person only to have to plant myself in the path of another. There! An opening was forming in front of me. I leapt into it, surprised when no one else filled the gap. I teetered for a moment on one foot before catching myself and looking around. 

The crowd had parted around the central statue, leaving a space almost three people wide around it. As I stood motionless in the gap, I watched the crowd draw back further. 

How were they even finding room to pull back – and why now? Was this statue a fountain about to rain down water? 

I glanced around, trying to make sense of it until I realized that as many people as were staring at the central statue were also staring at me, eyes wide as saucers. I scrambled backward, trying to join the crowd. How did people go from loose individuals to an impenetrable wall?

There was a gasp from the wall. I spun around to look up to the statue, desperate to know what was coming next. 

A man stood at the base of the statue, his eyes turned upward as if looking at the sky. Well, there was nothing strange there. It must feel claustrophobic to him in the middle of these tall buildings and people.

He moved so suddenly that I jumped. He spun in place, his head snapping down to look at the crowd below – no, not the crowd – at me.

Our eyes met across the gap and my breath caught in my throat. 

In the depths of his eyes, light swirled like a silver tide rising. It blotted out his irises and pupils until his eyes were nothing but silver – liquid, shining, but possessed of an otherworldly quality that made me shiver. 

I wanted to run, but my feet wouldn’t move. I reached into my shirt and drew out the spider. Would it even work for me? It looked like nothing but a wrought metal spider in the light of day. My hands shook as I held it up in front of me. Okay, spider, work your magic!

Nothing happened.

The man raised a hand, his index finger pointing right at me. 

Gasps filled the air as every eye swiveled to where I stood. 

My mouth was suddenly dry.

“You!” he breathed. “You have it!”

Maybe I shouldn’t have taken that spider after all. Not only was it useless, but now it was drawing attention. 

The man’s index finger began to tremble and then the silver in his eyes burst, splattering across his face and hair and dripping like hot wax in long trails to his feet. It pooled there, as if each drop was seeking out the others, not random, but alive. 

I was tumbling backward before I realized it. But everyone else was pushing backward, too. Somewhere behind me, the screams started.

And then figures erupted around the man as I knew they would. They formed out of the heavy snowflakes in the air, swirling messily around him. Like small, personal demons formed of snow and silver, they whirled and grew. 

I knew I should shut my eyes. 

I’d seen this twice before and that was twice too many times. But my eyes would not shut even though they burned, tears streaming down my face from the wind and the cold. Not tears from stress or fear. Just from the wind and the cold. That’s probably why I was frozen in place. I was just too cold.

What’s happening? What’s wrong?

Trouble, Saboraak. Stay with the others! No one else needed to get hurt. Not when I was pretty sure it was me that they wanted. 

The snowy creatures pounced on their creator. A ripping, wet sound end in a high-pitched squeal that went on and on. Then, like a snowball breaking against an old wall, the creatures burst into a puff of snow and steam.

When the cloud of their remains settled, there was nothing left of the man with the silver eyes.

I didn’t wait for someone else to break the silence. I didn’t dare wait. I ducked under the arm of a man right behind me, quickly bent double and began pushing my way through the crowd, head down and refusing to be stopped. The insistent drum of my heart filled my ears and guided my feet. Forward. Forward. Forward. 

Yells and curses followed me. I didn’t dare turn to see who was following them. Whoever they were, they weren’t going to be friendly. I pressed on through the crowd, weaving and dodging. 

Were those faces I was passing? All I saw were expressions: confusion, surprise, hate. Did they see what happened? Would they turn on me?  

I didn’t dare stay long enough to find out. Just another corner and I’d be only another member of the crowd. I pushed harder. I wished that I could run forever until there wasn’t a single man left with silver in his eyes. What could I possibly have that they wanted? I was poor as mud without even a decent set of clothes to my name! Unless it was the spider. I could see wanting that – though it hadn’t produced any lightnings to defend me.

I shoved it back in my shirt as I finally reached the spiral staircase leading upward. I pulled the hood of my cloak up over my head, joining the slowly ascending line of people. Was that man pointing to me as he spoke to a man dressed in dark emerald? How about the woman with the wide apron frowning in my direction? Everyone I passed was a potential threat.

I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until I reached the second level and left the slow train of people to push onto a narrow boardwalk above. I needed to get a hold of myself. I needed to find that house of healing. That was all. Whatever happened in the square had nothing to do with me. No one could blame me for it.

Now, where was this green-doored building? 

I saw it as soon as I scanned the boardwalk – a tall white building with green doors and long green banners hanging from the upper windows. Perfect. I’d do my job and get out of here like nothing ever happened.

Was that a man pointing to me? Nonsense. He must mean someone else. For a moment, I almost thought it was the same man in the green coat I’d seen a level below. But no, it must be a uniform. 

That had better not be the city guard of Eski! I did not want to get on their bad side the second I set foot in their city.

I sidled nonchalantly to the first green door and then, as soon as the crowd surged and took me out of the gaze of the man in the emerald coat, I slid to the door.

I took one last look back before I shut it behind me. A flash of purple caught my eye. It couldn’t be ...

The crowd shifted again, and I caught a clear look at the face of a man in a purple Magika robe. Across the sea of people, our eyes met. I gasped, ducking in the door, my heart pounding. That was impossible! He couldn’t possibly be here!

But I’d never forget the face of the man who tortured me.

Shabren the Violet.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Welcome to the Halls of the Oak,” a voice said and whirled to see a man smiling gently at me. He was dressed in white furs and wore a wreath of oak leaves around his neck. “Can I take you to see one of our healers?”

I glanced back at the door behind me. I needed to get further into the building. Shabren and the guards would not be far behind. 

“Yes, please,” I said.

The room we were in was some sort of anteroom. There were chairs and a fire and a wide stone basin full of glowing embers. All of it clean, fresh and tidy. Dax the White – one of the Dragon Riders I’d known in Vanika – would have loved this place. As a healer, he was always very specific about keeping things clean and well recorded.

The man smiled gently. “If you’d follow me, then.”

He moved gracefully, but slowly, down a smooth-walled hall and I nearly stepped on the backs of his heels in my hurry to go faster.

“I need to see a healer right away,” I prompted.

“Yes,” he said with a smile.

“I’m in a hurry!”

He frowned, still gentle like a beloved uncle. “Hurry helps no one. What causes this haste?”

I opened my mouth, but I felt suddenly tongue-tied. I was used to spinning out a lie at a moment like this, but these people were used to liars. Maybe the best thing to do where they were concerned was to surprise them with the truth. I looked over my shoulder, worried that Shabren might be right behind me. 

“I have a hurt friend,” I blurted out. “He needs help right away.”

“Is that why you came here wearing a black cloak?”

“What?” I was so confused. What could he possibly mean?

Tor? 

Saboraak! She needed to know that I’d seen Shabren in the crowd. 

Tor, there’s trouble here!

My eyes lost focus for a moment as I tried to turn inward to sense what emotion that was filling her words.

I sensed a movement out of the corner of my eye and came back to focus just in time to see the man with the oak leaf wreath heft an axe from off a bracket on the wall.

“I’m taking you to the authorities, boy. Don’t try to run. I’ll make as much coin from bringing you dead as I would alive.”

I spun, looking for an escape route and he rushed toward me, brandishing his axe. 

I stumbled to the side, barely dodging his wild blow as his axe crashed into the stone, sparks flying where its edge hit the wall.

What in the-

Bataar is a wanted man! Somehow word is out that we have him and that we will be looking for a healer. Don’t go to the house of healing.

Too late. And I looked a lot like Bataar with this band wrapped around my head! I ripped it off and threw it to the ground.

The wild healer was charging for a second attack and I scrambled down the hallway, pulling a vase down from an alcove and throwing it behind me. Anything to gain a few strides on him and that axe!

There was a cry from behind us at the entrance and a deep shout. That wasn’t Shabren, was it?

I launched forward at twice the speed. I needed Saboraak! I couldn’t manage this part on my own. I rushed to a circular metal stairway, pounding up the steps, my legs on fire with the effort. They were going to be strong after a week in this vertical city.

You’re going to have to manage on your own. I’m busy here.

Well, that was convenient. She was busy, was she?  Maybe I’d be busy the next time her life was threatened. Maybe I should have been less worried about her safety in Eski and more worried about my own.

Don’t be childish. You’ll be fine. Just don’t die.

Yeah, that was the plan. 

I could hear footsteps right behind me and my breath came faster and faster, searing my lungs with fiery pain. But that was nothing compared to the pain that would greet me if that axe hit me. There was a door at the top of the stairs and I rushed through it and then threw myself against the wall right beside the doorframe. 

This was another hall. I didn’t know where it led or how to get out of this place or who else might be looking for me with axes int heir hands. 

Below me, I heard footsteps pounding up the stairs and shouts. Shouts meant more people. People with axes. My chest was heaving, and I tried to calm my breathing down. What was the best way to deal with a problem?

One step at a time.

Good advice. Step one: deal with the axe. My pursuer had an axe. I did not. This needed to change.

I took a deep breath as the footsteps grew closer. The second the door beside me was flung open, I launched myself forward, head curled down so I could hit him in the face with my skull. I felt the crack on the top of my head, but I gritted my teeth, refusing to recoil from the impact. My attacker stumbled to the side, colliding with the half-open door and falling to one knee. His axe fell from his hand, skittering across the stone floor and into the hall. 

I scooped up the axe and plummeting down the hall. 

Step one, complete. 

Now the man chasing me was down one axe and I was up one axe – not that I planned to use it. I shuddered at the thought of cleaving a person like one might cleave wood. 

No time for that! 

There was a window at the end of the hall. I could try one of the heavy doors along the way, but I had no idea what could be in them and I could end up trapped in a room with no exit.

There was a shout behind me and I risked a glance over my shoulder. Men with oak-leaf wreaths around their necks were rushing through the door and down the corridor. No time to make plans. I was a betting man. It was my fault and also my strength.

Time to bet that I could jump out a two-story window and live.

Don’t do it! Human’s are fragile! You will break yourself!

Not if I did it right. 

I sped up, excitement coursing through my veins. I never felt so alive as when I was being chased. I jammed the axe handle into my belt. It had better hold! That thing was heavy.

You’re crazy.

The window loomed ahead, big and bright – easy to vault through. I measured my steps by eye, counting, ready ...

“Stop!” That was Shabren’s voice. No time to turn and confirm. 

I reached the ledge at the exact right moment, letting my momentum help as I lifted both legs while my hand found its place on the ledge. 

I leapt, flying through the window, spinning to turn toward the wall. 

Was I right? 

I’d better be right.

Yes!

A green banner hung from just below the window, exactly as I’d been betting on. I grabbed it frantically, sliding down it as my grip slowed me. There!

I slowed to a stop, dangling free over the side of a building set in the side of a cliff. I could see the little boardwalk below and below that vertical city falling down, down, down beneath me – and below that clouds, and below that ... who knew? Death, perhaps.

One step at a time!

Oh yes. This was the step where I got to the ground faster than they did. 

I let the fabric slide through my hands, dropping me down until I was almost at ground level. I’d have to drop free the last few feet. I let go, falling into a crouch on the boardwalk. 

Around me, people gaped, stopping to stare at my sudden acrobatics.

No time to stare back. 

I sprinted down the boardwalk. I needed an alley. Preferably one with laundry hanging to dry. There! I paused in the entrance, glancing backward and nearly froze like the crowd. 

Something was coming out of the same window I’d leapt from – not a man, or at least, not only a man. It was a flying rug with three men sitting on it, and one of them was Shabren the Violet. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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I ducked into the alley, running as fast as I could. I’d done this before. I needed to remember that. 

I’d run from the city guard, from merchants, from angry citizens, from fire, and from dust demons. I could do this. 

Step three, change how I look. 

There! A washing line hung along the alley, some of the clothing hanging low enough for me to grab them. I snatched anything I could reach and kept running. The alley was dark and grimy, but there were fissures in the stone wall it butted up against. I was looking for one the exact right size – big enough to hold a man. 

The first one was occupied. Someone about my size was curled up in the shadow there, sleeping. Good to know that people like me lived here, too – people surviving on luck and brashness.

There was another crevice up ahead. Unoccupied. Good. My luck hadn’t run out yet. 

I ducked inside and examined what I had. A light red cloak, threadbare and not nearly as warm as the dark one Hubric had given me. Reluctantly, I exchanged them, hiding the axe and the fancy belt beneath the cloak. 

The other garment was black and loose like a long scarf. I tangled it around my head like I’d seen some of the visitors at the gate do. It covered my face except for my eyes. Perfect. No one could tell who I was beneath this. 

Now, the cloak. If I left it here it would be a dead giveaway ...

With a flash of inspiration, I backtracked, dropping the cloak over the sleeper in the other crevice. He could use it. Sleeping outside in this cold couldn’t be easy. And if someone was looking for that cloak, he’d make a good distraction. 

I hurried further down the alley. That flying rug would be here any minute and before it arrived, I needed to get further away. No ... wait. They would just expand the search farther. What I needed was a place to hide. Then I could hunker down until dark and give them the slip under the cover of night.

But this was a foreign city and I didn’t know the back ways yet. Going down would be easier than going up. I should drop down a level.

Don’t drop down.

Why not?

We are dealing with our own situation here and I can’t allow you to bring trouble back with you.

She had to be kidding me! Was I not in trouble, too?

You’re on your own, kid. Hold them off. Don’t die. I’ll let you know when you can come back.

Rejection and betrayal filled me as I hurried up the alley, looking both ways in the street beyond. 

Don’t take it personally. I have a lot of responsibilities to juggle here.

The problem with compassionate people was that sometimes they were so busy being compassionate to strangers that they made bad friends.

Ouch. 

I almost didn’t see the green embroidered sleeves of the guard at the end of the alley. I drew in a deep breath when it finally registered. His back was to me, standing guard over the alley. There was no way to slip around him.

I stumbled backward, wincing as I hit my heel on a stone. I didn’t dare make a sound. I wasn’t going to have anyone to save me if I messed this up. Those traitors!

Get over yourself. Zyla and I were betrayed. Since then, we’ve changed locations, changed disguises, and found a friend. We’ve been a bit busy. But we’re still being hunted, and we need to find a safe place before we’re discovered. Do you know how hard it is to hide when you’re a dragon?

Didn’t Zyla say there would be dragons here? Why didn’t she go hide in a dragon cote? She could pretend to be a purple. They were notoriously reclusive. Zyla could be her rider and they could tuck Zin and Bataar into the saddlebags until things settled down.

That’s actually a very good idea.

I was known to have those. I eased myself along the wall of the building behind me. It smelled like rat. Why was my stomach rumbling? I had better not have developed a taste for rat. That would be awful.

Why didn’t you suggest this plan before?

I’m running for my life, remember?

I leaned back and took a second step backward, back brushing the wall. My footing felt spongy – and then suddenly I was falling. I gritted my teeth to keep from screaming as the ground gave out beneath me. I must have stepped on rotten wood. Skies and stars!

Terror shot through me as visions of falling forever filled my mind, but I landed before I could flesh them out. 

Ngh! 

I clenched my whole body against the impact. My hip throbbed like I’d bruised it, but I pulled myself to my feet. 

I was in a cellar, or maybe a storeroom. Crates and barrels were scattered around the room with old sacking and straw strewn untidily about. Someone wasn’t keen on housework. Not that I minded too much. I hadn’t slept in almost two days and even then, I’d been unconscious. Maybe this was a good place to lay low. No one was going to find me here. 

I gathered the loose sacking and straw, found a dark corner and wrapped the old red cloak around me. I already missed the black one. I had a bad feeling I wasn’t going to be able to replace it any time soon. 

The axe dug into my side as I settled in, but I didn’t adjust it. I liked the reminder that I had a weapon now – even if I had no idea how to use it.

Sleep came quickly.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Wake up! Wake up!

Skies and stars, she could keep the flaming yelling to herself!

Your enemies are upon you!

I scrambled up from the cellar floor, my heart leaping into my throat at the scurrying sounds around me until my brain supplied me with a reminder – rats.

I stood still and silent, listening. It was strangely quiet for a city, no sound of bustle or business outside.

You slept the day away. Darkness falls.

The barest glimmer of light worked its way down from the rotten wood I’d fallen through. Could I climb back up through it? Yes, if I used the barrel. I heard a scrape from further into the room. Maybe Saboraak was right. There might be someone coming down here.

Of course, I’m right.

I grabbed one of the barrels, rolling it toward the hole. The movement sounded loud in the silence. Are you nearby, Saboraak? Can you hear that? There was a knot forming in my belly.

Hardly. We followed your plan. We’re in the dragon cotes three levels below you. Zyla is trying to sort out Zin and Bataar without a healer. We really could have used one.

You wouldn’t have wanted me to send the one I met ...

I climbed up on the barrel, steadying myself and ready to climb through the hole. Why was it so silent out there? Sweat formed along my brow. The scarf wrapped around my face wasn’t helping with that.

The Cantata is about to begin.

Cantata?

Cantata of Lights. It’s part of the Festival. 

And that made the whole city silent? If I climbed through here, it was going to be noisy enough in all that silence that I would certainly draw attention.

It won’t be silent for long. Move.

Light flared into the room as a door opened. I hadn’t even realized there was a door there. A guard held a bright lantern up.

“There he is!”

Not for long! I leapt up from the barrel, grabbed the lip of the hole where I fell through only hours ago and dragged myself up over the jagged wood. The edges of it bit into my belly as I wriggled across and I knew they would leave marks. But those guards with the axes would leave far worse marks. 

What was with everyone and their axes around here? I hadn’t seen a decent tree in days.

The axes appear to be of ceremonial importance. Perhaps they think they can divide the lies they tell with such tools.

I was sprinting down the alley, not bothering to look behind me. I already knew what I would see. So much for sneaking out after they’d given up looking for me. 

I’d need a different plan this time.

I adjusted the scarf around my head, making sure it covered my face. Okay. If there was still a guard at the end of the alley, I’d have to take action. Violence wasn’t really my thing, but neither was dying.

Yep, there he was, still standing at the mouth of the alley. I yanked the axe free from my belt. I didn’t want to do this.

Axes have two sides.

Why hadn’t I thought of that? 

I turned the axe around, trying to be careful not to hit too hard as I struck the back of his head. The guard fell, and I bit my lip, trying not to look at him as I stuffed the axe back into my belt. I didn’t want to know if I’d accidentally killed him. 

There was a shout behind me and I dashed out into the boardwalk only to draw up short. Wha - ?

The Cantata of Lights. I told you it was starting.

People lined the boardwalk, motionless, looking out into the sky beyond. From where I stood, I could see that every boardwalk, every staircase, every open window was filled with silent, statue-like people. Cold ice whirled around them in the black of the night and then, as if by magic, lights sprang up on the lower level, spreading one after another to light the entire city. 

I almost jumped as a crackling sound started over my head. A spark sped up a line above me, lighting each candle in blue lanterns above me as it ascended. 

From below, a ghostly sound began. No time to listen. I edged my way up the line of people, sneaking behind them, hoping they were too absorbed in their silent celebration to notice. The sound was growing louder. Voices, I thought.

I dashed to a staircase, climbing behind the backs of the silent crowds. 

Was that singing?  Wordless – or with words I didn’t understand – the song grew. Layer upon layer of harmonies rose level upon level through the city. 

Below me, the guards dashed out of the alley. I caught a glimpse of purple in the blue lights. Shabren. 

He opened his mouth, but at that moment the people nearest me began to sing, their powerful voices drowning out whatever he had meant to shout.

I continued my climb, speeding up until the muscles in my legs burned from the effort and my lungs grew ragged from sucking in the icy air. 

I didn’t have a plan. I was only running, running, running. I needed some burst of genius to help me, but nothing was coming to me as I rushed up the stairs. 

What was this festival for? Between the eerie blue lights and the focused singers, the whole mountain seemed to be caught up in the drama of the moment. Across from our mountain peak, the other two cities lit up in a wave of blue just as ours had and my imagination made me think that I could hear their singers, too – though in reality, all I could hear was my own heart beating so hard it was going to rip my chest in half.

Zyla left me with the others. She is looking for a healer. You are still on your own.

Great. Just great. 

The city grew more decadent the higher I climbed. Carved arches were spaced out across the boardwalks, both suspending them and adding beauty to the structures. The buildings on either side were carved out from the rock – likely there were few alleys here – and the skill involved in carving the intertwined knotwork that decorated them was something I’d never seen before. At this rate, I’d never seen it again.

Shabren was gaining on me. Every time I glanced behind me, he was closer, forcing his way through the well-dressed people on this level, their long vests and wide belts trimmed with ermine and fox. The women’s hair was elaborately dressed and some of the men wore scarves around their faces and heads just as I did. Good. That should make me blend in more – except for the threadbare cloak. When the time was right, I would need to slip that off. 

Why hadn’t he brought his flying carpet?

Too conspicuous in the middle of the celebration. He would be seen, and such an offense would alienate any allies he has here. This day is sacred to Ko’Torenth. 

I was looking desperately for an opportunity, now. I glanced down every walkway, into every window, dodging people like a fish dodged seaweed, but looking, looking, looking until my eyes streamed with tears from looking too hard. If he caught me, there would be no escape. Saboraak was stuck helping the others. Zyla didn’t even have the connections to help her sister. Bataar was a wanted man and Hubric didn’t know where we were. I was on my own and I didn’t know the city. This one, wild chase was my only remaining hope.

I was running out of time and running out of city. The crowds thinned as I gained another level, getting closer and closer to the apex of the city. Despite fewer people, the sound of their song filled every available space. It reverberated through me like I was a part of it, it was rushing into me – a waterfall into a basin.

At the very peak of the city, a strange structure loomed. It was like a great three-pronged arm that extended out over the mountain city. It rose in the center of the curve of the mountain so that anyone standing on the platform at the end of it would be standing over a drop that went all the way to the foothills below the mountain. How would you build a thing like that? What was it for?

You will have to ask Zyla. I do not know of this thing.

All three arms led to that circular platform. A pair of intersecting arches towered over the platform, serrated along their edges.  Arches were interspersed all along the arms, a long beam running along the peaks of them as if it was part of the structural integrity of the network. 

In my experience, strange things like that led to nothing good.

Except for the time you thought we should fly through one that was like a door. 

I saved our lives, didn’t I?

Technically, that was me.

Fine. Then if you’re the savior around here, then get out of that dragon cote and come lend me a hand. I hadn’t wanted her in danger before, but now things were getting ... dire.

I turned a corner only to find my way blocked by guards. I pivoted at the last moment, rushing up a spiral staircase instead. Great. The guards had joined the chase again. I was like a prize fox in a hunt. Everyone wanted a piece of my hide.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I had a terrible feeling that they were herding me upward. That, or they figured I would collapse if I kept climbing. 

I was close to collapse already, my lungs heaving and the taste of blood in my mouth. I was no quitter. If they wanted me, they’d have to come and get me.

On my way.

Really? I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned the last spiral in the staircase and then gasped. If the level below had been rich, this level was palatial. The boardwalk wasn’t boards but woven metal strands in vine-like patterns. The rail along the edge was equally decadent and by the knot-and-scrollwork around every door and window and the carved friezes on the walls, I had a terrible feeling that this might be the kind of place where a king would live. 

There were only about a hundred people standing around the railings on this level. Their song seemed to be almost a trance. But their guards were alert. They were charging towards me.

Nice work, fellas. Who said that guards were unobservant?

I turned. Better to take my chances below. Movement made me stop just in time. The pair of guards from below were rounding the last turn on the spiral staircase.

Skies and flaming stars! I was in trouble now!

Language!

She could say whatever she wanted, but she wasn’t here.  

I told you I was coming, I just need to work on a great disguise, so no one recognizes me ...

Yeah, you work on disguises, I’ll work on not dying. 

I was going so quickly now that my feet were slipping and skidding on the icy woven walkway. I nearly skidded into a girl with flowing golden hair and huge eyes. Her mouth formed a perfect ‘O’ but there was no time to admire pretty faces. I was surrounded. 

The purple of Shabren’s robes rose over the lip of the staircase.

There was only one path left to me – the nearest arm leading to that center platform. I was already squirming inside as my feet hit the edge of it.

If you are going to die, do it spectacularly. Like everything in life, you have a better chance of pulling it off if you add the right level of drama.

What do you mean ‘pull it off’? We all die.

I mean that if I can, I’ll find a way to cheat death.

If that was possible, no one in Ko’Torenth would ever die. I feel like I should walk through this city blindfolded and with wool in my ears. No one is who they pretend to be!

I sped up, my lungs screaming in protest as I raced down the arm. Something was digging into my chest uncomfortably. What was that?

The spider! I’d forgotten about it in my hurry. I reached into my shirt, fumbling for it as I ran. There!

I pulled it out of my shirt. It was hot to the touch and glowing. 

Uh oh. I never wanted to be in a place that made magic things start working again. That was for heroes and I was definitely not hero material.

I should throw it off the side of the arch. And yet, somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to do that. I knew this thing could shoot lightning. I’d seen it before, hadn’t I? Maybe it could shoot a little lightning for me.   

Be careful! Things that are done remain done. You can’t un-kill someone.

Oh, trust me. I won’t want to.

Have you ever killed?

I’d gotten pretty close.

You won’t like it. When you kill someone, it feels a bit like cheating.

I liked cheating. I did it at every conceivable opportunity.

And yet, here you are being faithful and loyal when you could just turn the rest of us in for the reward.

Shabren stepped onto the arm. I could finally hear him.

“I knew you’d be trouble,” he said. “The second I saw you, I knew you were a street curr.”

He flattery would get him nowhere. I backed up as I fumbled with the spider.

“You’re dipping your toes in pools that you have no business even knowing about. Hand me that artifact.”

Yeah, and I’d go ahead and give him the axe, too. Did he always deal with idiots or did he really think he could charm me out of my only weapons?

The tiger’s eye pendant on my chest vibrated.

“Do you know what it means to step on this walkway, boy? Do you know what will happen when your feet hit the ko’tor’kaen?”

I didn’t even know what that word meant. Now, how did this thing work? You pointed it at your enemy ... I lifted the spider up, aiming the legs at Shabren.

“This is the seat of judgment, boy. This place was made to judge truth. And you are no son of truth.”

So, what? If I had to guess, I’d say that the only truthful person in this city was Saboraak and she was no one’s son.

Your acknowledgment means a lot to me.

Uh huh. Enough to fly up here and get me out of this mess?

I’m stuck here. I can’t leave until Zyla returns.

Just get me out of here before Shabren remembers he can do those lightning tricks.

“The Ko’tor’kaen judges the destiny of a soul. And on this day – the Festival of Lights – the day that Ko’Torenth celebrates how each person holds within him a spark of Truth – on this day, walking onto that platform has a special significance.”

“Did you know that you look smaller without your pet rug?” I asked. It wasn’t my best insult, but I was feeling a little out of my depths. 

I took another step backward and stumbled slightly. It was a step down. I pulled my other foot down to quickly stabilize. Whew. It didn’t feel like I’d hurt my ankles. That was a close one! 

When I looked back up, Shabren’s eyes were wide with shock.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Seventeen
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I felt a tingling in the air. Without realizing it, I had stepped onto the platform. I could see the other two arms branching off next to the one I’d followed. Guards stood at the edges of the arms as if they were afraid to step on the platform, their eyes wide and their faces tight with fear. 

Above me, the tingling air leapt and jumped along the intersecting arches, sizzling with leaping blue light. 

“Where is it?” Shabren asked quietly, as if he was afraid his voice would shatter our special moment.

“In my hands, genius.”

Beneath me, the song in a thousand throats caught for a moment before morphing into something brighter, something almost triumphant. I didn’t understand it. But one thing I did know – I was glad my face was covered. I had a terrible feeling that every set of eyes in the city could see me right now.

“Not the spider, the book. Hubric didn’t have it when we caught up to him. There’s only one person he could have given it to.”

Caught up to them? Did they have Hubric? Was he okay? And what book was he talking about? Did he mean that weird prophecy book Hubric gave me before he left?

The spider pulled upward, as if being sucked up to where the arches intersected, but I held on tight even when it yanked my arms above my head and my sleeves fell down around my elbows. I wasn’t letting go of this thing. It was the most valuable thing I owned – or at least, I thought so. I was going to have to look at that book again.

There was a gasp – a gasp like the rush of the tide, a gasp torn from several thousand throats. Shabren’s eyes were locked on my arms above my head. I looked up. The silver tattoos glowed in the blue light of the arches.

At the arms of the other two arches, the guards dropped to their knees.

“The Ko,” Shabren breathed. 

Run. I sense ... terrible evil.

Run where?

The spider ripped from my hands, rocketing up to the apex of the arches and sticking there as if by magic. I’d lost my only hope of fighting back – not that it had been working for me anyway.

Run anywhere!

“You’ll never escape now, boy.”

I let my eyes narrow and clenched my jaw. I’d never been a hero. I kept telling people that.

Then be a gambler. It’s what you keep on saying you are! Take a gamble. Do something no one would predict.

Okay, Saboraak. It’s now or never. You want to be my dragon? You get one chance at this. 

I smiled at Shabren. “Watch me.”

I turned my back on him and ran, jumping through the arch and leaping out into the empty air beyond. If you’re going to die, do it dramatically.

My legs and arms wind-milled as I dropped, a meteor falling from the sky. My heart was in my throat, tears streaking down my face.  What had I done? This gamble was too much!

It might be my last big bet.  

The wind whistled around me as I dashed past thousands of horrified faces, past level after level of mountain city. My heart was pounding too hard. It was going to burst before my dice pips could be counted and the bet decided ...

I crashed into something hard. 

It dipped under me, leveling off as I was still grasping for a hold of the saddle. A massive red head and neck spun around to give me a baleful look.

You can always bet on me, kid. Although, for future reference, I’d prefer that the risks you take be a little less suicidal in nature. I was thinking that you’d dart over the heads of the guards or try a spinning kick, or something ...

I had bet my life on my dragon. 

And when I was done having a heart attack, I was going to feel all warm inside that my bet had paid off.

I’ll show you warm! I’ll toast your heels if you ever pull a stunt like that again!

It was actually kind of fun now that it was over ...

I’ll roast you like a pig on a spit!

And it was the first time I’d ever completely trusted someone else with my life.

Saboraak’s rage stuttered and was gone.

I’m starting to love you, too.

No one said anything about love.

I just did.

––––––––
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READ MORE OF TOR AND Saboraak’s adventures in Dragon Chameleon: City of Ice.
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