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Аннотация
In a time when dragons are thought to be a myth, Damon finds that there may be one remaining, one last great secret. The answers lie at the other end of Dire. However, there is more than distance and the possibility of a dragon, there is also a king who cannot rule, people who are hiding the truth, and others who use their powers for personal gain. The story twists and turns, never taking the reader where expected, and it does so with sharp wit and compassion.
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CHAPTER ONE 
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The sharp nudge of my sister�s elbow to my ribs drew my attention. She was standing alert at my side, while Princess Elizabeth lay on a sofa in the shade of the camellia garden. The princess had raised an index finger slightly without turning to look my way. I�d missed her signal. Quickly and smoothly, I approached from behind and held my tray of sweets near her impatiently outstretched hand. She selected a tiny cake coated with powdered sugar without looking. I stepped back, ready to move closer again if she indicated she wanted another.
�Daydreaming, Damon?� My sister Kendra mouthed silently, scolding me.
I nodded, just the barest of moves with my chin. My full attention was again focused on Princess Elizabeth and her needs, as it should be.
Kendra clutched the carafe of wine tightly to her chest, ready to pour again at a moment�s notice, a combination of water, and red and white wine that Lady Elizabeth was partial to. The red wine gave it a pleasing body and color, the white sweetness, and the ample amount of pure water prevented the alcohol from speaking for her. However, I silently worried about the Lady Elizabeth�s penchant for sweets, although they had not yet swelled her hips. She lay on the sofa, slim, white skin and dress, and seductive in her pretended innocence.
Across from her, sunning himself in the royal garden, sat Lord Kent, a simpering boy of middle teens already intending to conquer the green world, the only civilized portion. The brown and tan worlds to the south needed no conquering, because who would want to live in them? The white world to the north was too cold to care about. They were all empty wastelands, endless expanses of nothingness with only a few pathetic hermits, so they say. Personally, I find it hard to believe anyone, even a hermit, would voluntarily exist in any of them.
Lord Kent squinted from the bright sunlight in the garden while speaking in his pompous, yet squeaky voice that continued to drone on and on. I resumed listening to the braggart�s ramblings as he said, �Of course to accomplish all that, there will be the need for me to command the best generals in the whole kingdom, those with the sharpest military minds. That will be my first task. Identify, train, and test them until I�m certain only the best surround me. Then my generals, with my direct supervision, of course, will train their armies to my satisfaction.�
�Interesting,� Elizabeth responded, sounding to me as if she was anything but interested.
�That�s not all,� Lord Kent continued eagerly as he leaned forward in his quest to impress her.
Elizabeth�s thumb, which was hidden from Lord Kent�s sight behind her hip, turned slightly downward. It indicated she was finished listening to the whimpers, baseless brags, and endless talk of the young fool. The downturned thumb was another signal. It was now my task to make the lord wish to leave the garden.
Young Lord Kent�s incessant boasts and youthful pride were the keys to his defeat and therefore what I�d use to tame him. Using my small magic powers, I mentally drew a tiny amount of moisture from nearby, mostly from the beads of sweat on the outside of the carafe of wine in Kendra�s hands. My magic then vaporized it. I reformed the water on the material at Lord Kent�s groin, in a circle no larger than a Corinthian Penny. As it appeared and spread, the pale blue material turned shades darker. A twinge of my mental energy informed him of the spreading wetness.
His eyes flashed from Elizabeth to the darkening circle on the rich material in near panic. He instantly leaped to his feet and turned a hip away before the princess could notice his disgrace. �I have to take my leave, Princess. I�ve forgotten an important task I must attend to right away.�
�So soon?� Elizabeth asked in a most disappointed-sounding voice. �Perhaps we can do this again.�
�Yes, I�ll have my manservant contact your handmaiden and make an appointment.�
�Yes, please do that.� Her tone indicated eagerness, but her eyes rolled as she relaxed after he hastily departed the garden.
When the young Lord Kent was out of sight and earshot, and only Kendra and I remained with her, Elizabeth said gently to me, �Really? You could have just made him itch or do something else that wouldn�t make me laugh out loud and embarrass the poor boy. He will someday grow up to be an important man, and we wouldn�t wish to make an enemy of him.�
�You noticed the wet spot?� My voice came out steady and recalcitrant, as intended. �I am sorry and will refrain from such poor attempts at humor in the future.�
She cast me a glare that faded into a sly grin. Her eyes moved to Kendra, �Control your brother. Please.�
Kendra shot me a look.
I grinned back. It�s the trivial things in life that really count, and Elizabeth always reminded us of that. The petty things that can change or sway a conversation or negotiation often determine the outcome. They say the king�s own mage can change the world with a single wave of his powerful hand and a few muttered words. That�s a feat hard to believe, but what do I know?
No, on second thought, there is something I know that few others are aware of. I know how to perform magic, too, in my own small manner. It�s not the intense, flashy sort of magic that mages or sorceresses perform in front of enormous crowds at coronations or royal celebrations. For me, there are no fierce sparkles, blinding flashes of blue-white light, or roars of thunder. Mine is soft, subtle and unnoticed, even to others present who possess the powers to detect magic.
At times, I perform my simple tricks in the very presence of powerful mages. None have ever been aware of them or caught me. Those actions, flood me with the secret power of a kind no others suspect, which makes my magic more potent in some ways than theirs. For instance, a few drops of ordinary water placed in the right location can make a young man flee from a beautiful young woman.
Besides, who would ever think to look to a lowly servant as an operative or a cause for magic? The very idea makes me grin.
Elizabeth, who is my owner and master, is the third daughter of a second son. What that means in practical terms, is that while unlikely, her father may one day rule our land, but she will never do so. Above her in the line of succession are two brothers and a pair of older sisters. The future sons of her siblings will push her position lower and lower as they assume rank above her, by virtue of their birth.
The Lady Elizabeth stood and swept invisible crumbs from her crisp white linen skirt. She turned back to me with her smile intact. �Follow him. See what he�s up to.�
Lord Kent had entered the main wing of the palace by the garden doorway, and I quickly moved after him. His apartment was on the second floor of the south-wing, near the old kitchen. It was an excellent location for an apartment and only a few steps from a kitchen that others in the palace envy. Many of us remember the kindly elderly royal couple that had lived in that same apartment until Lord Kent ordered them relocated so the apartment could become his, after a proper remodel of the interior, of course. The remodel had taken months and months, although I�d never seen it for myself, rumor said it was as opulent as any in Crestfallen.
A young boy like Lord Kent needs to eat at least six full meals a day, and there is a kitchen nearby. Some said that was an excuse for him seizing the apartment. Others say an independent royal son needed distance from his immediate family now that he caught the eyes of certain young women. However, most saw it as abuse by a selfish boy with too much power and idle time on his hands.
I rapidly caught up with him and discovered young Lord Kent, blocking the narrow passage, speaking confidentially to another young royal boy. His left hand held carelessly in front of his crotch as if placed there by accident. My initial reaction was to increase the size of the wet spot, but Princess Elizabeth had ordered me not to embarrass him.
In private and in thought, Kendra and I called her Elizabeth, more friends than servant-master. We�d been assigned to her, at her request, when we were all perhaps about ten years old. That had been years earlier, probably a dozen or more because we were all over twenty, the natural age of consent. Elizabeth now approached the age where she was considered an old maid for an influential and wealthy princess, but she certainly didn�t lack suitors.
Her intelligence, beauty, and rank had young men lined up to attempt to win her hand. Princes from other lands flocked to our kingdom to meet her. Her marriage would seal power and prosperity to another princedom for generations to come if they could convince her to wed. However, she deflected all of them, searching for something in a man unknown to me, and most likely to her as well.
Lord Kent continued speaking to the young royal who had his back turned to me. After retracing a few steps and rounding a corner, with my back pressed against the wall, I waited patiently and listened with my large ears. From there I could hear everything, and my presence would go unobserved. The conversation was about nothing but choosing which girls would receive personal invitations to an upcoming party�and which girls would be slighted.
�Spying again?� A friendly whisper asked in my other ear.
One of the older third-floor maids stood at my side, a gnarled old woman who had done me more than a few favors, and I�d returned them as often. Cooks and maids know all the best dirt. One of my rules is to treat them better than my master, and always arrange things, so they are indebted to me. Favors owed can be more valuable than gold. �Yes. Be quiet.�
�Anything good?� She leaned closer, trying to hear the conversation for herself.
�If you�re interested, Mary, the Earl of Brighton�s youngest, is going to be invited to the Spring Ball, but nobody is supposed to know. And her cousin, Susan will not.�
The maid�s eyes came alive. �Do you mind me passing that along to a few select friends?�
�Why would I prevent you? But thank you for asking.� My response was given with a conspiratorial grin. She would take it and trade that rumor for others, and hopefully, an interesting one would find its way back to me. She owed me for the information, and one day it would be there for me to collect.
She hurried off. The boys talked about more silly dance plans until they went their separate ways. After waiting a short time, I casually followed Lord Kent down the narrow passage, thinking the wet spot must be nearly dry by now. It really shouldn�t become wet again despite my dislike of the boy. I tried to talk myself out of it. He went directly to his apartment. A few steps past his door, down the hallway, stood the kitchen. Another doorway beckoned, and I settled myself to stand under an archway where people often stood and leaned on the wall. From there, anyone could keep an eye on his door.
�Damon, don�t even look like you�re going to try and snatch something.� The speaker was a grumpy fat woman who must have done a lot of snatching of food to put on all that weight. Another good rule in life is to never piss off a cook. I shrugged as if not caring as my eyes went to the nearby tray of small baked loaves. They were so fine they must have been baked with the king in mind, a little sprinkle of sugar coated the tops. �Those look good.�
�No, you don�t.� She placed the bulk of her rotund body in front of the tray to protect it from me. Not to be dissuaded, my mental powers nudged a pear resting on another table just enough, it rolled off the edge and hit the stone floor with a dull thud. Her eyes went to the pear as if the fall had hurt her instead of bruising the pear.
I waited. No magic powers were needed to prompt her.
She sighed heavily. �Want a pear?�
I leaped forward and grabbed it. She turned her back to me and snarled at a younger cook who had failed to meet her extraordinary culinary expectations in some trivial manner. I leaned a shoulder against the cold granite wall and ate my ill-gotten pear.
Elizabeth hadn�t assigned me to follow Lord Kent for nothing. The twerp of a lord was up to something, and he must have given her a hint, perhaps even by accident. Nobody is better at palace intrigue than her.
Heavy footsteps approaching behind warned me of another intrusion. An educated and pretentious voice snarled, �What are you doing here, Damon?�
I turned. As expected from the tone of the voice, it was a snotty, thin, well-dressed man of thirty named Avery. He was the personal servant of Timor, the firstborn son of the king, and therefore Heir Apparent. While we were technically equal in our positions of personal servants for high-ranking royals, his royal outranked mine�therefore he believed he did, too. His master would rule the kingdom one day, and probably sooner than later if other rumors were true.
He exuded both power and scorn�all aimed in my direction. And rightfully so. I�d embarrassed him in public more than once when younger and less savvy. He�d figured out my responsibility for a few of his ills, a stupid series of acts on my part. I could effortlessly forget those times and let bygones be bygones. He couldn�t.
�I�m just taking time to eat a pear that fell to the floor, Avery. Princess Elizabeth is keeping my sister and me so busy running her errands we don�t have time for proper meals.�
�Odd place for you to stand while eating. There are tables free to sit at for one who has been running so much and must have tired feet. They are right around this very corner�out of sight to those doors lining the hallway.�
He was on to something about Lord Kent. A warm glow filled me. I�d never seen Avery around this smaller kitchen before. The royal master he served lived near the elaborate central kitchens at the far end of the ground floor, a considerable distance away, nearer the king and his quarters where the most important people resided and ate. So, the question was not why was I here, but why was he?
I pointedly said, �It�s nice to see you visiting the shabby part of the palace where I live and eat.�
That stalled his sneer. He probably anticipated my next question would be to inquire about his presence, where he could also conveniently stand and observe Lord Kent�s door. I chewed another bite of the pear, then wiped the juice off my chin with the back of my sleeve basically to disgust him. He couldn�t help himself. If I remained quiet, he would talk again. It was the way his mind worked.
�Damon, my considerable duties take me everywhere in the palace at one time or another, even this far from the better residences. I do come to this dilapidated portion a few times a year and suggest to Timor, my master the Heir Apparent. He may soon wish to destroy it and replace this eyesore with a wing of the palace with one more fitting to his position.� His nose went higher into the air, and he crossed his arms over his chest as if he�d won our verbal sparring�but he hadn�t.
�Then it must be something unusual to bring someone as important as you to watch Lord Kent�s door like a common street urchin lurking to steal a loaf of bread from a bakery. I wonder what that might be since I�ve heard nothing about him these past few days. Care to share?�
I tossed him the last as a lifeline and as a gesture of good will, although he�d take it as a slip of my tongue. As expected, he grabbed hold of it. �Many significant things happen in this palace, and you�ll never know about most of them. Not you, nor your low-ranking slip of a princess.�
I tried to express both shock and anger, knowing it didn�t work as intended because of the smile trying to escape my lips. He probably thought I had made a face to scare him. However, Avery puffed himself up and departed with pride, looking the victor to any who watched. The fat cook waddled past me and muttered from the corner of her mouth, �I saw and heard part of that. You didn�t have to let him win.�
�I didn�t.�
�Good. We don�t like that man coming around here. Before you go, grab a loaf of that bread you were eyeing. Only one.�
�How long was he here?�
�Since shift change, with no intention of leaving until you showed up,� she said before hurrying to an oven where an inept cook had burned the edges of a few custard shells. She called over her shoulder, �And we�ll all thank you for running him off.� She turned her attention back to the other cook, and her outrage could be heard throughout the wing.
Knowing hers were not the only eyes watching me, and not wishing to encourage more whispers or interest in Lord Kent by my presence near his apartment, I headed back to report to Elizabeth. When I entered her doorway, I was prepared to bow and scrape as always, if others were present. If so, I�d choose my words carefully and act my part of a loyal and somewhat challenged servant, an easy task for me.
However, she sat alone on a stool while Kendra brushed her blonde hair and the two were whispering and giggling, as usual. Elizabeth glanced my way and said, �Do you need to slide the bolt, so we may speak in private?�
�No. But you were right. Lord Kent is up to something.�
She closed her eyes, probably reviewing in her mind what had tipped her off. She opened them and said, �What did you find out?�
�He went to his apartment, so I strolled down to the kitchen to steal a bite to eat.�
�As if there isn�t enough right here.� She motioned at the table laden with food.
�It gave me the excuse to eat a pear and watch his door.�
�What did you see?�
�Nothing of interest directly from Lord Kent, but Avery, the Heir Apparent�s servant came up behind me in the kitchen and wanted to know what I was doing there.�
Elizabeth reached out and took the brush from Kendra�s fingers, her expression intent upon me. �More to the point, what was he doing there?� she asked.
�Exactly. The fat cook that runs that kitchen said he�d been there since shift change. That is a long time for a servant of his stature to watch a closed door.�
�After he braced you, you had an excuse ready? A serviceable lie?� Elizabeth asked me as she pondered the hairbrush in her hand like she was wondering how it had gotten there.
�No. I explained this is my wing and wondered out loud why he would be watching Lord Kent�s door. I also wondered aloud if something was going on we didn�t know about, anything he might share with me.�
Elizabeth smiled her crafty expression. �To which he said something about there being a lot of things you know nothing about in the palace. Then he probably flounced away like a young girl wearing a pretty new dress.�
I hung my head. �Yes. He nearly destroyed me with his charm, wit, and public display of power.�
Kendra snickered.
Elizabeth roared with laughter. When she again composed herself, she said, �That is one stupid man.�
Kendra said, �But it confirms something important is happening, and we know nothing of it.�
�Yes. It also tells us his master does not know what it is, but he suspects Lord Kent is involved. Interesting.� Elizabeth started brushing her own hair, another indication of how engrossed in thought and intrigue she had become.
Kendra placed her index finger and middle finger together and pointed both at her foot like a crossbow ready to fire a bolt until she received my wink in response. She wanted to talk to me in private. The two-finger signal had been something our mother had taught us when we were toddlers. Not even Elizabeth recognized it.
That was one of the few things Elizabeth didn�t know about us. It didn�t hurt her, and it gave my sister and me a secret method to serve her better, at times. A few private words often saved Elizabeth from making a mistake or being publicly embarrassed. The correct small magic cast at the right time benefited all.
In return, only Elizabeth and my sister knew of my humble magic abilities. Elizabeth had figured them out when we were all around ten years old. I�d used one of my tricks to show off, as usual, and win a children�s game. She had watched from a window and figured it out. Right then she decided to make me her own. However, she never once threatened to expose my secret. Instead, she watched me and questioned my actions, and with her help, my powers increased, as well as becoming more benign. She thought of new and inventive ways for me to use simple magic. A year later her father offered her a pair of personal servants for her birthday present.
She refused the ones he offered, older servants with excellent reputations in the palace. She actually climbed into her father�s lap and placed her arms around his neck and asked for permission to choose her own servants as part of her education. He couldn�t resist. She was already well on her way to becoming a master manipulator.
While I would have been content to use my magic to win a child�s game or wheedle a sweet cake, she pushed me to higher goals. She couldn�t perform any magic herself, but she had an innate understanding of its uses, far beyond my own. She originated sneaky and unusual ways to put it to practical use.
Once, we watched the king�s archers practicing their craft. The best of them always struck the makeshift target chest high and centered. Elizabeth whispered to me, �Make him sneeze.�
I did.
She punched me on the shoulder. Hard. �Not now, silly. Wait until just before he lets the next arrow fly.�
The next arrow sailed off to one side and struck the stone wall, in response to his second sneeze. It missed the target completely, and we refrained from laughing. Elizabeth nodded in satisfaction. She had created another use for me. The archer never knew what had made him miss. I could repeat the spell at will, and that became the subject of endless conversations. She�s the one that came up with the term: It�s the simple things. Since I did not possess the extraordinary abilities of others, we called mine small magic.
When a Mage or Sorceress performs their magic, the entire population of Crestfallen usually watched. They drew attention to themselves with their long shimmering robes, peaked hats, sparkling wands, loud noises, and I don�t know what all. Most were little more than showmen when it comes to performing. They were treated as mini-gods and considered themselves on a par with royalty�without the onerous daily duties of having to rule.
With Elizabeth�s help, we kept my small manipulations of the physical world a secret and used them sparingly, in ways others wouldn�t detect a magic spell had even occurred. This gave us power nobody could anticipate or defend against.
Over the years, with the help of my magic, several people had imbibed too much wine and then spoke of things they should have kept to themselves. Others laughed at inappropriate times and made mortal enemies because of it, and more had spilled mugs, tripped clumsily, or felt the call of nature so they excused themselves when they should have remained.
It�s the small things, Elizabeth said again and again. The right thread pulled unravels an entire tapestry, and she searched for those threads. I drew my attention from the past and back to her.
Elizabeth mused, �Lord Kent is a blowhard boy who wants respect. But my question is, who would possibly trust him with an important state secret? Let alone an unfounded rumor of no importance? What is happening?�
Kendra said, �While I agree with you, Avery wouldn�t have been there watching his door if he or the Heir Apparent didn�t suspect he knew something.�
Elizabeth turned to her. �There is still most of the day left. Go to his manservant and tell him your princess will walk the paths of the East Gardens after the noon meal. She would greatly enjoy his company so she may hear more about his plans for the future.�
�I�ll be with you?� I asked, already knowing the answer.
�It would be foolish for a princess to walk the gardens without her protector. Besides, they say the gardens are magic this time of the season.�
�You never know what sort of magical things might happen in the garden,� I agreed.

CHAPTER TWO 
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Lord Kent and his manservant, an older gentleman called Pallor because of his pale complexion, arrived in the garden. Pallor was interesting, if for no other reason than he didn�t appear to partake in palace intrigue, yet his young master had been born cunning and crafty. The dichotomy always drew Elizabeth�s attention, as it did mine.
They were an unusual fit, and Lord Kent had the influence and power to choose servants far more prestigious and fitting for his role in life than Pallor. Elizabeth had mentioned the oddness of their relationship more than once. Not that there was anything suspect or nefarious to consider. Quite the opposite, in her opinion. She believed there was far more color to Pallor than his pale skin.
As for myself, his quiet ways and stoic manner impressed me so much that at times I attempted to imitate them. But my attempts probably failed to convey the quiet confidence and intelligence he portrayed. I didn�t miss the twitch at the corners of his mouth when his eyes met mine. No, he wouldn�t smile while working because that was not his station, and a smile might, in some circumstances, put his master in an awkward position.
Still, I�d not missed the twitch and did my best to return the same with a minuscule turn of my lips. We took up our respective positions behind the royal couple, trailing them by precisely six steps. We were close enough to hear their demands of us, yet not so close we intruded on their private conversation.
�Lord Kent, so glad you could find the time to rejoin me,� Elizabeth used her sweetest tone for the greeting.
Lord Kent puffed himself up and took his place at her side, to her left, of course. That placed her on his right, the subservient side. Despite his young age, he already knew more about power and how to subtly demonstrate it than many doddering old royals.
He waved an arm at the garden as if he was solely responsible for it. �I love walking in the gardens as the plants come to life after a hard winter.�
She smiled softly and batted her eyelashes. The pale blue of her long gown matched her eyes perfectly. �I suppose there is a parable about life in your observation, but I�m never clever enough to decipher things like that. Your forgotten meeting this morning went well?�
Despite wearing different clothing, Lord Kent�s eyes flicked down to his groin area as if to confirm no other wet stain had emerged. His tone was pleasant. �Yes, very well.�
The primary task for Pallor and myself was that we were also the protectors of our masters as well as servants. I wore a conspicuous sword. The silver caps of the scabbard were decorated with gold filigree, a lacework of intertwined vines. Where flowers should bloom, gemstones sparkled. All of that was purely for show.
Inside the decorative sheath rested a thin sword made of the finest Malawian polished steel with no decoration on the blade to detract from its deadly purpose. The blade was surprisingly light and agile in my hand. The single edge was sharp enough to slice in half the most delicate kerchief tossed into the air. Hundreds of hours of practice made my moves with the sword as smooth as those of any maiden on a dance floor.
Others preferred the popular heavy two-handed broadswords. They were nearly as tall as a man and heavy enough to chop firewood. A single downward swipe would split an enemy from head to waist in a single blow. I�d seen it happen.
Elizabeth had once questioned me about my choice of a weapon, subtly suggesting carrying one similar to others. I�d said, �My blade will quickly slice a man three or four times, if not deeply, and perhaps stab him twice before he can raise his broadsword high enough to swing once in my direction.�
�That�s it? That�s all you intend?� she asked as if offended. �You slice instead of kill?�
�Ignoring her interruption, I continued, �Most men, even the best of warriors, will stop after they are cut a few times, and he hasn�t yet managed to lift his sword for his first swing. The flick of my blade will discourage an enemy from a fight�so the victory will be mine.�
�If he does not quit at your flicking?� She had asked, ever probing and questioning those around her and meaning no disrespect by the questions.
�Then my intention is to run like the wind.�
�Run?� She giggled. �My sworn protector will run at the sight of an upraised broadsword? Why? Is it not your task to fight for me to your death?�
�And that will happen. However, I�ll do it from ten more steps back from where your enemy raised that beast of a sword, and maybe another ten steps if he chases me and tires. I have no intention of standing up to such a formidable weapon with my little sword.�
�Your solution?� She prompted me. �If your sword isn�t enough?�
�A bolt fired from a crossbow, a knife thrown, or a well-aimed flower pot thrown in his direction all come to mind. Along with a pike, spear, arrow, or heavy rock. Anything I can grab and use as a weapon to attack from a distance, so I�m not sliced in half.�
Her eyes pierced mine. She said, �A little touch of magic will make any of those weapons strike your opponent accurately and with power. You will not miss.�
�No, that will not happen. And that same touch of magic will cause it to travel at deadly speeds. There are times when instead of controlling my magic, it controls me.� The same subject had been discussed many times.
Today, while in the Royal Rose Garden, she walked with her hands clasped behind her waist, out of Lord Kent�s sight, but where they were in sight for me. They communicated with me in a fashion only we understood. A wriggle of her index finger told me to reduce my speed, so the space between us increased. She wanted to say something privately to Lord Kent without Pallor or myself overhearing it.
I slowed my pace and Pallor matched my slightly smaller and slower strides. We walked side by side, eight paces back behind our masters instead of six. A glance at Pallor revealed he had slightly raised his eyebrows as he looked my way in question, yet he said nothing. But there was no doubt he had noticed.
His eyes left mine and darted ahead of the royal couple, then to either side and finally behind us. He sensed no danger but remained wary. We were alone, the four of us. His hand rested on the knob of the cane he used to walk with, a generally accepted concession to his age yet he carried no sword.
He was good at his service to his master, a skill much appreciated. Only a slight whitening of his fingers revealed the pressure he placed on an unknown trigger on the cane. His fingers had subtly changed position on the handle of the cane as his body tensed. The cane was not an affectation or a crutch as people believed, but a weapon. I was sure of it. Possibly a thin rapier hid inside it, or even a hated tri-cornered sword. They said the cuts from swords with three sharp edges never heal properly.
Despite Elizabeth�s signal to me, our increased pace again closed the distance to six paces again to relieve Pallor�s suspicions. Whatever she had wished to communicate had already taken place. She would appreciate knowing about the secret weapon in his cane. Not because it scared her, but because knowledge is power in the palace. You never know when the smallest detail will become useful.
The double doors at the end of the garden swung open, and my nemesis Avery confidently strode through them. His head was turned to one side, facing the woman he escorted. She was a tall brunette with chestnut highlights that fell to her shoulders. Her dress was butter-yellow and matched her dainty shoes. She held his elbow pressed to her breast as he led her into the secluded rose garden which was forbidden for all to enjoy, but royalty.
I�d heard mention of her in many rumors, and recognized her instantly, but had never seen Princess Anna. This was the first I�d laid eyes on the beauty from the uplands of Mercia Provence, where they said dragons crowded against each other for enough room in the sky to fly in the thin mountain air. Her father was an obscure earl or duke, or some-such. Royal enough to be royal, but a hundred or more steps from sitting on the throne.
Even so, she was a royal and Avery was not. That in itself drew our four pairs of astonished eyes. Yes, there have been romances between freemen and royals, usually discrete and brief. Avery was not even the rank of a freeman, but a lowly servant. Whispers of older royals and servants caught in bed always spread around any palace, true or not. However, the idea of a servant publicly and openly escorting a nubile princess through the Royal Rose Gardens of the east wing was unthinkable.
Avery�s wide, surprised eyes located us in the normally empty garden. Fear replaced the surprise.
Pallor cleared his throat in a warning to draw my attention. A slight shift to look at him told me to observe his master. Lord Kent�s face almost glowed red with anger. Lady Elizabeth paled and appeared faint�and that was why Pallor had drawn my attention. My duty was to protect Elizabeth and not question the intruder who brazenly broke the rules. Elizabeth needed me before she swooned and fell, or fainted, or whatever it was she was about to do. My situation required me to swoop in and rescue her in order for her actions to be believable.
Her eyes rolled back in her head, and the back of her hand went to her forehead, as we�d seen actors do before fainting. She swayed unsteadily, weaving first to one side and then the other. Another servant would have already leaped to her aid. However, in my defense, in all the years I�d known her, she had never once fainted. Therefore, my response was slow.
I�d seen her clean fish, gut squirrels and deer, dig holes for corral posts, and fell trees with an ax. She held her own when we practiced with wooden swords and out shot me with a bow. Now and then she still pinned me when we wrestled, and her fierce punches had left multi-colored bruises on most of my body when we boxed.
The point being, Elizabeth was strong and didn�t faint at the sight of unpleasantness or broken rules.
However, in this case, her knees wobbled, and Pallor had hissed at me to act. He actually hissed like a snake to get me moving. My legs carried me to her side as if she was on fire. After reaching her, barely in time, it seemed to any observer, Lady Elizabeth collapsed into my arms.
I lowered her to the soft grass of the winding path and wondered what she expected me to do next. It was her show. I�d go along, but she needed to lead me, to guide me on the performance we were to play. In the meantime, I fawned over her.
When my ear was near her lips, she whispered, �Take me to Kendra.�
My sister. She wanted to go to my sister, which was to say she wanted to go to her apartment. It seemed Lord Kent threw caution to the wind as he ignored the sins of Avery, and he knelt at Elizabeth�s side. He patted the back of her limp hand. It seemed to help. Pallor remained on guard for all of us.
Avery and the princess had disappeared back through the door from where they had first appeared.
I managed to get Elizabeth to her feet and placed an arm around her waist to hold her upright while assuring Lord Kent she would survive. He wrung one hand with the other, and his anger boiled, his face still as red as an apple.
He said, �I will meet with the Heir Apparent this day and will straighten it out. I understand bending a rule here and there but shattering them so callously calls for stern action and Avery will pay for his overstepping the bounds of royalty.�
Elizabeth reached a limp arm in his direction, her fingers wiggling in place of a wave, and from the groan she emitted, it must have been a painful action. She croaked hoarsely and theatrically, �Go, Kent. Do what you must.�
I almost laughed. �Don�t overact,� I whispered.
�But what about you?� Lord Kent hesitated, although clearly wishing to rush off and confront Avery. �I can�t leave you here.�
�Damon will care for me as he always does. Please, you have to hurry. Don�t hold back for my sake any longer.�
Lord Kent stood, shoulders back, and pointed to Pallor. �Take me to him.�
�Thank you,� Elizabeth called after them, just loud enough for Lord Kent to hear and be spurred onward. When the other door to the garden slammed closed, her eyes snapped open and her brows furrowed. Her body went rigid.
She ordered, �Get me to my damn feet. We have work to do.�
�We?�
�Shut up and try to keep up with me for a change.�
Laughter bubbled at her rude comment, but within the passage of a few hallways, I had little breath to spare for trivial things like laughter. Every breath was required to keep up with the female zealot of a princess charging ahead. We passed others, servants, freemen, and royals, never slowing or explaining, nor did one in her station of life need to. I, on the other hand, looked over my shoulder more than once at the startled expressions we left behind and mouthed apologies.
The flight to her apartment was like lawn bowling with people instead of wooden pegs. Dozens of apologies were due, but we never slowed. Elizabeth threw open the door to her apartment and snapped in my direction, �Bar the damned door. We don�t need anyone else barging in here while we�re busy.�
Kendra was sitting at the small desk, a quill pen in her hand. She looked up as we entered, then leaped to her feet with concern. �What?� she asked.
�A map. We need a map,� Elizabeth said, pulling open the doors of a cabinet.
�Which one? I�ll run and fetch it from the library,� I offered.
She spun around to face me as if I�d slapped her. She snarled, �So that everyone in the entire palace will know that we not only need a map, but they will know which one and wonder why I�m interested in that location? Have you lost your mind?�
�Maybe,� my quivering lips muttered. �Because I have no idea of what just happened.�
�A map, a simple map of the kingdom, is that too much to ask for?� Elizabeth began pulling anything and everything from the ornate cupboard in her office.
Kendra saved the day. �Here is one. It�s small, but will it help?�
Elizabeth paused to look as if she was starving and the map was a serving of pudding. �Yes!�

CHAPTER THREE 
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Elizabeth unrolled and peered at the extremely small map, which was no larger than a splayed hand. It lay spread upon the desktop as the three of us tried to read the tiny print. Bending over to observe it, Elizabeth squinted and moved her head closer, as did I. She ordered in a demanding tone, �Damon, make it bigger with your magic.�
I mentally stretched the map equally in all directions until it covered the entire top of the small desk and Elizabeth smiled her thanks and bent closer to see it. Kendra and I did the same. The detail and printing had also spread with the parchment and as a result had become less distinct, giving the overall appearance that the map had faded. I washed a contrast spell over it, enhancing the black of the ink while fading the background to a paler shade of tan. While not knowing what we were looking for, we watched Elizabeth�s eyes and then followed her index finger as it moved across the map until it paused.
The squiggle of a stream or river meandered down the left side, and in a wide bend of that river was one word: Mercia. That was the name of the walled city the princess in yellow we�d seen in the garden came from.
Her pointing finger confirmed all of us were thinking along the same lines. Mercia. Why had Avery escorted a princess from Mercia into the Rose Garden? However, as usual, Elizabeth was well ahead of us.
Kendra further examined the map and pointed to Dire, the location of the King�s palace named Crestfallen, our home. One was near the upper right corner of the map, the other most of the way down the left side. About as far from one another as they could be and still occupy the same kingdom.
My voice was barely above a whisper, �Mercia is where the dragons live. If they are not a myth.�
Elizabeth�s head abruptly came up, and she locked eyes with me briefly before turning and rushing to the shelf containing a dozen thick books, which seemed to me to be enough reading to occupy a person for a lifetime. Her hand hovered over one, then changed to another. She removed it from the shelf and opened to the index.
Quickly finding what she searched for, she fanned the pages with her thumb until pausing at one. She read a few lines and turned to another page before exclaiming, �You�re right, Damon.�
The good news was she had admitted my statement was right, an unusual occurrence in itself. The less than good part of her outburst was in having no idea of what I�d been right about. Asking for clarification would only make me look stupid again, so I simply grinned and shrugged as if understanding whatever it was all along.
She carried the open book cradled in her hands and pushed it in my direction. �See here?�
I didn�t. My pathetic smile widened in a vain attempt to distract her.
Elizabeth placed the book on the tabletop beside the map while Kendra came to my rescue. She was already reading the lines in the book above the colorful illustration of a dragon out loud. She quoted, �Wyverns are creatures consisting of one pair of wings and one pair of legs. Drakes are true dragons and have one pair of wings and two pairs of legs. They are said to be much larger and fiercer than common wyverns and thought to be extinct or mythical.�
Revealing my ignorance, even after Kendra read from the book as fact, Words tumbled from my mouth as if the act couldn�t be prevented, much like hic-ups. �All dragons are myths. No matter what name they are called�or how many legs they have. Everyone knows that.�
Kendra placed her hands on her hips as she said, �Maybe they were real at one time.�
Elizabeth said, �Wyverns are real. We all know that.�
�I�ve never seen one of those, either,� I said, adding to my petulant reputation, in the same manner that a four-year-old child might. �Dragons or wyverns, the name makes no difference.�
�Princess Anna traveled here from Mercia,� Elizabeth said. �She tells about them filling the skies above the city.�
Kendra, who seemed lost and confused, remained quiet as she watched, listened, and tried to learn what we knew. Her problem was she should only have listened to Elizabeth because I had no idea of where the conversation was leading, and little about where it had been. My eyes went to the indistinct words on the map again.
Kendra nodded sagely as if she began to understand.
Elizabeth stood taller and said, �Princess Anna arrived from Mercia unexpectedly and requested an immediate emergency audience with our King. Why? We all wondered, why, but we also knew he was too ill to accept visitors, so we didn�t pursue our inquiries as to the reason.�
�In our defense,� Kendra said, �We have all been extremely busy the last few days.�
�Working on the wrong questions, I�m afraid,� Elizabeth snapped, sounding as irritated as she�d been in months.
Being a man who lived with two women, and therefore considered half-stupid at all times by them, and mostly-stupid in all matters of the court, I�d learned years ago when to remain quiet during times like these. They might already think me stupid but speaking would only convince the two women of it again.
Kendra said, �You obviously see something we do not.�
Elizabeth spun on me, her index finger on her chin as she thought. �Was Princess Anna present at a secret audience with the King? She did not make a second request, and yet she remains here.�
If she had been there, it was a secret�so how the hell would I know? However, I bit my lip and considered how to find out. �There is a clerk to the Minister of Defense, actually a scribe who owes me for defending him against an irate cousin of yours. It seems he had miswritten the intent of a note, not the words that were dictated to him. Your cousin, the rude spinster named Sara, tore into him.�
�You rescued him in return for a future favor?�
�She was unreasonable, and I helped him, but yes, he does owe me. As the Defense Minister�s lead scribe, he would be present in case anything needed to be recorded between a meeting of the King and Princess Anna.�
Elizabeth smiled. �Yet, he is sworn to keep secret all that he observed and what was said at any such encounter. He will not violate that oath and live. His master would personally order him drawn and quartered if he told you anything of value that was to be kept secret.�
I finished her thought, �Perhaps admitting in some manner that he attended a meeting does not violate any of his oaths since he would not reveal what transpired. The meeting itself is our interest, not the content. Since the King has granted nobody access or audience in months, a simple admission that he has been in the presence of the King would virtually confirm such a meeting took place. We can guess who was in attendance without him having to encroach upon his position.�
Kendra said, �Do you really believe Princess Anna is up to something?�
Elizabeth closed the book and placed it back on the shelf. �No, not her. She is a royal simpleton in a situation way over her head. She is little more than a messenger.�
�For whom?� Kendra said.
Elizabeth began to pace, always a bad sign. Her eyes were vacant, her jaw set. Then she snapped her fingers and spun on us. �For whom? We don�t know. This palace used to have four mages in residence. In years past, there were always three in-house, but a year ago the one called Twin appeared as the fourth member of the king�s cadre.� She chuckled softly, then quickly recovered, �Saying a mage appeared struck me as funny, like he used magic to get here, but that is beside the point. After all, that�s what they do, right? Anyhow, the fourth mage arrived to serve as part of the royal administration.�
�I have seen and watched him from afar,� Kendra said. �While young, his skills are masterful. There are rumors of jealousy from the other mages over his powers.�
�Not recently, Kendra. Let me ask you a simple question. How many are living in our palace today? No, those actually living in-house today?�
Kendra sensed a tricky inquiry and hesitated. The obvious answer was four, as they had just discussed, but that couldn�t be correct, or Elizabeth would never have asked the question. �I have neither seen nor heard of a few of them in days, maybe weeks, now that you mention it.�
�Exactly. There is only one still here. The new mage, Twin. My instincts tell me three have magically departed.� She snickered at her own silly joke again, before turning to me.
My face was fully under control, with no trace of humor, anger, or puzzlement evident. It was a face I practiced. When serving another, one must anticipate the needs, and when that fails, you are placed in an awkward position of holding steady on your course until ordered to change.
She said in an irritated tone, �Why are you still here instead of seeking out your clerk or scribe or whatever he is?�
�Just awaiting your further instructions, Elizabeth.� I gave a slight bow and backed away. Despite the unique relationship between her and my sister and me, the fact was we served at her privilege. If one day our ancestry demanded a change, an upgrade hopefully, she would be the first to congratulate and support us, but in the meantime, she spoke, and I obeyed.
She continued, to be clear, �My instructions were to go speak to your scribe and find a way to loosen his tongue that will not violate his oath of secrecy yet tell us what we need. I�d suggest asking him how that might best be accomplished instead of directly requesting the information. Just confirm the meeting between the princess and the king.�
�Anything else?� I asked, knowing there was. There always was. She also wanted me to find out about the absences of the mages yet hadn�t said as much.
Kendra said, �What is the relevance of all of this? Why is it so important?�
�Lord Kent,� My mouth spoke of its own accord, in a sudden burst of understanding. �His reaction in the garden was all wrong. We should have noticed that at the time.�
�Yes, he certainly had reason to stop and question the Heir Apparent�s servant, Avery, which is what he should have done on the spot. A simple question and answer for which there may have been a proper response. Avery may have been assigned to escort Princess Anna around the gardens. Instead, Lord Kent grew so angry it appeared his head might explode right off his body. Why did he react like that?�
�Because Lord Kent has also been seeing Princess Anna�in secret. That�s why he was so upset.� Something had finally managed to make sense to me. My chest puffed out in pride.
�And?� Elizabeth asked me pointedly, deflating my puffiness.
The feeling of pride diminished as fast as it had arisen. No response came to mind, and my pride took another beating.
Elizabeth waited a respectable time before helping me out. �Remember this morning he said he had a secret he was keeping from Avery and from me?�
�Of course,� I admitted, not knowing at all where she was going with the conversation.
Elizabeth threw her hand into the air theatrically. �Think. Princess Anna arrives from Mercia, the only place in the world where wyverns thrive, and she demands a meeting with the king, who is ill. Both Avery and Lord Kent occupy her time, plying her for information. Then, three mages and who knows how many others departed the palace in secret. It�s all connected.�
I didn�t bother admitting not understanding her logic, or to my stupidity for not doing so. My task was simply to verify a meeting. I headed for the north stables, where the minister�s offices had been moved a dozen years ago, an action that caused a stink in the palace. At least that was the local joke. The stink being the stables�and the move of the minister�s offices away from the royal wing.
As for myself, the smell of the stables was familiar and pleasant, which probably speaks to my lowborn beginnings. The scribe who was the subject of my visit was sitting fourth in a line of small desks, his larger and in better light from the window. Speaking to him directly would set tongues wagging.
He was older than me, smaller, and his eyes were intelligent. Our prior meetings had convinced me he was honorable in his work, and in repaying favors. Hopefully, that was not wrong.
The taskmaster was seated at the high desk front where he could keep a stern eye on his charges. My voice was slightly louder than necessary, ensuring the scribe would hear me and understand to offer help, �Princess Elizabeth requires the need of a royal scribe for a short time. Have you one who is between assignments or one that you can spare?�
My eyes met the eyes of the scribe I�d helped and wished to speak with. I raised my eyebrows slightly to encourage him to volunteer.
He quickly stood. �Sir, my assignment is nearly finished, and I can be of service to the Lady.�
The taskmaster growled at me, �How long will this take?�
How long didn�t really matter. It was a face-saving question. Princess Elizabeth wanted a scribe and would have one, no matter how long she required him. �One sheet neatly penned,� I lied. �The words are ready for transcription.�
He nodded and turned to the scribe, �Accompany him, Simon. Return quickly, there is more work for you.�
We departed together. Instead of taking him to Elizabeth�s quarters, we exited a side door and stepped out into the fresh air, a rare treat for someone doomed to work inside at a desk all day, most days. We walked together, past a small barn and into a patch of forest where a few rickety benches had been placed along the paths over the years. It was an area for a private conversation between friends under the shade of oaks and maples. In the winter, the lack of leaves on those same trees allowed the weak sun to warm those sitting.
�I have something to ask of you but need to determine how to best do it in a manner you can answer without you violating your oaths. Perhaps you can instruct me on best how to progress.�
�Thank you. Your friendship is appreciated, but I have sworn duties.� His attitude had turned formal and stiff. �What is it you need?�
�Good. You are honorable, as I believed. If I ask an improper question, will you simply raise a finger in warning to stop me from speaking?�
�Yes, that is something allowed.�
It would have pleased me to reveal to Elizabeth that through my clever and extraordinary insights, I extracted the required information with only a few words. The truth paled in comparison. With the first few words of every question, every scenario presented, and every prompted situation, his finger lifted, and my question was quashed. After what seemed like a hundred attempts, we were no closer to the truth we required.
On impulse, to change the subject and out of frustration, I finally attempted to make a joke. �Does the King wear royal-purple bedclothes when sleeping this time of the year, or does he sleep nude?�
Simon paused. His finger remained curled with the rest of them in his lap, and he smiled only a little. He knew from the previous questions what area of information we were seeking, yet each question had been rejected until now. Then he looked directly at me and said, �No.�
There! In one word he�d provided the information I required, for how else would he know for certain what color bedclothes my king wore or if he slept nude unless he�d seen for himself? Which now brought up the indirect question of why would he have been in the King�s bed-chamber? However, that was a question I could not, and would not, broach.
Even in the rules we�d set, there was a delicate line we�d toed, and any debt he owed had been more than paid. I smiled my thanks and said, �Now I am indebted to you. We have both been true to our masters and yet managed to do what is needed without breaking any oaths. This was important, or I wouldn�t have come to you.�
�Time for me to get back,� Simon said stiffly. �You do not have to accompany me and pretend you are my friend any longer.�
The turn of his attitude bothered me. Had he tread too lightly on his oath and now regretted it? Maybe. Was he concerned or disappointed in my demand for such a valuable favor in return for the small deed I�d done for him? Perhaps. Still, he had reason to hold his head high because he had answered honorably. It proved to me again that a favor owed can be a valuable asset�or burden.
The second part of my task was easier. Before entering the old wing, I�d stopped by the kitchen in the south wing and demanded, in Princess Elizabeth�s name, eight fruit tarts. I�d hoped for cherries, of course, because they are the best, but received plums, almost as good, and still warm. They also provided a pitcher of fresh milk.
After my quick visit to the kitchen on the ground floor, I walked with such light feet I might have skipped like a child all the way to the fourth floor. It was what we called the old wing, one of the few remaining portions of the original palace. Over five hundred years old, some said.
Old, yes. However, it stood more opulent than the newer areas. The ceilings were higher, the walls sheathed in slabs of nearly white granite cut from the Pearl Islands and sent here by ship. The floors were yellow oak planks thicker than my fist, even after several scrapings and refinishing over the years.
I�d always had an affinity for this part of the palace. The doors were the same yellow oak, thick and sturdy. The tapestries and the shape of the halls somehow absorbed sounds, or some said they shunted them away. Whatever may be correct, walking along the hallways in the old wing was a thing of quiet beauty.
Just before reaching the end of the hall, a single door beckoned. It stood beside a back stairway used only by the staff. Inside were tables for folding sheets and blankets that had been laundered on a floor below. After being cleaned, dried, and folded, they were placed on wide shelves, ready for use by visiting royalty.
There were three older chambermaids assigned to the royal rooms on this end of the floor. Men cleaned the hallways and stairs, but women too old to work at tasks requiring more physical activity were assigned to the bedding room as a reward for years of performing harder tasks. They cleaned spaces only when the guests were absent, which usually meant they worked from midday to supper if that.
Yes, the occupants of the royal suites were late sleepers, the lot of them. Not all were royals by any means, but there were royal handmaidens, wealthy merchants, owners of fleets of ships, high ranking army officers, priests, and even mages and sorceresses.
Inside the laundry room sat and gossiped the three women I�d wished to encounter with my gifts in hand. They were cranky, coarse, and more fun than most.
The cooks had wrapped the pastries in a white cloth and given me instructions on how to best carry them without spilling or crushing the tarts. The pitcher of milk was carried in my other hand. Inside the laundry room, the three women were near an open window where a breeze stirred the curtains. They turned at my entrance. Two smiled openly. One scowled, but she always did.
�Ladies.� My greeting encompassed them all while taking note of the scowl on the one face for future consideration.
�Damon, you haven�t been here to tell lies with us for ten days or more,� one said with a wide smile. �We�ve missed you. Have you gotten into trouble again with your princess and need a place to hide out?�
�No.� My grin widened. �But guess what came my way?� I placed the milk on the table and whisked the white cloth off the tarts as if a mage was making them appear from nothing.
The third maid, the one who scowled at me when entering said in a sour tone, �Eight? How do you suggest we evenly split them between the three of us?�
�Easy,� I laughed, ignoring her snide attitude, and again decided to follow up as to why she acted so rude. Even for her, the attitude was sour. �Two for each of you and two for me. I wished to share my good fortune with you, but if you insist, I�ll eat them all.�
Mugs appeared from somewhere, milk was poured, and the tarts were divided. The third woman still eyed me suspiciously. We joked us, recalled old rumors about royal families, and repeated a few harmless, but juicy stories without asking for anything in return.
The thing is, a question asked is almost as revealing as the answer. The laundry maids, or at least one of them, would then repeat the question to another gossip, who would pass the information on again, and again. Soon, the entire palace would know what I wished to know, and they all knew of my relationship with Elizabeth. My interest would quickly raise other inquiries, and every gossip, guttersnipe, and chinwag would wonder why my interest was in those people who had recently departed the palace.
I had observed on my way to the laundry room the small placards placed on the latches of the doors by the maids. Nearly half the rooms and suites were empty, cleaned, and ready for occupancy. At this time of the year, there were no parties or balls. Priests were off converting or preaching, officers directing wars, and merchants hunting for new buyers.
The warm breeze still flowed into the room from the open window, the tarts and milk were treats the maids tasted once or twice a year. We gobbled them down amid laughter and small talk. Finally, I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, a disgusting habit that told the servants I was one of them. Steering the conversation without asking a question is an art. �With all the empty rooms, it figures you�d all be sitting around here getting fat with nothing to do, so my good fortune with the tarts made me decided to contribute to your cause.�
They laughed and cackled together as only old women do. One said, �You can come by and bring milk and fruit tarts with you anytime.�
Another said, �With only nine rooms to clean, we have only three each. I could have bribed either of these two wenches to clean my three with just one of your tarts.�
Only nine rooms. Eight, if you subtract the one for the one mage called Twin, who still remained in the palace. Who else was gone? A stroll down the hall could eliminate a few because I knew the occupants. There was an apartment where a tall, cadaverous priest lived, and another where a bald sorceress lived who couldn�t seem to conjure up a spell to grow her hair again. She wore poorly made wigs and occupied a room at the very end of the hall, as she had for years, rarely leaving. That left only six rooms and the three mages we wanted to know about. Still, I wouldn�t and couldn�t dare mention the word, mage.
�Is that normal?� I asked peering out the window at nothing, as if not caring to hear the answer or not.
�No,� the first one said. �At this time of the year, we usually have five or six rooms for each of us to clean, which is still our slow time. When the mages return, we�ll be almost back to normal.�
There. What I needed had just fallen into my lap. Waiting had paid off. She said if the mages returned. That told me they were not here, verifying Elizabeth�s hunch. They were elsewhere. Probably in Mercia. However, confirmation of the meager information was what Elizabeth wanted, and the last thing I wished for was that third woman, the silent one who often scowled at me, to figure out where my interest lay. Without a doubt, she would run to tell of my interest, and a new rumor would take hold. Worse, Elizabeth would hear it and scold me for being careless. She used to do that a lot, and now had either learned to hold her tongue at my numerous failures, or I was becoming more skillful in my deceptions.
With the milk and fruit tarts gone, the mood in the room had improved, and I hadn�t asked for anything in return. By my way of calculating, the three women now owed me some future small favor. Yes, they had given me what I�d come for, but that was aside from the point because they didn�t know it.
�Ladies, it�s time for me to run. Next time my desperate need for good conversation strikes, or there are tarts in my hands, I�ll be back.�

CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]

I strolled into Elizabeth�s apartment with the confidence of one who has accomplished a goal and is eager to spread the word. I threw the bolt with a solid clank of iron to draw their attention and then sat on the small sofa facing my sister and the princess. My expression was intended to give away the swagger in my bragging of a job well done. Manipulating others was becoming as easy for me as it was the two sitting across the room who manipulated me daily. No, that generous lie didn�t even fool me. They were far better.
Elizabeth said, �I hope your self-satisfied expression tells us the mages have departed the palace, and you have also confirmed a clandestine audience for Princess Anna with the King.�
�Both.� Sometimes a single word is more powerful than many. At least that�s what Elizabeth had told me ten days ago. Since then, I�d tried using fewer words and hadn�t noticed any concrete positive results but would continue trying.
�Care to explain?� She grinned at me, which seemed to be in complete opposition to her earlier advice. As she grew older, she often seemed to say one thing and then contradict herself later. At first, I�d thought she was testing me in some odd manner. Lately, I�d decided she said one thing to win a specific point, then made another absurd observation and backed it up with whatever nonsense was required to make her right again. There was no consistency. Worse, my sister seemed to be doing the same thing.
I�d learned to never ask about it for fear of both of them attacking me in unison. In short sentences, I told her what and how I�d discovered each tidbit of information, probably with more than a little pride in my voice. She didn�t compliment me directly, but she didn�t criticize, and that spoke volumes. Kendra wore her faint smile that said she knew something of value, which reminded me that she�d given me the signal she wanted to speak in private and I�d forgotten.
Never one to listen to my own advice, I asked, �Where does this leave us?�
Elizabeth wore that same expression again, the one that indicated she had lost faith in my ability to act like an adult and reason things out for myself. She exchanged a knowing glance with Kendra before telling me, �Princess Anna crossed our entire kingdom to deliver a message to the king, something so important only a royal could be trusted to deliver. So important, she was granted an audience to a man too ill to receive guests.�
�Th-there must be more,� I stammered, confused again.
�Of course, there is,� she smirked. �Consider the timeline. Princess Anna arrived after the mages departed, but where did they go? And how did the mages know when to leave? They departed to Mercia because they were somehow informed of a pending emergency�one so significant it required the intervention of three mages. That is unprecedented.�
�You�re drawing a lot of conclusions from a minuscule amount of information, Elizabeth,� I cautioned.
She smiled and scooted her chair closer so we could share a moment and she could instruct me. �Only because you have not verified their destination. You know they departed, but not their reason or where. You do not know why they went there, but that is too much to ask�and too dangerous a question to pursue. However, it would answer most of our questions.�
Kendra said, �Wyverns fill the skies in Mercia, the book about dragons says. That is the one item different about Mercia than anywhere else in the world, so pure logic indicates near-dragons are at the heart of this matter.� She crossed her arms over her chest as if she�d solved one of the great mysteries of the world.
I wisely did not correct her misuse of the word, dragons, or that it was the first I�d heard of wyverns being called near-dragons. There are no more dragons, only wyverns, the smaller, related beasts with only two legs. That is what the book had said, without her embellishments. It did not match my beliefs in the nonexistence of dragons of any sort. If a dragon flew over, I might believe. Maybe.
Elizabeth still sat knee to knee with me. �Do you believe you can find out where the mages went? And just as importantly, without anyone knowing you are trying to find that information. Lord Kent already mentioned the spies in the palace, and my information says he is somehow involved, although he has not departed. Avery also knows something we should. Therefore the Heir Apparent will know it too. Yes, he�s my brother, but will hold his tongue on state secrets. However, you must stay away from him at all costs. Do nothing that will reveal your interest.�
That was perhaps the longest instructions she had given since we were ten years old. Sure, we had talked, discussed, argued, quarreled, and debated other subjects. This was different. The element of danger was forefront. �But you want me to find out where the mages traveled without asking.�
�Yes.�
Her simple statement had me on my feet and ready to investigate without arousing suspicions for the third time in one day. My mind reviewed everyone in the palace, their duties�official and unofficial, and how to get them to talk without asking them to do so.
The answer came easily. Horses, sheep, cows, pigs, and goats are a favorite food of wyverns. In the eastern part of the kingdom, they were watched over by shepherds carrying bows to ward off wyverns. At night the herds and flocks were gathered safely into barns or above-ground basements beneath homes. All domestic animals were in danger in Mercia from the dragons.
Leaving without another word, my heels clicked on the hard surface of the hallway, sounding like a series of twigs breaking. The image didn�t impress me, and the cobbler would soon face my wrath. I wanted boots that sounded like boots, those that a general might wear to impress his troops, not a pair that went Tic-Tic-Tic as I walked. The sound desired was Bam-Bam-Bam and I�d either have that or a new cobbler.
The meager sound of my footwear was still foremost in my mind as my angry hands shoved the stable doors open. There was no small gift for the stablemen as was my normal routine, but since I did own a mare who was kept there my presence was well known, expected, and welcome. My beautiful horse had been a gift from Elizabeth years ago when it was a bay colt on wobbly legs.
Her name was Alexis, the prettier and smarter sister in the ancient story of the old gods. In those stories, Alexis always outdid her sister Elizabeth, in everything. Some people always manage to win at all they undertake, but it takes looks, intelligence, or personality to be that successful, which was the point of the story. In them, Alexis had them all. Her sister did not.
Of course, Princess Elizabeth had given me the horse the year before she studied classical history and heard the story. A year later my life almost became forfeit when Elizabeth finally figured out the reason for the horse�s name. We were about fifteen, equal in stature and weight as that was before the summer my height shot up to present. Now I towered over her, but not then.
Others had thought the name Alexis was cute, funny, and even disrespectful. Some thought my mare properly named but didn�t say so aloud if they knew the old stories. All of us understood that the day would arrive when Elizabeth discovered the joke. When she did, I found myself in front of the stablemen, the horse-apple cleaners, the trainers, and a portion of the mounted military. She had charged into the stables, and quickly had me pinned to the floor on the straw, her arm locked around my head as she ordered me to capitulate in front of everyone.
I didn�t know the meaning of the word capitulate and refused. She also refused�to let me up. We rolled around in the muck and straw, me kicking and her screaming, until the King�s Weapons-Master entered the barn and grabbed her collar to pull her off me. She twisted around and stuck like a snake, and he suffered her headlock. She led him around in circles to the shocked expressions of the others watching, as well as mine.
She was a royal. He couldn�t use any of his skills to break her hold or punch or stab her. She held on for longer than the tale takes to tell, and then he slipped out and backed away faster than she could move. The rumors spread around the palace for weeks, and many involved his retirement and her taking over his position as Weapons-Master and trainer for the fighting men of the King�s Army.
It was about three years before I learned the entire incident had been staged between her and the Weapons-Master. Everyone else in the palace knew the joke played on me. Elizabeth had the last laugh, as always.
The older stableman�s eyes now located me while walking across the barn, and he whistled a sharp, piercing sound. Within a small herd crowded into one corner of the corral a single horse�s head lifted, her ears perked and twitching. Alexis spotted me and trotted her way to me. There are those who would swear she wore a grin, but everyone knows horses can�t smile.
�Saddle?� the stableman asked as he came my way, an apple hidden in his palm. He slipped it to me.
�Not today, but I have a question.� This was where care needed to be used and the questions directed at the same time. �Princess Anna arrived here in a carriage.�
�That�s true,� he readily agreed.
�Well, I met her briefly and heard she is from Mercia where dragons fly and kill deer and eat them.�
�More�n just deer. They kill sheep, elk, and yes, even horses. In the old days, dragons enjoyed a good meal of horsemeat.�
My eyes shifted to the small herd. Three mages were missing. They might be connected. �Are we short a few horses?�
�Nope.�
Odd. There seemed to be no deception in his eyes, so there must be something I missed or asked my question incorrectly. Powerful mages do not walk anywhere. The horses in sight were only part of the herd kept at the palace, so there must be another way to ask my question.
The stableman then relented with a chuckle and said, �You might have thought that because you missed seeing a few of the saddle horses. There are five new ones here that we�ve just brought over from Fleming to replace those the mages and others required. Speaking of Mercia, that�s where all of them were heading, you know. Mercia, different days, same destination. None mentioned why, but all the subterfuge got me to wonder.�
To distract him and the direction the conversation was heading, and to make sure he didn�t know of my interest, I asked quickly, �But what about the dragons there? Won�t they eat the horses?�
�My words, exactly. Damon, I�ll tell you one thing, no damn dragon had better eat one of my horses, or a mage might find out he isn�t as powerful as he thinks.�
Alexis demanded my attention now that the apple was gone. She nuzzled me, and my hand reached for a halter. She always enjoyed going outside where she could run and walk. While I formed the loop, she leaned close and stuck her head through. Alexis knew what was coming and enjoyed the time we spent together. We had more than enough time for a long walk because I already had all the answers needed, all freely supplied by the stableman without any questions being asked. Nothing beats having talkative friends.
As we walked, I anticipated Elizabeth�s next move. She would arrange to be alone with Princess Anna, and they would have a discussion. We now knew who went where, and when. But not, why. Lord Kent might know, and he also would find himself answering Elizabeth�s indirect questions.
I walked to the side gate of the corral and outside, taking Alexis through another gate and down a winding pathway. We went through a portion of the new forest that had sprung up after the forest fire that occurred before my birth. Usually, I rode Alexis. Today my mind was lost in thought, as we walked.
Something unusual and important had taken place at the other end of the kingdom or was going to. It was important enough to disturb an ailing king in the middle of the night and to force, not just one, but three royal mages to travel to the most distant part of the kingdom, a trip of days in length. My imaginative mind couldn�t create a scenario to fulfill the known facts.
My mind was so lost in thought that I didn�t even look up at the sounds of an approaching horse. When I did, Avery sat upon a horse with bulging bags across the rump, the sort of bags a traveler taking off on a long trip uses. His surprised eyes locked on mine. He was surprised because he was taking the back way out of the stables where there shouldn�t be anyone to see him, yet he had stumbled upon me.
It was the second time today my presence had been unknown to him. For the briefest moment, he appeared as if he might demand my silence, but that passed. Wordlessly, he rode by, while I noticed the heavy cloak he wore was sturdy and without ornamentation. The sword he wore was functional, a version of those the army used. His clothing suggested he might be a farmer more than an important servant to the second most powerful man in the kingdom. Even the horse he rode was not the usual Andalusian or Fairmont. Today he rode an animal more suited for pulling a plow.
He rode down the old road behind Crestfallen, hunched over in response to the awkward gait of the animal. By the time he reached Mercia on that horse, others might feel pity for Avery, for I was certain that was his destination.

CHAPTER FIVE 
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Elizabeth was waiting for me when I returned to our apartment. Kendra was not in sight, which I found strange, but I heard her rustling around in Elizabeth�s bedroom. My expression didn�t have the glee of the one I�d worn earlier, but this time I believed I understood more of the situation. One question had nagged since I�d watched Avery ride away: How far behind him would I be?
�Did you confirm the mages traveled to Mercia?� she asked.
�I did.� She didn�t bother to ask how or if I�d managed to spread more rumors, which could mean she was lost deep in thought.
The information, at least to my addled mind, was similar to a tangle of blackberry vines, twisting and turning back on each other in unpredictable ways, yet a solid mass. Elizabeth was normally one of the quickest to follow one of those vines to reach the ripe berries at the ends. My impression was that the blackberry patch was too large and tangled for any but the most astute.
Instead of her moving on to follow the tendrils of another palace intrigue, she would plunge deeper into this one because that was her way. When her eyes drifted in my direction, I cringed inside, fearing what was to come.
�We have all the answers, but one, and it is not here in the palace.�
Those were words I dreaded hearing. Only a fool would not understand what she meant�and why my sister sounded so busy in the bedroom. Kendra was already packing for a long trip.
�There are still things we might learn,� I said, trying to head her off. �Here in the palace. There are other ways to find the information.�
While shaking her head slowly from side to side, she muttered barely loud enough to hear, �No, the answer we seek resides in Mercia.�
There was no changing her mind. She still stood there as I entered her bedroom and met the eyes of Kendra. My voice was soft, �You wanted to talk to me in private?�
�That seems like a full day ago. Why didn�t you meet with me sooner? I wanted to warn you that if you did not solve this whole damn thing, we would travel across the kingdom on foul-smelling horses.� She threw a shirt at a travel bag and missed. Not for the first time. Worse, she didn�t attempt to retrieve it. She threw another, barely missing me.
Explaining none of this was my fault would only increase her anger. Attempting to appease her was no easier than opposing Elizabeth. �Perhaps we�ll find out something before we leave. We can go snoop around.�
�No. Any more unexpected appearances by you will have half the tongues in the east wing wagging. Our only hope is Princess Anna. Elizabeth has already requested they meet here for an informal conversation.�
�Lord Kent?� I asked, expecting Kendra had also managed to locate another thread to pull. �Has she agreed to meet with him again?�
�It seems he has taken ill and will not be attending the upcoming dance two nights from now, and only the gods above know how he can be so certain he will not be well by then. And yes, that was intended as a pun, so wipe that smirk off your face. In the meantime, his manservant has requested an unusual selection of food be sent to his quarters.�
�Unusual?� She might refuse to share the information. She had become ornery like that in the last few years. Besides, the manservant, Pallor, was peculiar in himself. Still, I liked the man and wondered what the concern about food was.
�Yes, you�d expect him to eat only soup or broth and perhaps dry bread. Instead, according to the kitchen, he is to be eating an assortment of nuts, raisins, dried figs, and smoked meats and fish. At least, that is what my sources tell me.�
�Also, the same food to eat while traveling.� I digested the information. Had Kendra been in a better mood, I�d have shared my pun but wisely kept it to myself.
�You think so?� she asked in a lilting tone of scorn. �Let me guess. Lord Kent is going on a trip of his own. Care to venture where?�
She was my sister, and therefore we had daily spats. Kendra seldom approved of my small-magic and often suggested for me to cease its use. Her opinion was that someday others would find out about my powers and the mages and sorceresses would certainly take me away for some undisclosed reason. To where, I had no idea, and no idea of why she believed that, but her feelings couldn�t be changed. She insisted on some things remaining between only the three of us.
While not fully sharing her beliefs, I was absolutely convinced that if even a hint of my abilities became known, everyone we encountered from then on would suspect I was trying to draw them into something or force them to reveal secrets with magic. She was right.
Whenever possible, I avoided using it. But there are times when magic controls me instead of the other way around. Those are the times we feared.
Aside from me and my abilities, there was still a central question unanswered. What could be so damned important that would force Princess Anna to travel all the way here and insist on speaking only with the ill king? And even more strange was that his trusted advisers had actually agreed to the meeting. That added to the importance of the message. My first thought was a possible invasion by another kingdom. That didn�t work for several reasons, not the least was that the army generals still paraded around the palace in their fancy uniforms filled with a chest of ribbons instead of charging into the field of battle with raised swords. Their men still marched daily and practiced with their weapons.
An outbreak of plague, the death of someone important, or a usurper intending to replace our good king were all discarded. Yet, what else could it be? My mind switched from disasters to the possibility of good news. The unexpected birth of a high royal, a trove of hidden gold discovered, or a person with magic skills so important he couldn�t be denied were all thrust away almost as quickly.
The latter idea of magic being involved might need reconsideration since three mages were heading to the same place. We didn�t see why the king or his advisers would consider that so significant, but the idea held more credence than any other I�d come up with.
Kendra snapped at me in the way only sisters can, �Why are you just standing there?�
The ignorant portion of my mind considered responding that she had told me not to leave the apartment or others might become suspicious and more rumors would spread. The intelligent part, admittedly smaller, made me keep my mouth shut. I was getting good at that.
She stopped filling luggage with clothing and stood erect, ready to continue when Elizabeth called me from the sitting room. I spun and ran to her side. The needs of the princess outweighed those of my sister�and least for now. Still, I�d have to face Kendra again.
�Tell me if I�m wrong in my assumptions and conclusions.�
My response was to merely nod as if capable of doing that, knowing that unless I used a tactful method of answering, I�d again keep my mouth shut.
Elizabeth continued, �Is there any occurrence you can conceive of that would meet all the criteria we know.�
For once, we were in complete agreement in our line of reasoning, and that we didn�t know something critical. Not that we were often opposed, but to think we always agreed would be an error. However, it didn�t matter what I thought. She was Elizabeth, and a princess.
She closed her eyes and allowed her head to flop back as she thought and gazed up at the ceiling. She was probably imagining scenarios and trying to make them fit the circumstances. When she refocused her eyes, she turned them directly on me. �If there is no emergency imaginable that will fit our known information, then there are only two alternatives.�
�We have something erroneous, or we have assigned evidence to the problem that belongs to another.�
�Precisely,� she agreed. �Which is it?�
After only a moment�s hesitation, �I believe the information is accurate.�
�Me too,� Elizabeth said. �Listen, you will . . . carry a message from me to my cousin, Carol. Carry it in your hand where all can see you are about your task. If anyone asks, feel free to tell them your destination.�
�Carol is visiting her sister at the Temple of the Doves today. That�s a full day�s travel from here.�
�So, it is your task to pretend you�re going to her with a message. Say that I must have forgotten she is away. It gives you the excuse to wander the most distant parts of the palace. While you roam there, listen to rumors, do not speak.�
�To better serve you, Elizabeth,� My tone was respectful, careful to keep any hint of a smile from appearing in my voice. �As you wish.�
Elizabeth reached for the pillow behind her and flung it playfully in my direction, but I�d already ducked and moved to the desk. I returned with paper, pen, and ink. She accepted them and quickly jotted a note asking when she and Carol could get together to discuss which colors were best for the coming summer. I watched over her shoulder as she penned the note and rolled it to tie with a slip of blue ribbon before handing it to me.
She said, �Perhaps you will hear someone say something interesting, an overheard whisper or hint of gossip. Again, listen, don�t talk.�
I accepted the scroll and slithered out the door, leaving Elizabeth still sedentary in the same place, her eyes again unfocused. If she had not been so distracted, she wouldn�t have given me the detailed directives of how to listen, and what to look for, as if we were both still children.
I held the scroll prominently in my left hand. My sword was still buckled in place. It might be a good idea to wear it until this situation ended. I�d changed the scabbard to the plain utilitarian one, but the sword remained the same.
Elizabeth�s cousin Carol conveniently lived about as far from Elizabeth as possible and still be within the palace�if she was home. No doubt, those were the reasons why Elizabeth had selected her. Rushing would draw attention. However, a few brief minutes were spent in the kitchen would be acceptable because to do otherwise was unlike me. When I arrived there, the cooks were busy and talkative, but not of things we were interested in hearing.
The new wing I entered that was under seemingly permanent construction. It had been worked on since before my birth. I passed a few of the bakery sweets I�d snitched from the cooks to carpenters and a stonemason who had treated me well in the past. While friendly, their conversations were well afield of what we were searching for�although I didn�t know what it was until I heard it.
Near the central fountain, where the palace transitioned from our wing to the north wing, a voice called my name. I turned to find a royal of such a low ranking she was hardly above me on the rolls. A few years younger, she had professed a crush on me one dark night when we�d found ourselves alone and under the stars with the music of the spring dance filling the night.
�Tam,� I cried, putting as much surprise and joy into the single syllable as possible. She was pretty, in an understated sort of way. Tam didn�t wear the latest fashions, fix her hair in trendy styles, or other outward appearances. She was pretty enough without those things. Still, it was her personality that sparkled and made her beautiful and dangerous. Her laughter made me want to laugh with her. She was unmarried, although the last few years she attracted more and more young men.
I liked her, but my first thought was the fake delivery of the pretend message of Elizabeth�s. That would be my excuse to quickly leave Tam. Then, common sense took control. Carol was a ruse and Tam a talker of the first magnitude. She lacked the inborne insights and understanding that Elizabeth had, but people trusted Tam and told her things. Talking to her might be beneficial.
The only drawback was that night when we were alone. I�d told Elizabeth about it, of course, and Elizabeth had spent days and days dressing me down over the innocent encounter. No matter how far Tam was away from the throne, she was a royal.
If I ever located and fell in love with the right woman of my station, Elizabeth would be my biggest supporter. If she discovered me in a tryst with a royal, she might have me whipped or exiled. Not because she would want to, but because it was her duty. There are rules to flaunt and others to live by.
�Damon!� Tam called again as she rushed up to me and took both of my hands in hers.
There was no way to extract them without offending her, so I half-turned, made sure we were alone and pulled my right hand free. With it, I pointed to a stone bench. Using a tone that hopefully relayed my pleasure at the encounter and that there were always a few moments to sit with her and talk.
Her smile grew more intense if that was possible. She turned to stroll over to the bench with me, and as she did, my other hand slipped from hers. As any good servant would do, I rushed ahead and wiped the bench free of leaves for her royal bottom to sit upon. She appreciated the attention.
A pair of young royal males emerged from the depths of the garden. They had been out of my sight, hidden by a spreading red rose growing shoulder high. Above that, a weeping willow drooped, concealing them from sight, for whatever nefarious deeds they were up to. It didn�t take the intelligence of any sort to read their guilty expressions. They fled the garden as if the fountain belched fire at them.
While standing innocently beside the stone bench, Tam sat primly and patted the seat beside her. The boys wouldn�t cause us any problems because they were too anxious to get out of our sight. As for me, I knew both their names, their parents, and their royal positions, and knew to avoid sitting beside Tam. Who else might enter to enjoy the fountain and find us?
�What are you doing here?� Tam asked with a giggle.
�Elizabeth needs me to deliver a message to her cousin, Carol. It�s not critical, and there is a little time to spend with you before I have to leave.�
�Wonderful. It has been so long since we�ve talked. What, with everyone departing the palace, there is nobody to talk with. Not to be close to, like you.�
I keyed in on the part about everyone leaving the palace. �Where are they going?�
�It�s a secret,� she whispered with a conspiratorial smile.
Good. Her actions indicated she would share the secret with me, but bad because then I�d be in her debt. That wouldn�t do at all. However, knowing her, her immediate family, and her friends, provided other names to seek out, if needed. Reducing the circle of people who might tell her something in confidence eliminated to a few, and from those few, we could find who is absent from the palace and why. She might also mention a dragon which would draw my full attention.
The idea of a dragon seemed key to what we searched for. Not the dragon itself, but the location, one which I did not wish to visit.
�Nobody who truly likes you would ever ask you to break a confidence,� I said, egging her on.
Her eyes twinkled. �If you really want to know.�
The truth was, I didn�t. Obligations to share secrets are always to be avoided unless they are obligations owed to me. �Listen, if I don�t hurry and find Carol, Elizabeth will be upset. That�s how it is with us servants. It was good to talk to you again.�
She smiled, but her eyes told a different story. She wanted me to stay. Turning to wave after hurrying away brought another smile to her, and the notice of a woman watching from a second-floor window. She was the dour wife of a fur trader. The woman spoke only to upset others with her tales and lies. Before I entered the building, she would be spreading her tales of Tam and me meeting in a secret tryst.
My feet carried me to the door of the apartment on the second floor with the window that overlooked the fountain, one of the better suites of rooms for those who are not royal. An alcove across from the door provided a convenient place to sit and wait.
It didn�t take long. The nasty woman pulled her door open and emerged like a snail from a shell, oozing, and slimy. She eased the door closed before she noticed me.
�Hello,� I said pleasantly.
�I saw you two,� she said, pointing in the direction of where the fountain was located. It was an accusation, plain and simple.
I smiled but refused to object or deny.
�I saw you meeting that royal girl who�s so fond of you. Tam is her name. You did it when there were no others around like it was planned.� She could have been pleasant but chose a different path to follow. �So, don�t tell me what these eyes saw and what they didn�t.�
That was like poking a sharp stick at me and sure to hurt Tam. My eyes fell on the note to Carol clutched in my hand. A little magic had shifted the ink around using a minimal amount of effort, reforming the letters until I was satisfied. Then my eyes raised to meet hers again, ignoring the defiant stance. �I am here to speak with your husband, not you, and before you ask, not about what you saw or didn�t see.�
�Why do you want him?� She moved as if to block the doorway.
�Princess Elizabeth wishes me to speak to him about his royal concession for trading furs in the kingdom. Is he here?� I raised the scroll and indicated my desire to enter.
�Why would she want you to talk with him?�
��Elizabeth�s duties about the palace are ever-expanding, and she has me gathering information on several royal concessions, and who we will choose to operate them in the coming years. Of course, she is far too busy to do the groundwork, so that lowly task is assigned to me and she will certainly follow my recommendations. Now, I really must speak to your husband.� My voice and general tone hadn�t taken on an angry edge, at least not yet. Telling this woman not to spread tales wouldn�t work. She needed a reason. Losing a comfortable living would qualify.
The woman�s jaw rested on her ample chest in shock and fear. She threw the door open and attempted to smile as she waved me inside. A large man sat on a stool, three stacks of furs before him. He was examining one under the bright light streaming in through the window, and when satisfied, placed it on the stack to his left. He was probably sorting them according to quality.
The woman barked, �Princess Elizabeth sent him here to see you. Get up and treat him well.�
The tall man shivered at her tone and stood until the top of his head nearly touched the beams of the ceiling. He reached his paw of a hand to envelop mine as he jovially said, �Big Henry, most call me. Can�t think of a single good reason why.� He chuckled at a joke he�d probably repeated a thousand times. �What can an old fur trader like myself do for you, son?�
The woman raced to the serving table and poured two glasses of red wine, my least favorite. �Call me Damon. I have come to discuss the royal concession for furs, as instructed by Princess Elizabeth.�
�Tell me more,� he said, pointing to an empty chair for me. �Is there a problem?�
I glanced at the woman who had now spilled the wine while pouring and attempted to wipe it up. Her hands were shaking. However, it was not fair to threaten Big Henry for his wife�s onerous actions. I handed him the scroll with the new phrases my magic had placed on it and allowed him a moment to read the few words. Nothing there was a lie, just careful phrasing that indicated Elizabeth wished me to safeguard all was well and proper with a variety of royal suppliers. If ever asked about it by the king or one of his ministers, she would readily admit she had followed up on a few unfounded rumors�all for the benefit of the kingdom and well within her province.
Big Henry said, �My prices are fair, my furs top-quality. There has never been a problem.�
�Elizabeth is concerned with the appearance of propriety. Those selling with the royal commission must be above reproach in product and quality, and they also must maintain the highest moral standards. She will not permit any hint of scandal or rumormongering.� Was there the flick of his eyes to meet those of his wife?
He turned back to me. �Have you any reason to suspect that may be the case?�
�No.� I carefully refused to make eye contact with the wife as she placed the wine beside me. Instead, I continued, �Please understand, this is not only investigating your commission but others as well. If there is found a reason for concern, you will personally and in confidence share my finding with Princess Elizabeth.�
He fingered a lynx fur that would cost a year�s salary for most people. He hefted it and stroked the softness. My heart pounded. If he offered it to me in any manner, I�d head directly for Elizabeth, and we would begin such an investigation as described.
Instead, he held it out and said, �Feel this one, Damon. Tell me what you think.�
I touched it briefly and warily, fearful of what was to come. The fur was as soft as any I�d ever encountered. Then he placed it aside as I waited for the ax to fall. The bribe.
�Damn shame,� he muttered. �A valuable animal. Yet, this pelt was cured to deceive. It was probably taken from an animal found dead. Acid was used on the inside of the skin to make it feel softer and pliable, but it won�t hold up and is no more than a fake. The coloring was dyed and will fade. Worse, after the single season, the fur will have all fallen out by the handful.� He callously tossed it to the pile on his right.
I breathed again. He was not bribing me but teaching a lesson for his trade. A quality fur should last a lifetime, not a single season. Representing that flawed fur in a sale to the royalty in the palace might cost him the right to do business there. The loss of the commission would mean his furs would sell for half of their present worth.
�If you had sold that one?� my voice sounded strained, as well it should.
�Never happen. But, to answer your question, if it somehow had been sold, my commission would be obligated to make it right. Another fur, or a refund, the customer�s choice. It�s bad business to steal small copper coins when there are gold ones to be earned.�
I enjoyed Big Henry. More than that, I liked him�and his honesty. Standing, intentionally without tasting the wine his wife poured for me, we shook hands. On another day I might have stood in the doorway and listened, for I believed the man would be having stern words with his wife. My pride didn�t need to hear them because she would never embarrass Tam with her foul rumors.
I could have headed back to tell Elizabeth of the absence of people. However, being so close to the royal wing where those closest to the king resided, I decided to venture there and observe. There might be more to learn. Perhaps something that would prevent the trip to Mercia.
No sooner had the door shut to the fur trader�s rooms than the door to another suite opened, as if by accident. I didn�t believe that for a second. A tall, thin young man shuffled out, his nose in a book. It was Twin, the newest of the palace mages, and the last person I wished to encounter. I�d avoided him since his arrival in the palace almost a year ago. If his magic powers discovered mine, all the levels of hell would burn.
I angled to the left side of the hallway and continued walking, allowing him to read his book without interruption or making eye contact. Speeding up would draw his attention, so my pace remained the same sedate stride, and I kept my head down.
�Damon, isn�t it?�
My ears burned. Not only had he noticed me, but he knew my name. �Y-yes, Damon.�
�Have you a moment to spare?�

CHAPTER SIX 
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Twin, the newest and youngest mage in the palace, knew my name, and his use of it tied my tongue in a manner that didn�t happen often. He scared me. I pulled to a stop and peered up at him while trying to remain calm in my outward appearance. Twin topped me by a head. His features were sharp and thin, his skin pale. The fingers holding a book were long and delicate. My fear of him discovering my small-magic prevented me from remembering how to properly address a royal mage. �I am in a hurry to complete an important task for Lady Elizabeth, but of course if you only need a moment.�
He reached out and gently took my hand in his to shake. The long finger wrapped all around my hand, as a parent grasping the hand of a child. He said in a friendly enough voice, �I have long hoped to spend some time with you. There are good things people say about you and would appreciate your input on a variety of subjects.�
The idea that a royal mage, even if he was the fourth in palace seniority, wanted my input on anything, released my tongue. With a spur of conversational inspiration certain to impress him, I said while raising my eyebrows in surprise, �Really?�
�Yes, really,� He smiled warmly, finally letting go of my hand. �You�re in a hurry, but do you have a time that we might meet and discuss a few items of mutual interest?�
All very proper and innocent, or so it seemed. However, no matter how much friendliness he projected, he was a mage and therefore, not to be trusted. I said as if lathering soft butter on warm bread, �If you give me a hint of the subjects, I can come to our meeting prepared.�
His eyes swept the hallway in both directions making sure nobody else was within hearing. Then he moved closer, and his voice grew softer as he leaned to whisper in my ear. �What do you know about dragons, Damon?�
The book he held in his hand tilted forward as he bent at his waist, perhaps an accident, but I didn�t think so. There was an illustration on the page. It was a sketch of a dragon. �They do not exist. At least, not anymore.�
�Wyverns?�
I said, demonstrating my new knowledge of the subject, �Those are not true dragons. If you wish to know about them, you might ask Princess Anna, who is from Mercia and has first-hand knowledge. What little I know pales in comparison.�
�How would one go about contacting this princess?�
�Oh, she is visiting here in the palace, staying in the east wing, I believe. She will be here for a few more days, but I�m not certain about that, and you might wish to hurry to speak to her before she departs.�
Twin placed his right hand on my shoulder and gave me a little squeeze as if I was a puppy who had peed outside the house for the first time and he was rewarding it with his gesture. He said, �We will meet soon and discuss things again.�
�Soon,� I lied. He would never corner me again in such a dangerous manner. My shoulder quivered where he�d touched me, and with my small magic, I understood it was more than a simple touch. The surge of magic I felt from his hand almost made me faint in reaction. Since it was not intended for me to feel, I couldn�t and didn�t react, or he would wonder, but that made it no less real.
Twin had transferred intense feelings to me with that gentle touch. After it, a person was supposed to like him, to trust him. The problem was that the mage might not even know or understand what he�d attempted. Or, he might. He may have learned as a child that people responded positively when he touched them in such a certain way while allowing his thoughts to run free.
Which brought up another idea. If he didn�t like a person, would his touch increase that dislike? For the ten-thousandth time, I cursed the restricted ownership of books about magic that might reveal such information. The mages and sorceresses kept a firm hand on them, and nearly all were guarded with spells to prevent others from reading them. My small magic might enable me to read them without issue, but I didn�t know for sure and being caught would tell them I was more than I wished for them to know.
My feet fled down the hallways, ignoring people who turned my way. My eyes centered on the floor, and my legs churned. They slowed when reaching more familiar grounds nearer my home because arousing speculation by my haste would be criticized. Elizabeth would have to hear everything�and she would have questions, comments, additions, and conclusions to be drawn. The evening would be hard for me and was sure to end with a head-pounding headache.
Hardly had I begun to explain when Elizabeth railed, �Twin? You allowed him to speak to you alone?�
�It wasn�t my fault. Besides, listen to what he said. He asked me to meet with him and discuss what is known of dragons.�
Her lip curled in distaste.
�My suggestion for him was that dragons do not exist, and he might wish to speak with Princess Anna about wyverns if he is interested. The book in his hand was open to a page with a dragon illustration.� I took a well-deserved breath and waited.
Kendra�s normal sweet smile had vanished and been replaced by a tight-lipped snarl. She perched on the corner of a table near Elizabeth, ready to leap to her service, and she clearly didn�t like what I had to say, either. Her dark eyes smoldered, and her olive skin flushed. Our similarities continued to astonish me.
Both of us had the same dark brown hair and eyes, our skin was darker than most, and our features were long and thin, in a way that we believed were noble in appearance. The little I remember of our parents was the same, both were dark and handsome.
Elizabeth had taken us in when we were about ten, as close as we can determine. We were living on the streets, stealing what we needed and fighting for scraps. Yet, we could both read, and our math included mastery of basic algebra and some geometry. What we didn�t have were parents or many memories of them.
Both of us had vague images in mind of our pasts and our parents but believed they had been absent from our lives for a couple of years when we found Princess Elizabeth�or she found us. The remembrances had been quickly fading with the demands of survival of everyday life without a family. Neither of us had specific information about what had happened, other than the impression of violence.
Believing us extraordinary from the beginning, Elizabeth had gone to her father when she was thirteen and asked for a reward to be posted for information about my sister and myself. She convinced him that we may be the children of wealthy traders or even royals of another kingdom, and they would be indebted for our return. After several interviews he had with us, he also was convinced there was more to us than could be explained.
He quietly posted rewards in foreign lands for information about a pair of missing children. He hired discrete investigators and had one of his best manservants control the flow of information. Wythe was appointed to follow up on any leads without alerting anyone in the palace. If word of us spread locally, some might take the opportunity to use that knowledge to lie and increase their own means. The man who gathered the information, Wythe, was an elderly man of considerable learning and a respected scholar. Until he died a year later, he prowled the seaports near Mercia seeking information from common seamen and captains alike, as he too was convinced we were from afar and that is the only port in the kingdom of Dire. His documents and conjectures disappeared with his death, although there was no reason to believe them missing and his death had any connection. Nor, did it directly involve us at our young ages.
Of course, anyone aware of the reward who offered information, real or false, in hopes of collecting a portion of the gold was gone, as was the documentation. The killers probably believed that Wythe had the reward money in his possession. Those rewards turned his search into such a well of poisoned water and false claims.
The king eliminated the reward. Instead, he relied upon simple conversations as his best means of investigation, and he sent several people in search if our beginnings, all without success.
After Wythe�s death, the subject seldom came up. We just accepted our fate. What was there to complain about? My sister and I lived in a beautiful palace, ate the best foods, and if we didn�t live exactly like royalty, we were only one step away. However, now and then one or the other of us would blurt out something we shouldn�t possibly know. Those instances were becoming rare, but we sometimes discussed them when alone.
Elizabeth snapped her fingers to draw my attention back to her and the present. She obviously had asked me something during my musings�and I�d missed it. She snapped, �Anything else?�
�Three things of interest.� I hurriedly answered. �Lady Tam intercepted me at the fountain.�
�Is this going to be painful to my ears?� She asked with a sharp smile because she knew about Tam�s feelings for me and of our prior meeting under the stars. Honesty is the foundation of our friendship, so I�d told her all.
�She mentioned she had a deep secret she was willing to share, so I refused to allow her to tell it to me and place me under her obligation.�
�Naturally.�
�During our benign conversation, she did mention all the people leaving her wing of the palace.�
�More of them than we suspected. The same information came from another�s loose lips, so she confirms the rumor.�
I then told her about the wife of the fur trader in the window observing Tam and me.
�A common gossip,� Elizabeth muttered as I was speaking. �Someone should take the time to shut that woman up before she hurts Tam or you.�
I filled her in on changes to the note, and of the conversation with the fur trader and his wife in case Elizabeth was ever asked about the mythical investigation. Elizabeth�s response was that such an investigation should be undertaken, and she would mention it to her father if the king became well. That way, if it ever came up, he would be aware of it and slough off any suspicion. In addition, if the rumor of Lady Tam and myself was ever circulated, Elizabeth would go directly to the fur trader and his wife and remove their royal commission.
I sat back and waited. A lot had occurred in a single day. A certain dread told me that there was more was to come. Both Elizabeth and Kendra had a glint in their eyes that concerned me. Not a concern of fear, but that they knew something else. Neither had reacted to the information in the way I expected, and that said there were things afoot.
Kendra�s two extended fingers were again held at her side, our signal for a private meeting, and she used them as she pointed to the alcove by the door. A stack of traveling bags and hard-sided luggage was piled there. My leather case was there, and Kendra�s three were piled with Elizabeth�s ten.
On the small table beside the luggage sat a hard-leather case made especially for me. Well, not for me, but for my deadly toys. A few generations ago, crossbows had been introduced to the kingdom, but they were crude and inaccurate. Still, a soldier-recruit could use one with almost no training, and they were more effective than bows in some situations.
They were also large, cumbersome, and ugly. Real warriors hated them because the unskilled could win battles with them. I�d become fascinated with their possibilities a few years earlier. I surreptitiously gathered the various parts from castoffs and broken crossbows, and eventually assembled them into a working weapon. The three of us spent an afternoon mastering its use until we�d either broken or lost the five bolts I�d stolen from the armory. We were interested because there seemed to be a future with a smaller, modified weapon. She allowed me time from my duties to build another.
After adjustments, refinements, and additions, we had one that satisfied our needs. Emeril, the blacksmith who fashioned the king�s weapons, was commissioned with a few of Elizabeth�s coins. He created parts made to my specifications, without knowing their eventual use, but he probably guessed despite our attempt at secrecy. My biggest complaints about crossbows were the weight and size, built for bulky soldiers with little fighting skill. The lack of mobility and the crudeness of construction didn�t help either. A military crossbow could barely be lifted into firing position by a woman. However, when fired, the bolt could penetrate and kill three men before stopping. I questioned why one needed that much power.
Sparing the details of my hundreds of failures, I constructed a smaller weapon, a quarter the size of the military issue. The result was a one-handed weapon with the power to penetrate one man instead of three. It could be cocked quickly; extra bolts hung in small quivers from the waist within easy reach. The tiny crossbows were accurate within twenty paces, no more. Ten paces away were perfect. Kendra had a feel for the new weapon from the first. Elizabeth and I practiced until we equaled her speed reloading and her accuracy.
Returning to the initial subject, I nodded my understanding to Kendra. The leather case meant peril. It contained our three crossbows.
Elizabeth had more maps unrolled on her desk, and I knew at a glance we were traveling west, to the city and province of the same name. Mercia. As if the seven gods of knowledge read my mind, a frightened shout followed by a scream from outside in the courtyard aroused us. I turned to open the door to the terrace as other frightened shouts rang out.
The three of us crowded against each other on the small terrace for a better view of the sky while people outside stopped whatever they were doing to watch. Some pointed upward. A few puffy clouds in that direction drew my attention first, then, off to one side, my eyes spotted movement.
A dragon.
I�d never seen one and wasn�t personally certain they really existed until that moment. However, there was no doubt of what it was. It flew high and far away, the wings pumping up and down in an almost lazy motion despite the immense size of the creature. The body hung low between the massive wings, and as it turned slightly, we saw two legs, no more. A barbed tail swung from side to side. A wyvern. However, to me, it was a dragon and would remain so.
It flew northward, the serpentine neck twisting and turning slowly as it watched the ground below. It never once looked in the direction of the palace. That was until it did.
The head suddenly turned on the end of the long neck and peered directly at the palace. The body shifted until the creature flew directly at us. I had the feeling it looked at me, and probably everyone else in the palace with his or her head tilted to the sky felt the same. The people outside panicked and ran in terror. Within a few heartbeats, the streets were empty. We remained on the terrace, transfixed.
Kendra poked me in my ribs with her elbow and whispered in awe, �A dragon.� She said it as if it was somehow my fault for the thing being there, or at least, that�s the way I interpreted her tone. We had been too stunned to speak. Her poke brought me back to reality.
�Wyvern,� my loose lips automatically corrected her and earned me another jab.
Elizabeth said, �He�s right. Only two legs. And smaller than real dragons.�
�Smaller?� Kendra squealed, her hands raised to cover her mouth in wonder. �That thing is as big as a house.�
�A small house,� Elizabeth answered slyly, just as the beast opened its mouth and roared so loud every bird within half a day�s walk took flight as one. Most people covered their ears and cowered as they watched from the protection of windows set into the stone walls. The dragon searched the ground, then its attention turned back to our terrace.
It shrieked, then turned abruptly away and increased the pumping rate of the wings, looking like a scared small dog when it unexpectedly came up against a larger dog. The dragon turned to look at us a few times while it flew away as if ensuring we were not flying after it. It disappeared from sight after a few moments. The people emerged into the courtyard below, almost shyly. It seemed every person in this wing of the palace had managed to catch at least a glimpse of it, the first wyvern to fly over in memory, and possibly ever.
Kendra said in a wondrous voice, �Princess Anna claims the sky is often blackened with them where she lives. It was beautiful.�
It was not beautiful, but I held my tongue, so I didn�t get jabbed with an elbow again.

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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As if hearing her name mentioned, Princess Anna chose that moment to tap lightly on the door. Kendra�s duty was to greet and announce all visitors, and she stalked to the door, her mind and actions were obviously still centered on the dragon that had flown past. It was a sight to remember, both majestic and fearsome at the same time. As everyone else did, I wondered at the sighting and the timing. Princess Anna arrived for a secret state visit, and the first wyvern in memory flew past as she knocked at our door.
Princess Anna now wore a lemon shade of yellow instead of the butter color she�d had on earlier. Elizabeth went to the door to give her a welcoming hug as if they were old friends and invited her inside with the grace and ceremony only one royal can display to another. Princess Anna was hesitant and unsure, Elizabeth gracious and confident. They sat facing each other while Kendra fetched tea and soft, sweet-cakes for them.
�Did you see it?� Elizabeth asked.
�Oh, yes. They�re common at home, but more interesting was the reaction of the people here, especially those outside. They acted as if the wyvern was going to eat them.� She chuckled as if that was unreasonable.
Neither Kendra nor I sat or spoke, as we were loyal servants. My position was to stand aside, near the alcove ready to serve Princess Elizabeth and to protect her, if required. My wish was for larger ears because with their heads placed so closely together I heard little. Kendra, on the other hand, maintained her position at Elizabeth�s side where she could pour more hot water for tea and hear all while being all but invisible in the performance of her duties.
Elizabeth clearly directed the conversation and Anna responded. They wore smiles. An intimate conversation like that could continue until dinner, but when Elizabeth abruptly stood as a message of dismissal, I came erect. The change in them was perceptible. The air crackled with tension. Back straight and tensed, my hand rested on the pommel of my sword as smiles between the women turned to intense energy. The princess in yellow finally stood, nodded coldly and politely to Elizabeth, and she turned away in a swirl of her gown. She strode to the door with her chin up, her eyes never once acknowledging my presence. She didn�t appear happy.
She left us without a backward glance, leaving the door standing open for me to close. I did so and turned.
Elizabeth�s face was flushed, and her eyes narrowed. Before I could question her, she snapped, �She lied to me. The woman sat here and denied meeting with the king right to my face�as well as about a few other things. Fetch your things. We�re going to Mercia.�
Since I stood in front of a pile of luggage, the statement held nothing new except that she had made up her mind so there must have been doubting of the situation earlier. Kendra placed the pot of hot water for tea back on the stove and said quietly, �When?�
Ignoring the question, Elizabeth spun to face me. �We need a mount for you and a carriage for us right away. See to it.�
�We depart today?� I meekly asked, knowing the answer but a strange giddiness had taken hold. We�d seldom been outside the walls of the palace, and never on a trip. Instead of fear, it seemed exciting and adventurous.
Instead of answering my question, she snapped at Kendra, �Get some help to carry our luggage to the stables as quickly as you can.�
When Kendra opened the door to rush out and find servants to help us, I slipped out and headed for the stables. When entering, I waited while the stable master was instructing two young men in the proper manner to oil saddles by using their bare fingers, so they could feel flaws and stiffness in the leather and know where to apply more. He�d taught me the same lessons years ago when I was near their age. At my excited appearance, he left the boys and looked at me as if he knew I was not there to visit my horse. My facial control obviously required extensive practice to appear passive.
I calmed myself with a deep breath, at least, outwardly. �Princess Elizabeth requires a carriage for two and their luggage, and we need Alexis saddled. A plain saddle, one I can ride in comfortably for days.�
�Goin� to Mercia along with everyone else?�
My impulse was to deny it. Instead, I winked and refused to tell a lie when he already knew the answer. �How long before they are prepared?�
He said with a shrug, �The carriage will be ready when the luggage gets here. A stable-boy is washing it, and another is already greasing the hubs for the long trip. Alexis has been placed in the small corral and is waiting for you.�
That drew a grin from me. The news of our departure might take the rest of the day to reach the nobles in the main wing. However, as in all palaces, the cooks, maids, stablemen, and a hundred other lowly occupations would know of our trip immediately. They knew because of the speed of the rumors between servants. It was the responsibility of those people to care for their masters. Life in a royal palace operated on two distinct levels and seldom did they coincide. The Royals and the servants.
That was how so many important people had departed for Mercia without our knowledge in the last few days. In this case, I included Kendra and myself with the Royals. It also made me wonder how much else we�d missed when we three were so self-proud of our knowledge of palace intrigue that we forgot to interact with those who serve.
Standing there amazed, the hustle of preparation went on around me. In the future, I might forego all the whispers, back alleys, hints, and subterfuge in the royal wing, and proceed directly to the stables for my information. Alexis greeted me at the small corral. She already wore a saddle similar to that I had requested. As usual, the stable master had anticipated my needs, including a red apple to treat my horse.
After a brief and unnecessary inspection, I turned at a small commotion. The first of our luggage had arrived. Soon after, the carriage, an older one, but well-built and sturdy, pulled beside us. A pair of brown mares were in the harness. They were not the most beautiful in the herd, but their legs and chests suggested power more than grace.
The stable master noticed my inspection and moved to my side. �Do you approve?�
�Yes.�
�Gotta guide, yet?�
I turned to him. �The roads are well-marked. Do we need one?�
�Nope. Not if you already know where to stay each night, which inns serve good food, if you know where the water is sweet, and the places where bandits and highwaymen like to hide before they attack. And of course, if you plan to stay awake all night on watch to protect the princess.�
Ignoring his knowing smirk, I asked, �Who would you hire?�
�Tater.�
�Seriously? That man has a bad leg, a foul mouth, and doesn�t bathe.�
�He�s a little crude, no question about it. He also spits a few hundred times a day and doesn�t pay attention to which way the wind blows�so you have to. But you didn�t ask me who I like. You asked me who to hire, and Tater is my answer.�
�There are others. There must be,� I said, as my mind formed a picture of a man who hadn�t cut a wild hair on his head or face in years, used crude language enough to make sailors wince, and overall, he thoroughly disgusted me. Then I reconsidered. If the stable master recommended him, there must be a good reason. �Why him?�
�He�s honest, and he knows the route. He has been to Mercia three times this year alone. He�ll also fight at your side and die for you if needed. Loyal as can be. Can�t say that for others.�
And he had the stable master�s approval. �Where is he?�
�Gathering his things for your trip.� The stable master turned and walked away with a chuckle.
If his face had been turned my way, there would have been a smile on it. I�d been manipulated as easily as a parent getting a child into bed with promises of sweet apples for breakfast. More luggage arrived, and right after it, my sister and Elizabeth.
The luggage had been loaded into the back while I wasted my time talking to the stable master, but at least, my back was not sore from lifting our things into the carriage. It was almost as if I�d planned it that way.
Tater led two horses into the barn from a wide door. His saddle-horse was tall, the hooves large, and the head square. It was not part of the royal herd and belonged on a farm instead of under a saddle. The other was shorter, wide, and snorted at me in a nasty way. Its fur was shaggy and tangled. It wore a pack outfit wrapped in heavy waterproof canvas. No telling what was under it. Between reaching the barn door and carriage, Tater spat twice.
Kendra flashed me an inquiring look as if I�d lost my mind. I ignored it and decided I�d made the right choice. Wearing my best smile, I examined Alexis� hoof so I couldn�t see the scorn on her face. When I stood, Elizabeth and Kendra were seated in the carriage. Elizabeth held the reins, which was unexpected. A gentle slap on the rumps of the two horses set the carriage into motion.
I mounted my horse and rode to Tater�s side, the opposite one of where he�d been spitting. �You�re hired.�
�Can always use the work.�
No thanks. No promises. No guarantees of the good work he�d do. Tater just kept his eyes on the carriage as we pulled into the open and he pointed to the only lane that wound down the back side of the slope and into the forested valley below. Without him, we�d have navigated our way down the only road on the hillside.
He rode on ahead of the carriage. Alexis wanted to have her head and use up some excess energy, but we waited until the carriage reached me. I pointed to our new guide as an introduction. �Tater.�
Elizabeth smiled and spared me a small nod. �They say he�s very good. A wise choice.�
Kendra wrinkled her nose, which was the face sisters often make at their brothers when they disapprove of something they�ve done. It was clear she�d heard of Tater, too. I remained silent as we continued following the road. The forest grew to the edge of the road, thick with maple, oak, and ash. The underbrush was thick, the sun warm, the day pleasant. I used the quiet time to reflect and plan. Princess Elizabeth hadn�t yet provided a reason for the trip. That, in itself, brought up more questions. My indirect probing skills could get a few answers.
�How late were you thinking we should travel tonight?� I asked.
Elizabeth rolled her eyes. �Ask our guide. Please inform him we are not in a breakneck hurry. Conversely, we�re not afraid of passing others on the road.�
Kendra kept a straight face. I detected a hint of humor as her eyes slid past mine, refusing to stop until she looked off into the distance. I wheeled Alexis and gave her my heels. The horse leaped ahead so fast she must have been waiting for that signal. Tater was riding well in front of us. His large horse moved easily, at a ground-eating pace. He watched the road at the same time.
Later, as we passed by an open meadow, he leaned down for a closer look. He dismounted, knelt, and touched the edge of a hoofprint with his finger.
�Something wrong?�
He slowly stood and mounted. �Not if you don�t mind two people from the palace cutting across that hill and meadow and racing to get ahead of you.�
Drawing on my extensive vocabulary that was sure to impress, I said, �Huh?�
�They left after us, cut through the forest up there and rode across the top of that hill. A carriage would have a hard time on that slope, but a pair of horses can make it with no problem.� He adjusted himself in his saddle and allowed me the time to ponder what he�d said and what it meant.
�Why would they do that?�
�It cuts off some time and lets them get ahead of us and into the forest without being seen. It isn�t that much difference in distance, but they let their horses run. They probably left right after us. You got any enemies?�
We let our mounts set our pace. I asked, knowing he had no way of knowing, �Intentional, you say?�
He spat and missed me. I�d seen him chew the inside of his cheek and remembered what the stable master had said about always knowing which way the wind was blowing�and that Tater didn�t care. My mind was quicker than him. As he spat, I concentrated the nearby air and used my magic to puff it aside. The wad blew back and landed on Tater�s thigh. He casually wiped it off with a flick of his hand.
�You�re sure about someone intentionally taking a shortcut to get ahead of us?� I asked, again.
He spat again, this time narrowly missing me because I wasn�t prepared. He said, �Rode up and down this same road all afternoon exercising the king�s horses. Nobody else was there. Not before, and not when we left.�
�Who were they?� I asked, knowing he couldn�t possibly know the answer, but want to establish that I was in charge by asking credible and insightful questions. From the look he gave me, he didn�t buy my attempt.
�Those hoofprints show a pair of horses running hard. Before you ask, yes, the two horses were from the King�s stable. That�s because the shoes have crowns stamped on them. If you want to stop and take a look for yourself, feel free.�
I didn�t. However, I remembered Avery earlier in the day riding past me. Counting us, that made six of us heading in the same direction, seven counting Tater. �Are they still running?�
�Nope. Slowed to a trot when they got far enough ahead that we couldn�t see them cause of the trees, but still moving faster than us.� He rode on in silence, his eyes on the dirt. After a while, near the crest of a hill, he said, �That�s where they paused and turned their horses around, watching for you to come over the rise.�
�And then they took off when sure they were ahead and out of sight,� I finished for him.
He nodded but didn�t bother answering. We rode on, the carriage rumbling and squeaking. The sound of the conversation between my sister and Elizabeth drifted to us, and occasionally they laughed or giggled, knowing nothing of what we�d discovered.
Later, Tater drew up beside me and said, �Why do you think someone would leave after you and rush on ahead?�
�Can�t say,� meaning I didn�t know.
He took my words differently. �Who can?�
�Can?�
He glared at me. �Who can say? That princess of yours?�
�No, that�s not what I meant.�
�Money?� He spat again. �It�s always about money, power, or sex with royals. Commoners like us never get much of any of those three.�
My inclination was to mention his lack of bathing, excess spitting, and general demeanor might prevent him from getting any sex, if not the other two. However, I kept those thoughts to myself because he had a point. Three of them, actually. It was always about those things when you got to the bottom of problems. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye, wondering if I�d misjudged him�and decided. I was beginning to like the man.
He jutted his chin ahead. �There�s an inn up there. We�ll reach it about dark.�
�Were you thinking of staying there tonight?�
He chuckled an evil sound. �Me? I might down a mug or two at an inn, but out here it�s best to sleep under the stars. Safer that way.�
�Safer? Common sense would have thought the opposite.�
A heavy sigh and a wad of phlegm greeted my comment. �Question for you. Say you were a robber. Where would you look to find the right sort of people, the ones with coins to rub against each other? Camped by some lonely stream or spending good money on a bed and food at an inn?�
He had a good point. The downside was that there was another aspect he hadn�t mentioned. �Those spending the night by the stream have no protection. At an inn, there are others to help you.�
�Right you are. That�s why we need a dog.�
Another abrupt change of subject and suddenly I had lost grasp of the entire conversation. �A dog?�
�Yup, a mean, noisy one that will warn us of sneakers around our camp.�
�Sneakers?� Even I was tired of my stupid, incipient questions, most of which simply repeated the same words Tater used.
�People sneaking around trying to get close enough to hurt or steal from us.�
I considered the convoluted conversation, and it actually made sense. That alone should have worried me. I�d asked about where we were sleeping and ended up admitting we needed a dog. One logical step led to the next. Tater was beginning to impress me.
He said, �Besides, you and I got some business to take care of tonight, so we got to stop up here at a farm. The man�s got three strapping sons, and you have the coin to pay for our needs.�
�Some in my purse,� I reluctantly admitted, wondering how much information to share with a man who went by the name of Tater. I considered what magic could be used to help me discern his objectives, but there are times when directness is the best choice.
�Go back and tell them to keep on going on this road and we�ll catch up in a bit.� With that, Tater turned down a lane that wound around a pond and to the front of a farmhouse that looked like it had been a cabin that had grown in all directions at different times. The front part of the roof differed from the rear, and on the left side, a third roof with a different pitch had recently been added.
A barn stood near three storage sheds. The barn looked in better shape than the house. I relayed the message to the girls and confessed to having no knowledge of what Tater was up to. Elizabeth just grinned and told me to catch up with him if I wanted to know. Kendra giggled as I turned Alexis and kicked her in the ribs.
We arrived at the same time, where a farmer emerged and called over his shoulder, �Marge? Get yer butt out here. We got some company.�
A thin worrisome woman stepped onto the porch, wringing her hands. Her nervousness was contagious, at least for me. When I glanced to one side, two very large young men stood five or six paces from me. I had no idea of where they had come from, but other than a shovel in the hands of one, they were not carrying weapons and didn�t appear upset.
Tater didn�t dismount. He said without preamble, �We got two women traveling with us. We�ll set up camp at Cushing Creek, and want to hire a pair of your boys to look out for us. Not that we�re expecting trouble, but one of them is Princess Elizabeth.�
�The price just went up,� the farmer said.
�Understood,� Tater replied evenly. �Your boys should be paid more than if it was just two regular women. We also want a dog.�
�Buy or rent?�
�Depends. If it does a good job, I�ll buy.�
The conversation was stilted and awkward, as if the two men didn�t like each other, but were not enemies. The feeling I had was that could change at any moment. The woman had developed a tic. Her right eye flickered. She didn�t touch it.
�What do you want the dog for? Meaning what kind do you want? Guard or attack?�
�Well, we want one that bites people wishing to do us harm, and that would be welcome, but a barker will do,� Tater said all that as if his words made sense.
The farmer turned to the boys. �Get mounted and go catch up with those two women. Tell Rafi to bring Springer out here.�
Tater said, �The cost?�
�Five?�
�Three,� Tater said. �Four, if I decide to buy.�
�My boys be back tomorrow to do their chores by mid-morning?�
�They will,� Tater said. �We�ll pay extra if we need them longer.�
A third boy, one much younger, walked from the barn leading a one-eared mutt at his heels. The dog was small, dark-brown with a little black saddle. It was barking in a high-pitched manner as it danced back and forth with excitement. The missing ear had recently healed. The wound on its back leg hadn�t.
The farmer said, �As you can see, Springer isn�t scared of a good fight. He raises hell at anything he doesn�t like. That about what you want?�
Tater noticed me pulling my purse free and held out his hand to stall me. He selected three of my copper coins and handed them to the farmer as he said, �We�ll keep the dog for a while. we�ll stop by on our return and let you know our decision.�
The boy called Rafi handed Tater a fistful of smoked meat scraps. �Just let him get the scent of them, and he�ll follow you anywhere.�
Tater accepted the dog treats and leaned closer. He tossed one to the dog. Springer caught it in the air and looked for more. �Come on Springer, you can have another in a while.�
We rode back down the lane and onto the road, and Tater rewarded the dog with another scrap tossed its way. I watched the two boys who were really husky young men. I�d expected them to walk, but instead, they had pushed aside the luggage and sat on the rear of the carriage swinging their legs and grinning as they rode. They wouldn�t be up there if Elizabeth hadn�t invited them. I said to Tater, as we took up our positions ahead of the carriage, �Sort of an odd conversation back there.�
Tater shrugged. After riding for a while, he relented and said, �Families are sometimes like that.�
�Family?� I�d had no idea.
�Brother. We don�t see one another much.�
�He lives close. Why not?� For me, with only a sister as my list of relatives, I cherished the idea of family.
�We don�t like each other. Never have.�
I decided to leave it at that. Immediately coming to mind in importance, right after my rule about never grousing at maids and cooks, comes my rule about never taking sides in family arguments.
Tater tossed another bit of meat and Springer snatched it from the air again as he trotted behind the big horse. I said, �You told me we have business tonight. What did that mean?�
�You and me. It�s why we paid for my nephews to watch over your women. Not just anybody rides the king�s horses. Royalty does. People who are used to sleeping inside.�
�And you think the pair who rode ahead might stay at the inn tonight.�
�Count on it. That�s the only inn they can reach today. And we�re going to find out who.�
We rode along in a sort of quiet companionship mode, me thinking and him spitting and feeding treats to the dog now and then. My thoughts centered on the education Elizabeth had insisted we have, and the long days of studying with the best teachers in the palace. It had covered all the classic subjects, and a few Elizabeth had insisted upon that royals didn�t normally study. I was the smartest person I knew. Yet, in the end, Tater, an uneducated sorry excuse for a man, was teaching me.
My pride was wounded. More than that, I refused to admit to myself that a man called Tater could teach me so many things in such a short time, or that he had insights that escaped me. I shook my head to clear it and decided to try harder.
The road cut a narrow swath through a thick hardwood forest broken by a few farms and pastures. People waved as they paused in their work, a dog raced out to challenge Springer and ran home with its tail between its legs after Springer savagely attacked it. It had protected Tater and me. That�s what we wanted, and he�d barked enough to convince me he was worth the four copper coins, despite his lopsided looks. The one ear stuck straight up, the other didn�t exist.
Late in the day, a few buildings stood clumped together ahead in the distance. �What�s that up there?�
�Place called Cushing Corners, but there�s no corner, and I don�t know of anyone called Cushing to name it after. Just a few farms and houses. The Red Ox Inn would be on our right when we passed it if we stayed on this road.�
�Of course,� I smirked, �we�re not going to do that?�
He smiled, too. �Why would we let whoever is waiting up there see us and be warned? Hell, they might resent us riding up on them. We just need to see who it is before barging in on them and having a few choice words.�
He veered off and quickly followed a game-trail heading in the right direction. Springer now took the lead, and we followed, one behind the other. I brought up the rear and called softly to the carriage, �The village up ahead is Cushing Corners.�
Tater added, �We�re upstream of them. The creek and campground we want should be right ahead.�
We located it, and the carriage pulled off the road into a clearing that spread beside the creek. As we set up camp, the two boys introduced themselves. The carriage horses were unhitched and chomping on the lush grass beside a bubbling stream. It was the sort of place where I�d always wanted to build myself a small cabin and enjoy it with a tall, honey-colored haired girl.
I rode Alexis in a full circle around the campsite making an inspection, then climbed down. The two boys were gathering firewood while Elizabeth and Kendra spread blankets below the carriage where they would sleep, using it as a tent. Springer leaped, licked, and generally made a pest of himself as he reacquainted himself with the boys.
Kendra pulled away and acted as if to touch the mutt was similar to touching bloated, ten-day-old rotted carcasses. To my surprise, Elizabeth knelt and welcomed the ugly dog. She was careful not to touch the open wound on the hind leg, but otherwise, she seemed to like the poor thing. I�d never seen her treat another dog in the same manner. She pointed to a piece of baggage and told Kendra to get her medical kit from it. Then my princess sat in the dirt and applied salve to the wound.
When announced that Tater and I were going into the village, nobody reacted more than to say good-bye. I didn�t wish to warn or upset them about what we were attempting to do, and until we knew who rode a pair of royal horses in the attempt to travel past us unaware, I decided to keep my mouth shut.

CHAPTER EIGHT 
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Tater and I left the campsite after caring for our horses and staking them in a place with plenty to eat. We intended to walk to the inn and return before dark. Walking wouldn�t attract the attention riding in on horses would. Tater�s pack horse wore a special saddle made for carrying bulky loads. He didn�t bother unpacking it before gesturing with his thumb to ask if I was ready.
We left on foot, following the stream, or at minimum keeping it on our right where there were marshy places to walk. The high bank provided cover. We smelled smoke before seeing buildings, and then my stomach growled as my nose recognized meat cooking.
We didn�t speak as we moved closer. Pastures and small farms surrounded the inn and community, the farmers probably deriving a decent income from selling meat and vegetables to the inn. However, Tater angled off to one side to prevent us from being seen, and I realized that instead of entering the inn from the front, he intended to look in the pole-barn, first. He kept the barn between us and the road.
Still, we felt exposed. Any farmer looking our way couldn�t help but see us slinking around. A dog might run our way at any time. We silently moved from pasture to pasture, and then to one side of the pole barn, where we slipped around the corner and inside. Six horses were in the stalls.
It took only an instant to ascertain that none of them were from the royal herd.
Confused, I said, �Were you wrong about the hoofprints?�
He gave me a glare that said I should shut up. The two may simply have ridden past the inn and were spending the night somewhere else. We entered via a side door and were greeted by a man who, if judged by his red nose, had emptied a lot of mugs of his own ale. He glowered at us. In response, I nudged his mind gently with my magic, just the slightest touch, giving him a more humorous outlook on life. He smiled and asked what we wanted to drink.
We ordered two tankards of sour ale that turned out to be unfit for people to drink, at least not those with the ability to taste. Handing mine back, I asked for white wine, instead. The innkeeper poured the sludge he called ale back into the barrel, possibly explaining the reason for some of the foul taste and reached for a pitcher on a shelf. The wine was worse than the ale.
Tater finished his mug and wiped his lips with the back of a filthy sleeve and said, �You going to drink that?�
I shook my head.
He pulled my mug of wine closer to him, took a long swig, and turned to the innkeeper. �We�re trying to catch up with a couple of people who went through here today.�
The bartender smiled. �Boy and girl? In a hurry?�
Tater looked at me. I shrugged.
Tater, always deceptive and sneaky, said, �Can you describe them?�
The innkeeper smiled evilly. He was teasing Tater in some way. It shouldn�t have made him so happy and was getting irritating. I considered causing an errant bee flying inside the inn and stinging him.
He said, �You mean how tall, the color of hair, that sort of thing?�
�Yes, sure,� Tater said, looking at me for agreement.
The innkeeper placed his hand to his chin and tugged on his beard a time or two. He fought back laughter as he said, �Well, let me see. The boy came up to about here. Nice clothes, better than I�ve ever worn, but what else would you expect Lord Kent to wear?�
�Lord Kent?� I exploded, no longer waiting to smile at the expected joke. That was it. Instead of laughing, anger filled me. The simpering fool who had tried courting Lady Elizabeth only this morning was the mysterious rider, or at least half the pair. We should have guessed. We�d already discussed his sudden �illness� and the traveling food he�d requested from the kitchen, but it still took me by surprise.
The innkeeper grinned merrily, and his eyes danced in response to his wit. �Yes sir, Lord Kent himself and that Princess Anna was with him. Do you want me to describe her too?�
I controlled my temper and placed a full copper penny on the table, far more than the cost of the wine and ale, while the innkeeper cackled. I took Tater by his arm and pulled him outside so fast Tater barely had time to finish my wine on the way. He sat the mug on the last table we passed and hurried outside.
Another question came to me, and conflict filled me as if we should enter the inn again or rush back to tell Elizabeth with what we�d discovered so we could discuss the ramifications. While I wanted to do the latter, I returned to the inn. To Tater, I said, �Stay here.�
Back inside the door, the innkeeper examining the coin I�d overpaid for the ale, and he was still laughing softly to himself. I removed the happy-spell, and his face drew tighter. I called, �When did they leave?�
�Just about when you got here. You almost caught them at the barn. Surprised you didn�t. When they saw you two sneaking up here across the fields, my guess was they rushed out there to greet you.� His thumb pointed to the single small window that looked out over the pastures we�d crossed.
The answer stilled me. My voice failed. The innkeeper decided that was the funniest thing he�d heard in a long while. Without my help, his peals of laughter followed me outside where Tater stood.
�They saw us through the window,� I snapped as if it was Tater�s fault. His hurt expression made me second-think it. I quickly relented, �Never mind that, it was my responsibility, not yours.�
He walked behind as we headed back. After a few steps, he said in a serious way, �Takes a big man to say he was wrong. Don�t think I�ve ever done it.�
�Never?� I asked, genuinely interested despite all the random thoughts swirling around in my mind.
�Nope. Easier to find someone else to blame.�
That called for laughing or crying. Before I�d sorted out my thoughts, we arrived at the campsite right at dusk, to the tune of the dog barking like we were going to steal its dinner. A small fire burned cheerily, and the two nephews of Tater stepped out of the deep shadows, where they had hidden with their knives in hand as a reaction to the dog. All in all, I was pleased.
Kendra calmed Springer with a piece of food tossed his way. The barking mercifully quit, and Tater told his nephews to head on home, and he�d pay them on his return because we weren�t staying the night. They grumbled and left, but Springer remained. Tater�s statement obviously bewildered the women, however, neither said anything until the boys were long gone.
I sat across from them and said, �There is something to say, but both of you are going to want to interrupt me a dozen times before I finish. Let me get most of it out, and then you start asking questions.�
Kendra�s tone was colder than the night-chill on my back. �Go on.�
I stuck out my hands to warm them near the fire even though they were not cold. �Tater saw a pair of tracks on the road from two horses from the King�s stable. The riders cut across the land instead of following the road. They left the palace after us and managed to get to the road ahead of us. Then they trotted to keep out of sight.�
Elizabeth, eyebrows furrowed, asked, �You�re sure?�
�Tater is very good at what he does.�
Kendra said, �Royalty would prefer to be comfortable and stay at the inn, so you went there to see who it was, I assume.�
It was said in a tone that was not a question. I continued, �They spotted us sneaking up on the inn. There isn�t much cover, just grass, and pastureland. They rode off before we reached the inn.�
I paused, not knowing what to expect. Elizabeth said, �You went inside the inn and confirmed their identities?�
�Lord Kent and Princesses Anna.� There seemed no easy way to say their names than to blurt them out. Rather than reveal more of my conclusions, we waited for the shock to ease. Elizabeth�s face twisted in anger, then relaxed, or appeared to�to a casual observer. However, there was rage behind her stoic expression.
Elizabeth said, �Have you any knowledge of why they avoided us?�
Knowledge of why they were on the road in the first place, why they had hidden, or why they rode off when they saw us were all good questions. Instead, in my eloquent manner and without adding my theories, �No.�
�Speculate,� she ordered as she pulled the dog into her lap and stroked it.
Tater had managed to edge his way back into the deeper shadows so only I faced the women in the firelight. I�d remember his cowardly action and make sure it cost him in the future. �They must have discovered where we were going and want to get there first.�
Princesses Elizabeth folded her arms over her chest. �Obviously. What else?�
�They�re working together?�
�And?�
�I saw Avery riding a horse earlier when I was at the stables. He was dressed-down and looked like he had travel-packs on the horse, but there is no way of knowing where he was going.�
She had no intention of letting up on me. I changed tactics and said, �We have two choices. We can race ahead and try to catch up with them. Or not.�
Kendra rolled her eyes at me. �They already know we�re here, that�s why they went on ahead. Clearly, we can�t surprise them, so what�s the use?�
Elizabeth picked up where my sister left off. �What would we do or say? Hello, we raced ahead so we could ask you why it is so important for you to get to Mercia before us? If it is that important, will they tell us?�
Kendra said, �Accosting someone of Lord Kent�s rank will be remembered far into the future. That does not seem prudent.�
I held up my palms to slow them. �Hey, it was a choice, and that�s what you asked for. That�s all.� Then in a rational tone to agree with them, �In my estimation, I do not think we should try to catch up.�
Both scowled at me as if they knew exactly what was happening.
Tater said, �There might be another way, another choice.� He spat at the fire and missed.
We all turned to him. He spat into the fire this time, and we all watched it sizzle before he continued, �It�s a four-day ride on horseback to Mercia, five in your carriage. But I know another way. Through the mountains. Well, over them is more the truth than through them. It�s up and down, so no carriage and no inns to stay at, but the old trail is a full day shorter.�
I turned to Elizabeth. Her eyes went to the carriage.
Tater anticipated her. �I could ride out and catch up with my nephews in no time. They�re on foot and will probably stop and sleep between here and the road. Have one of them drive the carriage back to the farm while we ride horses. They can tell my brother what�s happening.�
�We only have two horses,� Kendra said. �We can�t double-up for that far.�
�If�n I remember right, there were six horses at the inn, and my packhorse, too. Maybe we could buy three more.� Tater had the good sense to shut up and wait for Elizabeth to decide. When she didn�t, he said, �Two to ride and one for your stuff, if you can manage without nine or ten of those chests.�
It didn�t take long. She turned to me. �While Tater is chasing after his nephews, you go back to the inn and encourage the innkeeper to sell us three horses and tack. We�ll pack so we can depart at first light.�
Her emphasis on the one word didn�t escape me. She wanted me to use my magic if needed, but one way or the other she wanted three horses. In my purse was more than enough to buy all six horses and the inn�if he wished to sell. Despite her instructions, I suspected the two women would pack more than one horse could carry, so I�d return with four instead of the three she wanted.
The night had grown very dark. I retraced our path to the inn and quickly saw the glow of a lantern outside in front and more candles and lamps inside. The lantern out front was to welcome travelers and let them know the inn was open for business. While the horses were my primary goal, eating would be the second.
The unhappy innkeeper recognized me. There were now two other travelers in the room, a pair of burly men with their heads bent low over bowls of stew. From the fragrance filling the room, it might have been the best stew in the kingdom. Seating myself put me away from them, of course, but where I could keep an eye on both at the same time. Never trust travelers.
The innkeeper smiled his way to my table and stood, waiting. �Sir, I want red wine if you have it. And a bowl of stew. Do you have bread?�
�Hard rolls baked only a couple of days ago.�
�A pair of them, too.�
I didn�t mention the horses because I didn�t like or trust the men who now seemed just a little too uninterested in me. Travelers tend to look at each other and size them up. Friend or foe. Danger or not. Travel is risky. Yet, the two large men, both with biceps larger than my waist, studiously avoided making eye contact.
If they knew of the silver and gold in my purse to buy horses, they would either waylay me before or after. It�s not reading minds or a trick of my magic. It�s not. But some people betray their every move to anyone watching carefully. One covered his mouth with the back of his hand and whispered to the other when there was no need.
My initial reaction was to make them believe their stew had so much red-spice in it they�d run outside to the well and attempt to drink it dry. The problem was, they�d probably return and take out their frustrations on the innkeeper.
He returned with my rolls and stew. Off to the side was a single that was filled with cots, as was customary. Everyone would sleep in the same room. �If I stay the night, will there be others?�
�Just those two over there, so far. Be right back with your wine.�
Waiting for them to depart wouldn�t work. My magic couldn�t make them sleepy, at least not my small magic. However, it could make them think they were, so the result was the same. Most likely, they had traveled all day and were already tired, so my magic was only a slight enhancement. I yawned. They followed suit.
The stew was good.
I yawned again.
The innkeeper stopped by to see what else I needed. �Grab yourself a mug of wine or ale, on me. Then, let�s discuss some business.�
Their heads were bobbing. To their credit, they fought against the magic, but when one nearly placed his face in his bowl, he stood and stumbled to the common sleeping room. A moment later, the other did too.
Some might think I would have reservations or recriminations, but that is not the case. The two men were overly tired and would awake to feel far better than if they stayed up half the night waiting for the opportunity to steal from me. To my way of thinking, making them sleepy did them a favor without demanding or expecting any thanks for my good deed. That makes me a good person, some might say.
The innkeeper returned as I tried to break the crust on my roll that was supposed to only be two days old. Tapping it on the table top didn�t work, then pounding harder to break through the crust failed. My knife couldn�t cut it.
The innkeeper said in a helpful tone, �Soak it in your stew for a while.�
He handed me a wooden spoon. I used it after wiping it clean on my shirt. The stew was good. Very good. The spices were new to me, they made my mouth tingle, and I eagerly scooped more. The hard roll absorbed gravy and while chewy, tasted wonderful.
�You wanted to talk to me?� he asked.
�I need some horses.� Sometimes being direct is the best way to approach a subject, but I kept my voice soft to avoid being overheard by someone unseen, a nearly impossible task in a public inn.
�Only got one horse I might let go.�
And that showed that sometimes being direct is not always the best way. I nudged his mind slightly since and suspected he had more than one he�d let go. Probably all six were for sale at the right price. He was a horse trader by vocation and would take full advantage and enjoy every bit of the process. I bore down. �Only one?�
�It�s a good horse.�
And if asked by another to judge them, I�d believe the other five were better, and he�d try to unload the poorest of the lot on me. He was skillful, and my magic only able to perform small units of persuasion. A full mage might be required to deal with the man dealing with me if he expected to come out ahead. �Ever seen that man who was with me before?�
�Tater?�
�His family lives just up the road. He�s chasing after his nephews at first light to see if they will sell us a few good horses, and he�s certain they will. Family comes first with Tater, but there were six in your barn, and I would like to save him that trip.�
The innkeeper seemed to deflate. I pushed harder, �Listen, don�t worry about it, we�re not in a hurry and Tater�s family can use the extra money, plus he says they have some good stock for our trip.�
�Mostly old swaybacks,� the innkeeper grumbled. �How many are you looking for?�
�Three,� I told him, planning to use the fourth to bargain with later.
�I can sell you maybe three and save him a trip just �cause Tater�s been a good customer. He brings me a fair amount of business.�
Pushing my chair back, I said, �Well, I�d have to see them first, but really, I shouldn�t have come and asked. Tater won�t be too happy with me for this.�
In the pole barn, he pointed out the three worst of the six. The other three were better, and we also required saddles and tack. I showed him a few coins. Finally, he convinced me to buy the three we wanted. After a touch of my magic to improve his generosity, he also included a fourth horse because he was �losing so much on the deal,� which made no sense to anyone but him. After I resisted at first, he whined and complained until he got his way and understood he would no longer have to care for or feed the horses we took off his hands. He would be saving money. He grumbled the entire time we got the horses ready, and I considered allowing him to give me something else so he would feel even better.
Tomorrow, he�d tell anyone who would listen how he�d fleeced me. Oh well, in the future I�d have to be more careful and learn to horse-trade. Still, it had been fun, and if he had stuck with what the horses and saddles were really worth, it would have cost me more. Small magic is a great bargaining tool.
The bridles of each were tied to the saddle of another horse, and I mounted the first. They followed in a line, four horses that would never grace the royal stables, but seemed strong and able to walk all day, eat the local grass at night, and do the same again the next day. The cost should have been twice what we paid.
Long before I reached camp, Springer greeted me with his yapping that refused to stop until Kendra fed him again. We couldn�t complain. That yapping was why we brought him, and nobody was going to sneak up on us. The women were sleeping under the carriage, using it for a tent with blankets draped down the sides. I crawled beside them where they had spread another blanket for me and went to sleep.
Tater returned during the night with one nephew. I only knew because Springer warned us when he was still way out on the main road. He yapped until Tater and his nephew arrived. They bedded down on the other side of the meadow.
Before I knew it, Elizabeth shook me awake. �Sunup.�
It was not. The sky to the east was perhaps lighter, but not even pink. All the stars were still out. However, she was always right. We woke the others. It was only the matter of a few moments until we had the two extra packhorses ready to travel. Tater and his nephew discussed the route we would take. His nephew would take the carriage, and he gave him a few coins in case he needed anything and to pay for feed.
Tater said to us, �We�ll use the road this morning, then head off on a little-used trail for the hills.�
�What if Lord Kent and Princes Anna sleep late and we catch up with them?� Kendra asked.
Elizabeth said, �Then we will ride on right past them, and we will not need Tater�s shortcut, but don�t count on that.�
�It won�t happen, will it?� My question was really a statement, and one I should have kept to myself because it almost repeated what she had said.
�Of course not. After seeing you, they probably rode well into the night, pushing their horses to the limit. Right now, my wager would be that they are also awake and preparing to ride hard all day to remain ahead of us.�
She was right. What I didn�t know was why they would do it? What was so important that they risked Princess Elizabeth�s ire to arrive before us? Princess Anna had made Elizabeth angry once already. Doing it a second time was ignorant.

CHAPTER NINE 
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I rode in the early morning chill on Tater�s left, a poor choice I soon regretted. That was the direction he spat most of the time. Telling him or asking him to spit in another direction wouldn�t break a lifetime of a bad habit, so I kept quiet. Each time he raised his head and made a disgusting gurgling sound, I prepared my magic to intercept or interfere with the path it was to take. By the time the sun warmed the morning air, he�d spat on his foot, the horse's leg, the ground, and once, with a little help from my magic, he�d hit a rabbit that darted across the road in front of us.
�Whoa, that never happened before,� he�d said with a whoop of pure joy as the rabbit twisted in mid-air from the phlegm-strike and changed direction. He glanced my way for approval and admiration.
My laughter was held inside, but only just. Elizabeth�s anger was directed at the back of my neck because of me using my magic for that, but I refused to turn and face it. That feeling had nothing to do with her lacking any magic powers. However, the next time he spat, I�d just let it strike his horse or the ground. I would protect myself from him, but barely, and hopefully undetected by Kendra. If a stiff breeze came up, could anyone be held responsible if one of Tater�s wads of spit reached someone riding behind me? I didn�t think so.
Springer walked alongside me most of the time. Now and then he trotted beside Kendra, but never Tater. Smart dog.
As predicted by Tater, we didn�t catch up with Lord Kent. We did find a place where it appeared two people had stayed the night, but we didn�t take the time to investigate. It was one of those things that didn�t cause major concern. They had either stayed there or not. We hadn�t caught up with them, so it didn�t matter. If they were intent on reaching Mercia first, there seemed little we could do about their actions.
Of course, that line of thinking didn�t include the turn to our right onto the secondary trail we followed in our attempt to reach Mercia first. I looked at the hills and mountains and picked out a possible route the trail might follow between two distant peaks. The flash of sunlight on the water in the valley far below drew my eyes, probably a river that cut between the steep sides.
Tater pointed ahead. �We have a couple of cold nights coming. Miserable, if it rains and we get wet. Last chance to turn back.�
Elizabeth spoke harshly, �Do you think we�re weak and pampered?�
�Yes.�
That was the wrong answer, and my shoulders hunched to protect my head in case she responded by throwing something his way. Her aim was never very good. Instead, she laughed long and hard. She said, �You have every right to think so. We may surprise you.�
�Not likely,� Tater muttered.
She laughed again, but to my ears, it didn�t sound like she enjoyed his second observation as much as the first. Kendra remained quiet, a hint to me. Beside us stood more oak, maple, and alder trees which later gave way to pine, cedar, and fir as we climbed. The air smelled fresher and colder.
We rested our horses several times. My Alexis hadn�t tired once. The horses purchased from the inn were rugged, smaller, and were older than I�d thought in the darkness of the stable. They tired easily, and their gait was noticeably slower. The innkeeper was surely laughing this morning. Maybe we would stop and visit him on the return trip. Maybe sell him his horses back�for more than we paid.
A flash of movement drew my attention. Huge black wings beat slowly as a dragon flew at treetop level. No, it was a wyvern, of course. I remembered the difference, and that true dragons no longer exist. From a distance, it was hard to count the legs or determine the size. However, as it turned its side to us, I noted the serpentine appearance, the elongated neck and the way the body was supported between the wings.
Slimmer, that was the word I�d searched for. Pictures of �real� dragons in books depicted them as heavier, stouter. Muscular, came to mind. The creature I�d watched disappear into the trees on the side of the mountain appeared more like a snake with wings.
The wyvern appeared again and rose higher into the sky, twisting and turning. It held something in its mouth. As it flew, it came nearer to us. Its route would pass right in front of the trail we followed.
It caught sight of us and started turning away to continue its journey, then looked back a second time, right at us. A small deer was clenched in its mouth, yet it tried to roar, as if in anger or fury. What emerged was a muffled cry. But it hated us. It turned and headed right for us.
Alexis reared, ready to kick the wyvern with her hooves. A packhorse broke free and headed for the nearest trees. Kendra and Elizabeth dismounted before they were thrown off. Tater spurred his horse after the packhorse, but I couldn�t tell if he was running away or chasing it. Springer disappeared and didn�t bark once. The dog impressed me more and more.
I remained in my saddle for some ungodly reason. Perhaps fear. Certainly not bravery. The wyvern dipped lower and flew directly at us, but as I watched its eyes, it was not looking at me. It was looking behind me�at Kendra or Elizabeth.
I wore my sword but carried a small knife in my right hand�as if either would do any good fighting a beast that weighed as much as all seven of our horses, and the four riders combined. It was as long as the hallway outside Elizabeth�s apartment. I sat on the horse and waited, my little knife in hand, my heart pounding.
It flew over us so low we saw the fear in the deer�s eyes. But the wyvern never changed its focus. It watched something behind me . . . and it growled deep in its chest, a warning it seemed, then it was past and flying away. It rose quickly and didn�t turn to examine us further.
Both Kendra and Elizabeth were trying to calm their horses. The packhorse bucked and tried to break the tether. I gave Alexis a few reassuring pats on her neck because she had stood solid in the face of fear.
Elizabeth tugged the reins until she had a measure of control and said, �May the trinity of high-gods show mercy. I�ve never been so scared.�
I leaped off my horse, my sanity returning. I looked to see what could be done to help and noticed Kendra already standing on the ground with her index and middle finger held together beside her leg, the other fingers curled. She pointed at her foot and glowered intently at me. She wanted to talk in private. From her expression, she wanted to talk now.
�What can I do?� My question was for both.
Elizabeth seemed to have things under control with her horse. Kendra released her horse�s reins as if it had pulled them loose. Freed, it bolted, bucked a few times, and ran down the slope. Kendra responded as if it had been an accident.
�I�ll get it for you,� My feet were already moving to mounting Alexis. Kendra reached her arm up for me to grasp as Alexis walked past her. In automatic reflex, I pulled her up behind me.
She said as she wrapped her arms around my waist, �It might take two of us.�
My mind was still stunned at the appearance of the wyvern, only the second sighting in my life, yet I understood that with the private-talk signal, Kendra had purposely released her horse. All that meant she wanted to speak to me right now. I gave my horse my heels and charged after hers.
We caught up with it quickly enough. The horse had found a patch of tall grass and was eating its fill. Kendra slipped off Alexis�s rump and retrieved the reins and mounted her horse. She pulled up beside me. �That . . . that creature back there was looking right at me.�
She�d noticed the same thing as me. �Maybe it was looking at Elizabeth.�
�No. It was me!�
Her ashen face and flat tone revealed she believed what she said. It scared her. While compassion was not my forte, I said, �You can�t tell from an animal that big. It surprised all of us. We were all terrified. The only thing I could do was pull my knife out and get ready to battle it.�
She placed her two fingers together again, and this time pointed them at me�like a dagger. They didn�t tremble or shake. They were calmer and more controlled than I could manage. Her voice lowered and at the same time became intense. �It looked at me. Only me.�
There are times when the bravest man will back down from a slip of a girl. �Anything else?�
�It greeted me.�
I�d watched it, too, but hadn�t seen anything in its actions to call a greeting. The wyvern hadn�t waved or done anything else that would be termed a greeting. While considering how to ask for more information, I heard the pounding of hooves. Turning back to the trail, Tater was almost upon us to help find the horse we were supposed to be chasing. �We�ll talk later.�
She mounted and wheeled her horse and rode it back up the hillside until she reached Princess Elizabeth�s side. She didn�t look back at me once in her anger.
Tater and I rode together. He said, �We�ll see a lot more of the dragons when we get closer. The horses need to get over their fear.�
�What about me?� I asked. �And my fear?�
He laughed, thinking it was a joke. When we reached my sister and the princess, they were already mounted and ready to depart, but neither spoke. The packhorses were again tied together. Tater and we fell into our positions. We departed with the dog running at my side.
Kendra�s words haunted me. How does a flying wyvern greet someone? The word sounded positive, like hello, good to see you. That�s a greeting. So much had happened so fast I hadn�t even asked Tater about him running away if that�s what he did. He may have been chasing a packhorse, but I doubted it.
Tater took the lead again, and my horse followed directly behind�at a distance too far for him to spit on me. His hair hung in greasy strings, he smelled like five-day-old fish, but I was beginning to like him more and more. Despite his appearance, he kept a protective eye on Kendra and Elizabeth, anticipating their needs and calling breaks when they required privacy to pee or take a rest-break.
He didn�t talk except to convey information. That may seem like a small thing, but it gave me time to think as we rode, time to try and collect the relevant information and tie it together like Elizabeth did. She�d take two seemingly unrelated tidbits and combine them into one concrete fact. I often saw the same two tidbits�and they remained unrelated in my mind.
Under her tutelage, I was improving. My ears and eyes noticed more oddities, now. If a maid took a certain route from her workplace to her room daily, and she took a different route today, my mind went to work. She hadn�t taken the new route unless she had a reason and knowing that reason gave me leverage on her or someone she knew. She might be seeking her lover or delivering a message, or perhaps she knew where the cooks hid the best cheese.
That was the essence of palace intrigue. It was not what you knew, but what you could do with that information once it was in hand. Could you sell it for a future return of a better rumor? Could you bribe someone, or promise them a tidbit in return, or threaten them? Best of all, could you use the information to help someone important with their own intrigue, so that they were obliged to return the favor to you?
One of the most powerful phrases in the language is: Remember when I . . . for you? What it was, did not matter. Lay on a little recall combined with a touch of guilt and top it off with unspoken promises of what else you might know, and you had a stew that tasted rich.
While I�d been lost in thought, we had moved higher into the foothills. I looked behind and saw the wide valley with the inn, where the road crossed Cushing Creek. My butt was getting tired and sore. When we started up the next hill, I dismounted and walked for a while. Alexis seemed to appreciate not carrying me up the grade. She walked behind and snorted on my bare neck twice, a sure sign of her satisfaction and affection for me.
Yes, that was another convenient lie for me. Alexis didn�t snort when satisfied, but it made me feel better to think she did. At the top of the ridge, we paused. At an unspoken command, both women dismounted. Kendra took the reins of both horses as Elizabeth strode in my direction. Kendra came after me and held out her hand to take the reins of my horse, then she moved a few steps away, leaving Elizabeth �alone� with me. She wouldn�t snort on my neck either. The entire incident left me wary and apprehensive.
Kendra fell back six paces, the same distance I normally walked behind Elizabeth during formal outings. She remained close enough to hear us, but far enough away to stay out of the coming conversation. I was about to be manipulated again and could think of no manner of defense.
Elizabeth started walking faster as her legs loosened up and I fought to keep pace with her. She threw her arms wide and stretched in the cold mountain air. The actions were ones of comfort, friendliness, and ways to figuratively embrace me. It was the prelude to attempting flagrant manipulation. She had taught me well.
However, her actions had the opposite effect because of knowing what she was doing. My wide smile was intended to show I was buying into her performance.
�It is a beautiful day,� she said, throwing her head back and looking up at the sky to expose her neck, an unconscious sign of revealing complete trust�unless done on purpose to draw someone closer and build their relationship while readying them for the slaying. Farmers used the same technique in chicken coops. They never look at the one they�re going to have for dinner.
One of the horses behind me snuffled, and my awareness decided it was Alexis warning me to be careful. �Yes, it is,� I agreed with the princess.
�You are wearing your sword today.�
She had noticed earlier, of course, yet another might have asked why instead of simply making mention. Best to play the game with her. �There are unknowns in these mountains, and they make me uneasy. Being prepared to protect you is one of my duties.�
We walked in silence for a while. She gradually moved closer, more conspiratorially and intimate. My limp hand at my side almost brushed her leg. She said, �You attract the attention of many women, lately.�
The comment didn�t sound derogatory or critical. But now that she had eased my mind with her gestures and taken me into her confidence, she was getting to her point, one I didn�t see or understand, so this was no time to relax.
�From the women in the palace,� she said as if having to explain that to me. �They notice you.�
There. She said it. I attracted attention from women. My mind considered what she might mean by that. I believed myself reasonably handsome, my long hair and neatly trimmed beard were things of pride. My height was a bit taller than most men, and I was built slighter, which means I�m quick and agile instead of muscular. The Weapons-Master trained me in the use of weapons, so I could properly protect Elizabeth. He said my abilities excelled in the use of swords, bows, and fists. My punches were not as powerful as some, but my speed enabled me to throw more to compensate for that.
�I�m not sure what you mean,� my tone was purposefully puzzled.
�Your sister and I have been talking. We need to begin changing the perception of you in Crestfallen Palace from that of a scamp to a young man of quality so you can better serve in the higher rankings of royalty without raising eyebrows.�
Since she attended very few of those social engagements, the immediate question became why did she care? She could have told me outright, but she was indirectly telling me something else. Testing me. �My actions and appearance are often contrived and restrained, as you well know. While serving you, I am also your eyes and ears among the freemen and servants of the palace. If my persona changed into that of a man of quality, as you say, I would blend in well with the upper castes. However, I would lose my abilities to interact with those palace servants who provide us the most benefit, or am I mistaken?�
That shut her up and hopefully ended the conversation. We continued walking through the evergreen forest in silence, but as we did, she drew slightly away from me, slowly edging away until she was a full step to my side. She wasn�t aware of it. While normally so intelligent and quick to grasp ideas, this time was different. She hadn�t thought it through, which was not like her. She was not embarrassed, but angry with herself. Her jaw clenched, her fingers curled into small fists, and worst of all, I�d been right, and she was wrong. I�d pay for that indiscretion at some point.
Simply because my character is that of a rascal and today I felt the desire to oppose her in a brotherly manner, I puckered in preparation to whistle a cheery tune in hopes of cheering her. My head turned to catch a glimpse of my sister and noticed her scowling at me. My lips suddenly felt too dry to whistle. �Want to tell me what�s going on?�
�You�re butting into my business, that�s what�s going on,� Elizabeth snarled.
She�d taught me to read meaning into posture and tones, beyond bare words. It was not anger she spewed but worry. The subject of me hadn�t bothered her at the palace, so the root was more recent. The only unexpected knowledge we shared came from Lord Kent and Princess Anna trying to race us to Mercia.
No, it was not that, or not precisely the race, but Lord Kent himself. He was five years younger than Elizabeth, and she had always known him as a petulant little boy she could make do most anything with a smile and turn of her chin. Now, he was almost grown and riding off to a strange city�with another princess. Elizabeth was fighting growing pains.
The combination of jealousy, awareness, aging, perception, and reality made for a dreadful soup to swallow on a cold night. It wasn�t me that needed to change. It was her. A fool I might be. However, I would never tell her what was in my mind today and force her ire.
There was also the issue of Avery, the Heir Apparent�s servant sneaking out of the palace on that farm-horse. He�d ridden right past me, and there was no mistaking his surprise in finding me standing there watching him. At any other time, he�d have taken time out from his duties to tease or taunt me. The fact he didn�t, told me more than mere words. I had forgotten to mention all I read into the encounter to Elizabeth and would have to correct that oversight.
Tater still rode, the ugly little dog trotting in front of him for a change. He called back to us, �I�d like to make it a little farther today being it�s the first one, and we�ll be too tired to press on tomorrow.�
Princess Elizabeth grumbled like no princess I�d ever heard, but she waved him on. For me, my tongue had wagged enough for one day. I caught a nod of approval of my silence from Kendra. The afternoon had warmed, but as the sun went down a chill filled the air. My hand stroked Alexis�s neck. Getting a few steps away seemed a good idea, and the nearest blanket was on the packhorse. After fetching the thing, it went over my head like a hood and covered my arms and chest.
�You look a fool,� Kendra said.
�A warm fool,� I snickered in the way only brothers can do with their sisters. She rolled her eyes in the way only sisters can do to brothers, so we were even. In the past, I�d have believed I�d won the war of wits and words, but now knew better.
I took the reins for Alexis from Kendra and climbed into the saddle, blanket and all. Elizabeth still walked, lost in her thoughts of intrigue, power, and probably lust. I believed she had been thinking a lot about that last item in the past months. Every girl of her age in the palace had married, and many were raising children.
While lost in my thoughts about Elizabeth�s lust, I heard the whisper of wings beating and coming closer. The thick forest of evergreens prevented me from seeing another dragon approaching. When it burst into view over us, it flew so low it seemed we could have thrown a rock into the air and struck it.
But what really scared me was not the rows of jagged teeth, the maniacal red eyes, or the sharp talons as long as my forearm. No, what scared me was that it hadn�t looked at me, Elizabeth, Tater, or the dog, or any of the horses. From the instant it came into view, those dragon-eyes were locked only on my sister.
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Kendra watched with rapt attention as the dragon flew over us, almost as much as it paid to her. It was a beast as heavy as a house. When it flew over us so low the wind from its wings was felt. A person like me can be forgiven for forgetting small details like the proper name of the beast or distinguishing the difference in wyverns and dragons. I quickly glanced at Elizabeth and Tater, to see if they�d observed the same things I had.
Neither appeared aware of the dragon�s interest in Kendra, or they hid it well. I made a mental note to find more time alone with Kendra and discuss the incident, the third incidence I�d seen a dragon�and each time it gave the impression it was almost obsessed with Kendra, yet they were three different wyverns.
Tater said, �Just wait a couple of more days, and we�ll see them everywhere. When we get to Mercia, you can see a few in the air anytime you bother to look up.�
I didn�t doubt Tater, but if he was telling the truth, I wondered if all of them would fly closer to get a good look at my sister. My imagination ran wild. In it, I saw ten wyverns flying about their dragon business, and Kendra walking from a building into a courtyard. All ten twisted and swerved in the air to dive at Kendra before flying off.
The daydream didn�t end there. She held up kittens, one at a time. The wyverns swept down and snatched them from her hand, each taking a turn, never doing harm to her, and each wyvern ate the kitten as a snack. She controlled them as they flew to her. They were her protectors. She was theirs.
The daydream took me by surprise, and the images were so transforming I nearly fell from my saddle. Pushing it from my mind proved difficult.
I glanced behind with guilt foremost in my action. Kendra or Elizabeth would mock me for days if they knew my thoughts. Not to worry, Elizabeth rode at ease on her horse, as comfortable as if she sat on a velvet cushion in her drawing room.
Kendra rode stiffly, her fingers white as she grasped the reins too hard in the near darkness. Her back was straight, her lips tight, but her eyes drew me to them. While open, she didn�t see me, or anything around us. A little stream of spittle dripped from the corner of her mouth and ran unchecked down her chin.
If anything, Kendra was more fastidious than Elizabeth, and half the royalty in the palace. I�d seldom seen a smudge on her face, dirty fingernails, or spittle dripping onto her shirt. I pulled to the side of the trail and said to Elizabeth, trying to draw attention to me and away from Kendra, �Is all well with you? The travel is tiring?�
�Yes,� she responded cheerfully, �I�m fine.�
�I�ll go check with Kendra.� My sister�s horse was leading the string of packhorses by a tether tied to her saddle. I pulled Alexis to a stop. Elizabeth rode on past me without glancing behind. My sister�s horse kept pace with Elizabeth�s, but not by Kendra�s efforts. Her eyes were still dull and fixed, and the horses knew what to do.
When she drew beside me, I reached out and touched her shoulder. She didn�t react. I gave her a gentle shove. Nothing. On impulse, my palm slapped her cheek, hard.
She snapped awake, her eyes wide and confused as her hand went to her face. �Did you hit me?�
�A slap, only to wake you. What was happening?� My horse turned and fell into step beside hers.
�Strange. It was like drifting. The sun was warm on my back. I felt sated, no worries, no wants, no needs or fear. Overall there was friendship. It was just a flash of a moment, but you shouldn�t have hit me because of it.�
Her explanation didn�t reveal a lot. �A moment?�
�Yes, it was just a feeling that consumed me for an instant. Although, I�m confused how you managed to get back here behind Lady Elizabeth so fast without me noticing.�
I leaned closer. �Your moment was longer than our last break beside that stream.�
�Don�t tease.�
For once, she hoped I teased her. It was in her voice, the tone and the inflection of the words, the sweep of her eyes that searched for an explanation. In short, she was scared because of something she didn�t understand. Kendra understood the two-finger gesture of mine that we should talk alone when we could find a minute alone, and she nodded.
The trail was narrow, too narrow for us to ride beside each other, so we fell back into single-file with me in the last position, and I watched her back. As soon as she had the packhorses maneuvered ahead of me and some distance between us, her face turned up to the sky again.
It didn�t last long. But she seemed drawn to the sky, or to the beast that had flown there. My worries increased. We did not understand what was happening, or why, but the future had grown foreboding with her actions. We were heading for the home of wyverns, the center of where they lived and bred, and the only place in the world that I was aware of they came and congregated in great numbers.
All dragons, by their warm-blooded nature, avoided the white, frozen lands to the north. The dry, brown lands to the south were hotter and might draw them except that few animals live there, and the few that did tend to be small. Dragons, even wyverns, ate a lot, and there was little for them in the deserts, so it was not where to find them. The book Elizabeth had given Kendra told us far more than she had read out loud. I�d managed a short time alone with it, and the book said both species ate deer, sheep, cows, horses, elk, or other large animals once every two or three days. When compared to their size, that seemed little enough for dragons of any sort.
There were two other things of interest in that book. Wyverns bred on the high mountain behind the city of Mercia. They flew there to breed from all parts of the world, even from across the Dire Sea that lay just beyond the city of Mercia. It also mentioned that ships sailed to the port of Mercia from all over the world, the only place where the borders of our kingdom touched the sea. That made me wonder. Were the two items connected? Had the port or city been constructed there because of the wyverns, or had the borders of our kingdom intentionally been drawn to include Mercia?
That brought up the other item that bothered me. Why would three mages feel the need to travel there? Why would even one?
While I was thinking the remainder of the afternoon away, Tater called a halt. I looked around in surprise. Snow covered much of the ground around us, and ahead it covered the ground fully as the trail wound its way up the side of the mountain. The chilly air had turned cold.
Tater began to tie the hobbles to the legs of his horses as we dismounted, stretched and enjoyed the last of the daylight. He said, �We�ll spend the night here and push out early in the morning.�
�Why not continue?� Elizabeth asked. �I thought we were going to ride on today.�
�We did.� He paused and spat, �As far as we can, anyway. But I don�t want to sleep on snow and be cold all night, so we stop here and hope to get past the snow by sundown tomorrow.�
Sometimes he had a way of speaking that cut through all the gloss and expressed the facts without being offensive. There was plenty of firewood in sight, the ground looked dry, and a small stream flowed over bare rocks. �What about tomorrow night?�
�That�s why we�ll start early. We want to get past this snow tomorrow and sleep on the dry ground again.�
It made perfect sense. Yes, we were in a hurry, but a certain practical aspect had to be met, and Tater couldn�t be held responsible for how much, or how little, snow lay on the ground. Kendra helped with the saddles and unpacking the gear the packhorses carried. She then gave me the two-fingered meet me in private signal while hiding it behind her leg from the others. She asked, �Help me gather firewood?�
�Sure,� I agreed to her ploy.
She led the way, just out of sight and hearing of the others. When we had a few scraggly pines to hide us, she whispered, �Something is wrong.�
�Tell me,� I responded, thinking Tater had done something and I�d make him pay.
�When a wyvern flies near, my mind goes blank. It turns stupid.�
�You�re not the smartest . . .�
She didn�t smile at my lame joke. �There have been three times I�ve seen them, now. The first time, I just got a little dizzy and weak in my knees. It was far off, and the effects were not as strong.�
I said seriously, �When dragons fly over, we all have the impression they are looking right at you. Not me, or us. You. They don�t even notice us. It seems they are somehow curious or interested. They even seem to change directions to get closer.�
�Really? It�s like going to sleep as my mind shuts down. No vision, a blank mind, and I even can�t move. When they are past me, I wake up disoriented and dizzy, and don�t know what happened and can�t tell you what they did when they were here. If one wanted to eat me, I wouldn�t be able to run away.�
�Okay, let me think about this. When it happens again, I�ll try to be at your side, and maybe we can figure out what�s happening. For now, don�t tell anyone.�
�Elizabeth? Not even her?�
�Nobody. Perhaps this is related to my magic, or it may even be dangerous if others find out. Keep her out of it, for now. Listen, when I do magic, do you get any sense of the same sort of feeling? Even a little?�
�My only sense is to make you stop doing your stupid magic before you piss people off or reveal your secret and we get into trouble. You�re only supposed to do it with permission from Elizabeth, and you know it. Lately, you�ve started to show off.� She had her index finger pointed under my nose again, threatening to jab my upper lip with it.
�You�re right. I need to take things more seriously, especially now that we�re out in the wilds.�
�Not just out here. We are getting older. Adults. At least one of us is. You are a scamp and known for foolish actions, but it may be time to grow up. We�d better grab some firewood and get back before they wonder about us.�
Princess Elizabeth had spread a blanket and sat on it, a small campfire already burned at her side. She flashed a look that could have been irritation or curiosity at the length of time we�d spent alone but said nothing. Tater was warming flat-cakes over the fire and spat such a large wad into the new fire it almost extinguished. I tossed my armload of wood with the rest and went to gather more, but not before noticing the look Elizabeth and Kendra exchanged.
While I didn�t like to do it, I�d have to keep them apart as much as possible. We loved Elizabeth, but we were brother and sister, without other family. She watched out for me, and the other way around. Elizabeth was going to question her. Kendra would have to lie or reveal our suspicions.
As the sun settled, all the nearby firewood that was available without chopping had been gathered, and we had a large, roaring fire for a change. Usually, we built smaller ones and sat closer, but the air was thin and so cold my ears hurt. The fire warmed more than our outsides. The night felt ominous. A thin blanket wrapped around my head and neck, leaving only an opening large enough to see out and to insert broken pieces of flat-cake through, which constituted our dinner.
The sky darkened even more, and the stars grew brighter. The moon would rise later, but for now, the blackness between the stars was the hue of coal. The stars took on an intense blue-white tinge without a cloud to obscure them. I looked up, awed, much like Kendra did when wyverns flew over. No words were needed or wanted. Each of us was lost in the beauty of the sky in a way we had never seen it. Well, Tater may have seen it. He�d crossed the mountains this way before, but he appeared as entranced as we three.
Elizabeth whispered, �Is it always like this up here?�
�Not so much,� Tater said. �Only before the moonrise on cloudless nights. But when it is, a body tends to feel small.�
He was right. The hint of all things unknown looked down on us from above. I listened to the crackle and hiss of the fire, to a few insects that dared the cold, and an owl hooting off to our left. An answering hoot came from our right, and I hoped they managed to find each other in the stillness of the cold night air. The world could use a few more owls.
Tater started to snore, and Elizabeth had curled up with three blankets to protect her tender skin. Kendra also slept, a small lump in the darkness not far from me. She stirred a little, rolled over, and then sat up, her eyes locked on me.
�Feel it?� she asked in a husky, wide-awake whisper.
�Not a thing.�
Kendra stood and peered into my eyes, then sat again. �Inside your head. A sharp, evil feeling, like a pin sticking your mind. Nothing?�
�A dragon?�
�No, this is completely different,� she said.
�He has different powers than yours,� a calm voice behind us said. A woman emerged from the darkness and walked past us to the fire where she reached out and warmed her hands in a familiar gesture. She wore an ankle-length dress that shimmered blue and emitted its own faint light, so she moved in an eerie glow. Her white skin was so pale under a head of hair so black that both reflected the blue light from the gown.
I was already on my feet, my knife in my hand. Kendra stood a single step behind me, also ready to defend herself, but as usual, she wanted me to go first. As she stepped to my side, she looked ready to attack or run.
However, the strange woman made no threatening motions and appeared to ignore us as she watched the flames. She finally turned our way after giving us time to get used to her presence. She appeared old, yet her skin was unwrinkled and blemish-free, so how could that be? The pale blue light seemed to emanate from everywhere on her body equally, not just her dress. She stood taller than most women and moved with a quietness and grace that suggested royalty, her feet barely touched the ground when she walked. That caught my attention. Looking at the soft ground behind her revealed no footprints because they didn�t touch.
�Who are you?� I asked in a hushed voice while holding my knife higher. �What are you?�
�Do not be afraid to speak up and talk to me in a normal voice. The others will not wake until we are finished with our business. I am called any one of several names, none of which you will recognize or should care about. Perhaps it is better if we do not share more information between us than necessary. Our time is limited.� Her speech patterns were refined and educated.
Kendra said, �What do you mean they will not wake? Not even the dog? Why not?�
�I have drawn a morsel of power from the essence of the world and used it to place them into a deeper sleep. They will awaken in the morning, none the wiser and much refreshed.� She smiled as if that was acceptable and desired.
Kendra, always stronger and smarter than me, stood taller and demanded, �What is this essence you speak of?�
The woman still stood near the fire, still calm and glowing blue. Her movements were more than graceful when examined again. She moved slowly, precisely, and calculated in a stiff manner. I glanced at the dirt under her feet again. Still no footprints, and that held my attention more than anything else about her. Was she a dream? My mind wondered if her action of warming her hands on a cold night was also done a diversion intended to convince us she existed.
She looked directly past my shoulder at Kendra and answered, �Essence is the force that holds our world together. It is the power that binds, and it is the receptacle for all unused energy, the same source your brother draws his miniscule needs from when he performs what he refers to as his small-magic. Of course, no magic is really small, nor is it really magic. It is, in plain terms, the judicious use of what we call essence. Some use more than others, which is the reason for my visit.�
Kendra stepped from behind me to stand at my side. She took my hand. �He means no harm. I have tried to make him stop using magic.�
�We know that, child.�
�I am not a child,� Kendra retorted in the sharp manner of one who was recently a child and that now wished everyone to recognize her adulthood.
�Damon is not the reason I�m here. He touches the essence and occasionally draws so little of it for his nefarious uses that it is barely noticed or missed. No, I�m here because of you and your dangerous intrusions on the essence we all depend upon. Those ventures must be stopped or controlled.�
�Me?� Kendra wailed loud enough to wake any people sleeping on the other side of the mountain pass. �I don�t use magic! There is none in me.�
�Yes, my mission here is to come here and to speak with you. Your demands on essence the past day has drawn fear and loathing from those of us who monitor and require its use. The existence of enough essence for all of us is necessary, the supply is finite, and you demand a disproportionate amount. Your indiscretions allow the forces of darkness to emerge unchecked.�
�Who knows what that is, or who you are, or what we�re talking about,� Kendra said, her voice growing strained.
�Me neither,� I said, fully supporting my sister by admitting my ignorance in a strong, clear voice, not the first time I�d done that.
The woman wrapped in shimmering blue light waved her arms wide and threw her head back as if to laugh. Instead, she spoke to the night sky as she quoted a strange verse, �Essence is the very being of the world. Every egg that is fertilized, every seed that sprouts, the tangled roots under our feet, the air all lungs inhale to survive. Essence is the energy created by animals eating food or plants drawing nutrients from the soil. It is the very fabric of life.�
The aggressive stance of Kendra and the subtle jut of her chin told me she was getting angry. Before my fumbling hand could restrain her, she took three steps closer to the woman and said, �Me? Why are you accusing me of destroying all that?�
The blue woman lowered her head and faced my sister. �Those damned wyverns are the problem. We cannot seem to rid them from our world. We finally have those few remaining contained in one area of the world, and you call out to them, draw them with a waste of essence, and now you�re traveling to where they thrive, and the dragon is chained. Interference in the root of life may do irreparable harm to all of us. It cannot be ignored. It must be stopped.�
�Listen to me. Whenever dragons or wyverns or whatever they are fly near, they seem to do something to my mind. They shut it off.� Kendra said in a calmer voice, her actions restrained. �I do nothing intentional to them.�
�Or, more probable, you do something to them that is unconscious. You reach out to them with your mind. Call them. Force them to do your bidding. They cannot refuse your will because of the essence you draw and squander.� The shimmer of the blue dress increased in intensity as she spoke until it appeared to be made of blue fire.
I looked directly at the woman again and could almost make out the forest behind her as if she was half-real or made of glass. Seeing that scared me more than any words could. I moved to my sister�s side, and then took a tentative step closer to the old woman. My hand reached out to touch her. The world exploded in an orange flash in my mind�and all went dark.
I awoke with Kendra kneeling at my side, several steps away from the campfire�and away from where the woman in blue had been standing. She was no longer there. My body stung, from head to toe, tingling and hurting like a thousand pins were being inserted. It felt as if I�d fallen through the ice in the middle of winter and was thawing. I could only manage to say through lips that barely moved, �What happened?�
�You tried to touch the Blue Woman,� Kendra said. �Your hand went right through her body like she was a shadow. Then she burst into a ball of orange fire and disappeared. You were thrown into the air and landed over here. When I looked back, she was gone.�
I tried to sit and failed. My stomach turned, and my body was too weak. Tater, the dog, and Elizabeth slept on, unaware of what happened.
�Rest. Recover.�
My sister was right. I needed time to heal if that was the proper word. But with each passing moment, I felt better. �Was she real? Or a dream?�
�Real enough to do this to you,� Kendra said. �I saw everything you did. Do you need water or anything? A blanket?�
Sitting up with her help, I allowed the tingling to continue instead of fighting it. As it diminished, I reviewed the incident. The entire thing took less time to consider than it had happened in real time. But it didn�t seem tangible. It was more like a dream, and the time she had spent with us was brief, despite my thoughts.
�She thinks I�m responsible for attracting the dragons. Like I have a third kind of magic that calls them to me.�
I turned to Kendra and closed my eyes to think. That was an interesting statement, especially coming from her. A third kind of magic. It paralleled my reasoning but differed in that the image of how the Blue Woman who might be controlled by the third kind. The blue body she revealed was dissimilar to the intense magic of mages and sorceresses, and certainly different from mine. Yet, the woman had as much as accused Kendra of possessing another kind of magic, so that must be a fourth kind. I got lost in the multitude of possibilities.
Four magics? That concept came as a total surprise. For my entire life, we had assumed there were only two kinds, mine and that of real magicians. No, that was not entirely true. We had believed that there was one kind of magic and that I was only able to perform a fraction of that as if it was inferior to those of mages who served the king.
Maybe there are five kinds. The woman had mentioned the forces of darkness, whatever they were. If they came from the essence of the earth, what were they and what kind of magic did they possess? My mind now tingled and hurt, but not from what had happened, but from confusion. I couldn�t seem to follow my thoughts in a straight line without angling off to a different subject. Five kinds of magic?

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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Kendra might have magic powers? My mind shifted again to follow that line of thought as we sat beside the campfire after the visit from the Blue Lady. I still sat in the dirt and allowed my thoughts to stray further from our conversation. The idea Kendra might control magic had never occurred to me. I was used to thinking of her as my younger, weaker sister that needed my protection while I performed magic. Our relationship had been that way . . . always.
My memories strayed back to our childhood before Elizabeth had rescued us. We talked about �before� and remembered little. However, there was a vague image of a woman who remained in my mind, and a man standing silently at her side.
The man was tall, strong, and handsome. He reminded me of me. At least, that�s my recollection. The woman was less clear in appearance, but somehow more forceful. No, not forceful as in fighting, but as in being a leader with her personality. She led the man. She was in charge.
Then, perhaps he was not my father but a servant or soldier, both thoughts I�d never had in the past. The idea intrigued me. Since both of them had disappeared from our lives, Kendra and I had speculated almost daily as to what had happened.
Then came the hard times, the fights for scraps of food, the wet and cold, the beatings, and most of all the sense of being alone except for each other. As the eldest, I became the head of our household, which for a while was a damp space under the bottom floor of a boarding house. We removed a pair of boards behind a holly bush and crawled in after dark each night. There we kept all we owned, which were three tattered blankets, a few trinkets, and extra clothing.
Rats ate any food we left out, so we immediately devoured what we obtained through begging, theft, and guile. I used my small magic to divert merchant�s attention while we stole an apple or two. A coin spilled from a purse was left unseen due to me. Without it, we would not have survived, although we didn�t know at the time it was a unique skill. What I did understand was that if anyone suspected or hinted at what magic was performed, I�d get a beating. That taught me to hide my crude abilities, such as they were.
However, not once in all that time had the idea that my sister might also have magic abilities crossed my mind. The revelation by the Blue Woman shook my beliefs to my core. Even if what she�s said was not true, she had given us plenty to think about.
I opened my eyes and found my sister. �Kendra?�
�Yes?� She was still kneeling beside me�waiting and concerned.
�Have you ever felt, or thought about, controlling magic?�
�Of course.�
My heart sank as I struggled to sit up. Again, I was caught unaware. �Tell me.�
�Well, it�s natural enough. You have magic abilities, and I wanted the same. If you�re asking if I ever believed it was possible, the simple answer is, no. When we were young, trying to imitate my big brother was expected. I tried to copy some of the magic things you did, but as we grew older, we realized and accepted that only you could do them.�
That seemed both reasonable and understandable. I went back to following the course of my previous thoughts. �Maybe magic abilities are inherited, not learned. I might have gotten them from our mother and father.�
�Meaning?� she asked, obviously not making the connections.
�If one or both of them controlled magic, or essence, as the Blue Woman called it, and since we know I can control it�it makes sense to me that you might, too.�
She didn�t immediately object or refute my statement. I still sat on the ground. Slowly standing, I worked my way to my feet and over to the pile of firewood, then idly placed a few more pieces on the fire, while waiting. Kendra would speak when she was ready.
�Damon, is that your real name? The one you were born with? Is Kendra mine?�
Like me, she was now questioning everything we believed we knew. Good. When she told me what she was thinking, I�d compare the information with mine, a task we�d performed a hundred times, always hoping to discover something new. �I�m not sure about my name, but I�ve only ever thought of you as Kendra. So, that is probably your real name.�
�You could be wrong.�
�Maybe. But, it is one of the few things I�m fairly sure about.�
She joined me beside the fire, taking my hand in hers. She shivered, not from the cold. �Only Damon for you, too.�
�She, the Blue Woman, accused you of controlling too much of the essence of the world. She might control magic of a different sort. Mine is different from hers and also different from that of mages and sorceresses. That makes at least four kinds of magic.�
Kendra shivered again, her fingers threatening to snap mine in her solid grip. �Agreed. Mine may be any of the others, or possibly even a fifth kind. Whatever that means. I�m so confused at all this my mind is swirling and unable to concentrate on anything.�
�Me, too.�
She paused, then went on as if with a new thought, �Still, all the magic she mentioned seem to come from a single source. If that is true, there is just one kind and different uses.�
Her assessment eased my mind instantly. Like various dancers to the same music. It was far easier to think of it in that sense than five different kinds of magic. �We�ve figured some of this out.�
�How can you say, we?� she wondered aloud. �But even if we have managed to figure out part of it, there is a lot more.�
I shut my eyes. The red/orange light of the campfire filtered through my eyelids, making it seem almost daylight. My unconscious mind seemed to creep forward and speak for me. �We are both near twenty-years-old, educated, and intelligent. We need to begin a discrete investigation into our backgrounds beyond what was done years ago. Who were our parents? Where did they come from? And why did they leave us at the same time? Did they die or abandon us?�
�If we both inherited magic,� Kendra continued as if she read my mind, �then it stands to reason they also controlled it. If they did, they probably used it to better their lives, and may have become prominent.�
�So, they would be remembered in some circles,� I finished for her. �Maybe feared in others.�
She said, �We should tell Elizabeth all we know.�
�All?� The word was out of my mouth before I could prevent it.
Kendra let loose of my hand and took a step back. Those simple actions spoke more than a conversation.
I said, trying to defend myself, �Yes, we should consider well before we tell her. If for no other reason than because the knowledge of what we�re discussing tonight might place her in danger.�
�How?� Kendra demanded, her face twisted in anger.
�I don�t know. What about the Blue Woman who was here? She controlled magic and hurt me when I touched her. She could do the same to Elizabeth.�
�There is more you haven�t said.�
I relented. �Did you get the impression that there are sides to using magic?�
Kendra nodded. �I think she might have used the word, evil.�
�Which side are we on?�
[PWE � Ruminations on the past seem lengthy] Kendra nodded, then said, �How do we make a discrete investigation? Just by asking questions will tell others what we�re interested in. You know that.�
I picked up a blanket and placed it on her shoulders, then another for me. This conversation might take a while. �First, a few assumptions. Since we were young when found by Elizabeth, we probably didn�t travel far to get there. I mean, we probably didn�t even travel from the next town or city. That means our family home was in Dire, near the Palace. With our parents.�
�We might have all traveled there from some far-off place.�
I considered and relented. �Okay, our parents� home may have been, but when we were young it was probably in or near the palace. People do not usually become influential until after the age of thirty, so anyone who interacted with our parents are now aged over fifty. Agreed?�
�I don�t see how that helps.�
�We can assume our parents were about the same ages. How many upper-class, thirty-year-old people with a young boy and girl�who were not royalty�could there have been in Dire twenty years ago? Especially ones that look like you and me?�
�How can you possibly draw all that from the little we know?�
I said, �We can exclude any idea that they were royal. If they were, there would be rumors all over about them, their deaths, our abduction, or whatever. There would be questions about the children, and the king would have inquired about locating them. He would also remember meeting them�and us. Since none of that happened, we can assume our parents were lesser-born.�
�So, we begin our search by finding non-royal people over fifty who may have either known our parents or met them in the course of business.�
�We can narrow it down more. They were teaching us to read and do math, which is uncommon for peasants. We can assume they were not farmers, shopkeepers, or uneducated tradesmen. The one image I have retained has our mother dressed well, in a long gown, and the man standing beside her is our father. He looks wealthy and powerful.�
Kendra shrugged and remained quiet for a time. Finally, she said, �There are not a lot of wealthy people who are not part of the royal family. You can count those I know on one hand.�
�Exactly. There is the woman, Raven, who imports gemstones, and that spice merchant from Garland named Windsor. And the widow, Ella.�
�Her husband owned a fleet of trading ships before he was lost at sea, so she met a lot of travelers, which might have been what we did. And there are only a few more that I can think of. An investigation along those lines shouldn�t take long.�
I said, �And there are also Others. High-ranking priests, military officers, and a few importers who generally fit the category. Mages and sorceresses also come to mind. We have only to speak to perhaps twenty people. If our parents were affluent, at least one of those should have encountered them. If all that is true and so easy to find, why have none of them come forward?�
Kendra pulled the blanket around her tighter and avoided my eyes. I shut up and let her think because she was about to say something important. �Damon, that Blue Woman. Who was she, and why does she care if I use too much essence? How will that allow the forces of darkness to emerge?�
�It�s all a mystery.�
She continued, �In your mind, imagine a wine pitcher, tall, with a bulbous bottom and thin neck. When too much essence is poured from it, the dregs of wine at the bottom flow out. Those are forces of darkness.�
Kendra had subtly changed the subject and went to the heart of a problem in a way I hadn�t considered. �Do you remember all the Blue Woman said?�
�No. Do you?�
I hesitated. Was there a way to use my small-magic to recreate the visit? If so, I didn�t know how, but there was another way. �Get your writing kit and give me paper and pen. I�ll start at the beginning, recreating every sentence. You do the same. Then, we will compare. What one forgets, the other will remember.�
She liked the idea. No more talking to distract us or influencing each other with what we remembered. We sat with crossed knees, and I balanced paper in my lap while writing. It took half the night until satisfied I�d jotted down every detail. Kendra was sleeping, so I did too. The exercise hadn�t recalled any new information for me, but it might for Kendra. Besides, in the coming days we would want to review it again, and now we had it written down so our memories wouldn�t fog.
Tater woke us early. �Grab what you want to eat and carry it with you in the saddle. We gotta get over the pass before dark today, and worse, I think a storm�s comin�.�
Elizabeth climbed to her feet looking refreshed and ready to travel, party, dance, or climb a mountain. The sleep the Blue Lady had promised had been accurate. Even Tater looked unusually eager as Springer raced in circles and acted like a puppy. Elizabeth took one look at Kendra and turned to me. Clearly, she knew something had happened last night, but let it pass�for now. She would return to the subject when she had time to question us fully.
Kendra helped me with the packhorses, and whispered with a touch of humor, �Now, you�re gonna get it.�
�Am not,� I responded with a brotherly laugh. Once in the saddle, the sway of my horse threatened to put me asleep. I wore a blanket over my cloak to ward off the intense cold. The snow deepened and hid the road, the sky darkened, and more tiny flakes fell. They were more ice than snow.
Tater had to dismount and kick aside drifts to find traces of the path a few times. There were also a few blazes on trees provided by previous travelers. It followed the contour of the landscape. I would have expected my mind to be centered on the events of the night before, but it was not. My brain insisted on considering what would happen in two or three days when we arrived in Mercia and waited at the gates for Lord Kent and Princess Anna, and the servant, Avery to arrive. I looked forward to the confrontations.
The scandal of Lord Kent and Princess Anna traveling alone together was enough to bring down a royal house, so the fact they�d done it openly revealed more. I had no idea of what that might be. Whatever their motivation, it must be important to jeopardize their reputations. No, more than important, it must be critical.
Whatever their reasons, I mentally pictured us waiting at the city gate as they approached on the road and saw us there for them. What would their reactions be? Clearly, they had wished to ride ahead and arrive first. Would their expression reveal fear, anger, distrust, or even, as unlikely as it might be, pleasure?
Bringing my thinking back to the present, it was cold. With a small twitch of my forefinger and a little applied magic, the air under my cape warmed. I sighed with content before feeling guilty at not doing the same service for Kendra and Elizabeth. Tater would never know, but I gave him a small burst of warm air. Not hot air, but warm. Then I did the same for each of the women, only warmer. Enough to stop the shivers. My forefinger pointed and twitched at each of them in turn, and a while later I intended to do it again.
Ahead, Elizabeth felt the sudden warmth and turned. She flashed me a grateful smile. I didn�t have to look behind to my sister to know she felt the same. The short days of winter meant we didn�t have much daylight to travel, so we hurried. A stale biscuit and later a strip of dried, spiced meat with three kinds of pepper became my meal. After that, I wanted to stop and drink, but where streams might flow in summer, only snow and ice existed.
I kept an eye on Tater. As the snow deepened, he�d reached down and grabbed Springer under his belly and brought him to ride in the saddle, sitting ahead of Tater and enjoying the scenery. Now and then, we passed by a small crater in the soft snow where he�d spat.
The horses trudged on, until at last Alexis�s gait subtly changed. We were heading down instead of up. We had passed the crest of the mountain pass and were on the other side. The snow came up to the hocks of Alexis and made the going hard. I stayed in the tracks of those ahead and now and then created another puff of warm air for each of us�even small ones for Tater, of course. I�d have liked to include him with the warmth we enjoyed, but our rule was that I did no magic for any but the three of us. Besides, he now had Springer under the blanket he wore, and the dog would help keep him warm, probably an inaccurate observation. But one I clung to.
The sky darkened, and snow fell harder, the flakes small and hard. I noticed Tater had picked up the pace when I�d have thought he would tire and slow. He must have been worried about getting trapped in deep snow and having to spend the night sleeping in a drift. I glanced ahead to find him sitting taller and his head watching from one side to another, as if listening.
His wariness should have come from the storm about to cut loose on us, but instead, he looked to the sides of the trail. Why? My hand went to my knife. I wished we�d have taken the time to unpack the small crossbows last night. Even a bow would have made me feel safer.
It was not clear if the fear in the air was from the approaching storm or the uneasy actions of Tater. Riding ahead to speak with him would draw attention from the women and possible enemies. From his actions, I believed they were out there, perhaps a bear, or lion. However, I was not powerless.
I reached out to Tater with the magic of my mind and offered him a slight stimulation, a lifting of his tiredness. He would repay his body for the boost later, hopefully by sleeping well. Magic cannot be created. It is more of a shifting of natural events. Draw a little from here and apply it there. I pulled from his reserves. His body would demand its return.
The droop in Tater�s shoulders was gone. He sat tall and appeared attentive and wary. If an enemy intended to slip up on him, it wouldn�t work. I felt Alexis shudder under me, a sure sign the horse was about worn out. The snow she slogged through didn�t seem any less. A pat on her neck and a few words of encouragement seemed to calm her. No magic, other than that of a man and his horse.
An arrow buzzed through the air just as I sat up, missing me and flying off into the trees to my right. My shouted warning was more of a wordless cry as I leaped to my right, unfairly using my horse as cover. My shoulder hit the snow, and my body rolled, avoiding another arrow.
Whenever there is excitement, my mind slows and considers odd things. Now, it questioned the worth of weapons carried on packhorses a dozen steps away, along with stupidity of them being there instead of in my hand. A glance revealed Tater on one knee, an arrow drawn. He didn�t release it, so must not have seen an enemy clearly.
Behind me were both women, also in the snow, anxiously searching for who or what had attacked. I climbed to my feet and ran to the packhorse carrying the case with the small crossbows. A single slice of my knife and my hand held it as I changed directions. Ten steps took me to Kendra. The fastened straps barely slowed me down, as the case opened, freeing one crossbow. She took it, along with a fist full of bolts.
Moving to the side of Elizabeth, she silently accepted a weapon and cocked it. She loaded a bolt before I had mine ready to fire. Her other hand held more bolts. I grabbed more and loaded my weapon while searching for something to shoot.
But there had only been those two arrows flying at me, no more. We lay still and waited. Patience is often the winner in battles.
Elizabeth snarled, �Use your magic. Find where they are.�
If there had been a bird nearby, I�d have sent it innocently flying. When it flushed in reaction to someone on the ground, I�d know where they were. In this case, I was as blind as the other three.
But not helpless. My voice carried, �Tater. Two arrows. Both came from the direction of that twisted tree.�
My finger jabbed at it as if giving him an order, telling him to move from his position to his right, while I did the same, to the left. After crawling a dozen paces, I grew tired of making myself a slow-moving target for the archer to anticipate where I�d appear next. He could put an arrow in me at his leisure. I leaped to my feet and charged forward another ten steps, then dived head first into the knee-deep snow.
An arrow missed by a wide margin. He�d exposed himself and knelt as he fired, but hadn�t accounted for Elizabeth, who had also moved closer, reaching the cover of the trees and then paralleling me. Tater was moving to my right. When she saw him, she fired her crossbow. It was only accurate for eight or ten steps and lost all power shortly after. However, her rushed shot drew his attention to the unexpected source, and he turned his head to see where the unexpected bolt had come from, a natural enough reaction. It was also a deadly one, as Tater�s full-sized arrow struck the man in his chest with enough power it appeared he leaped backward.
We moved ahead cautiously, scanning for more attackers. There were none. After searching the area for footprints in the snow, we gathered around him.
He was perhaps thirty, dead, and wore chest-armor with his blood freezing onto it. Tater�s lucky shot from the side had managed to strike near the front lip of the chest-armor, below the shoulder, one of the few places where it didn�t protect him. The unobstructed arrow only encountered flesh and bone.
Tater knelt, prepared to slit the throat of the man if he still breathed. Then he reverently fingered the armor and looked up at me. �Wyvern skin. No arrow could penetrate that.�
�Good shot,� I said.
�Not good. Lucky. It was aiming at his head. You going to take the armor and sell it for a small fortune?�
I looked at him blankly, not understanding his meaning.
�It�s valuable,� he said, after spitting into the undisturbed white snow. �Dragon skin. Moves and gives easily, but no arrow will penetrate it. That thing is worth a year�s earnings.�
�You take it as a reward for helping us,� I said. �You didn�t sign up for a battle.�
�A guide is expected to fight for his people.�
Kendra, who hadn�t said anything as she had approached, kept a watch for other enemies. Her eyes moved all-around nervously she said, �Quit arguing, Tater. The armor is yours, and so is everything else he has. Strip him. If there�s anything we want, we�ll say so. Do it and let�s get out of here.�
Tater nodded. He reached for the man�s bow and quiver and handed it to me. �Carry that from now on.� He didn�t sound very pleased with me, and he was right to talk to me that way. I should have carried a bow from the first. He located a small purse with a few coins we refused, a knife, and a map.
Elizabeth took the map and examined it. She said, �Riverton to here.�
That was enough. Someone had sent this man to the mountain pass by following the map, probably with orders to keep any from crossing. Kendra said, �He must have a camp near here.�
Tater stood and made a slow turn. He pointed to where we�d come from, up along a ridge. �There.�
�You�re sure?� I asked, before realizing how stupid the question made me seem as he answered.
�From up there he can see the crest of the pass and all the way down to here. He probably has another path off the main trail, so he could get down here and conceal himself after he spotted us. I saw a few bushes move a while ago, but assumed it was the wind.�
�Want to go look?�
Tater said, �You go. Meet us back here on the trail. Take your bow in case there were two of them.�
While it might sound like I was brave to obey Tater and search alone, there wouldn�t be another man up there. If there had been two of them, both would have attacked, and if they had it done properly, they would have won the battle before it began with a few well-placed arrows. No, despite the expensive armor made of dragon skin, the man who attacked us was not a professional soldier, and he was alone.
When I backtracked along the path he�d made in the snow, I arrived at his camp right where Tater had indicated it would be. It confirmed my suspicions. His survival skills were minimal, his camp sloppy and poorly constructed, and worse, he was nearly out of food. I searched through it all, trying to find any clue to identify him or his employer. Instead, there were chicken bones so clean they were white and picked as clean of meat as the sticks set aside for a fire. The few other items were empty food pouches and thin blankets.
He had no horse, no other weapons, and what little discovered in his camp was either cheaply-made or worn out. That was odd, considering the chest armor. I made my way back to the others where Tater held the horses and waited for me. �Nothing worth taking.�
Tater held up the breastplate. ��Cept this. Ever see one of these before?�
I hadn�t.
�This isn�t regular dragon skin armor if there is such a thing. This is special. There are tribes down in the brown world that know how to tan dragon-hide like this. First, you got to find and kill a wyvern, so there are not many. Your best arrow would bounce off it, but it doesn�t weigh nothing. The price for this damned thing,� he hefted it into the air for me to see, �is more than all the money I�ve ever owned�and then some. So, my question to you is simple. What was that worthless piece of crap of a man on the ground doing with it? Everything else he has isn�t worth a copper snit.�
�Any idea of who he is or who sent him?� Kendra asked.
Elizabeth, in her way of adding detail to a conversation, said, �He�s been camping here a while. I think he stole it and was hiding. Maybe from his victim.�
Kendra said, �He might have been trying to assassinate you, Elizabeth.�
�Nope,� Tater declared. �He�d been here a number of days, maybe ten. None of us knew we were coming this way, so, how could he? Besides, few even know of this pass, and only idiots try to use it in winter or spring.�
That settled the conversation. I said, �We need to move or sleep in the snow tonight.�
Tater cast me a grin. �When we first met, you were all full of joking and laughing, hijinks they call it at the palace. Where�d that go?�
He was right. The few days of riding had taken away my boyish antics and converted me into a paranoid man afraid of the next bend in the trail. If that change made me better or not was up for discussion. I evaded Kendra�s questions and her stern glances and decided to blame Springer. �Why didn�t the damn dog warn us?�
�I had him on my lap covered up to stay warm. Blame me if you want to.�
�It was not his fault, either,� I admitted, allowing my eyes to slowly scan the area in case we�d missed something. In contrast, Elizabeth�s eyes darted from one place to another, like those of a blue jay looking for a treat to steal�or a cat sneaking up on it. There was the tilt of her head as she listened. When mounted on Alexis again, I slipped an arrow from the quiver and nocked it. The small crossbow was loaded and cocked, ready to shoot. It rested on a leather loop fastened to the horn of my saddle for quick access. If someone leaped from the side of the road, too close to use my bow, the little machine would give him second thoughts.
I mouthed to Elizabeth, �Anything?�
She shook her head, but as she rode past me to take her place behind Tater, her back was straight. I could see the stiffness and tension in her every move. Kendra fell in behind me, leading the string of packhorses again. Both were upset and worried.
Tater set a pace that was hard to maintain. He ordered us to hang back a hundred paces while he rode alone and checked for ambushes or signs of enemies�which would be any men not riding with us. He went bravely into danger first, and I intended to reward him for it. Another guide would travel with us or abandon us because of the danger.
All we had to do was remain alert and follow the trail his horse broke in the snow and of brown spittle he left, the color of the dried leaves he chewed. There seemed no explanation of why, but I liked the man, his bravery, and his insights. Of course, that didn�t include his constant spitting and my dodging the flying wads.
The sun was sinking fast, heading for the peaks in the west when the air cleared, the snow quit falling, and it turned from knee-deep to scattered patches of white, usually under the shade of evergreen trees. The ground became soggy with many puddles, and we continued riding. Nothing is worse than sleeping on, or better said, in the mud. Even sleeping on hard, bare rock is preferable.
Tater found no recent sign of travel on the ground. Every so often, he�d pause and examine something, and once he climbed down and knelt beside the path as he studied a possible clue. I, of course, examined any place he did and saw nothing unusual. Not a thing. That explained why we�d hired him instead of relying on my skills. However, my arrow was ready to fly and my eyes wary.
The high mountains near the snowline were eerily silent. There were no birds, chipmunks, or noisy insects in winter. The wind was still. The air cold. The sucking sounds of Alexis pulling one hoof after another from the muck were accompanied by the softer sounds of the same from the other horses that were farther away.
Neither of the women spoke, which was unnerving in itself. We were all cold, scared, and tired. Conversation was out of place, a distinct difference from the constant chatter between the three of us at the palace.
Tater pulled up and dismounted. Elizabeth paused too, which meant the horses behind did too. He didn�t act upset or frightened but moved with caution. He waved us ahead.
�Hard, dry ground. We�ll camp here before dark.� He turned and climbed on his horse and said, �Gather firewood.�
�And you?� Kendra asked, with more than a little huff in her tone.
�Sun�s almost down. I�m going to ride ahead and make sure we�re on this mountain alone.� He turned his head and spat as if that action ended another conversation.
After he disappeared around the next bend, Kendra said, �Rude.�
To my surprise, Elizabeth responded before me. She said softly, �Yes, and yet there is no man I�d rather be here with.�
She�d said it all.
We climbed down and gathered the low-hanging, dead branches off evergreens while Elizabeth staked out the horses where they could eat the meager green tufts of new grass poking its way into life. Kendra broke frozen sap from a tree and smashed it into a fine powder that ignited with the first sparks. When Tater returned, we already had blankets spread and a roaring fire to welcome him.
No sooner had he settled down to eat from his pouch of traveling food, than Kendra stiffened. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and her features slackened. Her head tilted upward slightly, and I knew a dragon was about to fly past. I drew the attention of the others by standing and quickly asking, �When will we reach the main road again?�
�Late tomorrow,� Tater replied. �Easier travel from here on, all downhill. Two days, maybe the morning of the third to reach Mercia on the shore of the Dire Sea.�
Elizabeth watched him as he spoke. Behind him, where only I could see, flew another dragon. It continued on its way, and Kendra�s eyes focused again and found me.

CHAPTER TWELVE 
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Tater�s description of what lay ahead was more elaborate than his usual bare explanations, which often ended after a single yes or no. He wasted few words. This time, he�d mentioned Mercia lay on the edge of the Dire Sea as if that stray bit of information was important. While it was true, the province of Mercia was the westernmost corner of the Kingdom of Dire, and the only place it touched the sea, in truth, the port lay farther down the Mercy River. Mercia was both a city on the side of a mountain and a vast seaport, from the descriptions I�d managed to gather.
They say that all shipping and all foreigners must go through Mercia. To the south were the drylands, brown and tan deserts that were all but impassible. To the north, across the mountains spread the endless white lands of perpetual ice and snow. The kingdom of Dire lay in the narrow area between. As some said, the only escape was through Mercia and across the Dire Sea.
Yet, Mercia City was not on the shore of the sea, as Tater had indicated. It was a half day�s travel down the river by wagon or a full day by foot. The city of Andover lay between. The ships from exotic lands sailed up the river to the port to preserve their hulls from the ravaging sea life, especially the deadly sea-worms that ate away at the wood.
There are times when trying to determine intrigue is best served by simply asking or pointing out indisputable facts. I said, �Mercia is not on the shore of the Dire Sea, Tater. You know that.�
Tater cackled sourly and said, �Just thought I�d mention how far to your destination, not lay out a map for the kingdom for you.�
�We�re just going to Mercia.� I let the statement stand, knowing another way to draw information from a reluctant speaker was to remain silent until the other spoke. Both Kendra and Elizabeth heard the conversation, yet neither contributed. They also waited and watched.
�So, you say,� Tater agreed and spat at the fire. It sizzled, and he grinned as he looked at us in a way that suggested he knew more of our future plans than us.
Maybe I don�t like him so much, after all. The man had a cruel streak and didn�t respect authority�or his betters. Yes, we were his betters. At least we didn�t have spittle running down our chins. I stood and stretched, giving me an excuse to look away and consider his words.
The time seemed right to be alone with Kendra, and I gave her our two-finger signal. She nodded slightly. After I entered the darkness at the edge of the light the campfire cast, she silently joined me. �What is it?�
�Tater.�
�He�s just being Tater. You�re worried. My question is, are you being too complex, or do you sense deceit or betrayal?�
The question was a good one. I hadn�t considered treachery. The trip had cemented my respect for Tater, and there was no way he could have known we�d hire him to escort us in advance, nor that Lord Kent would ride out after us and streak ahead. No, he might not like Princess Elizabeth or me, but if so, he seemed to speak his mind and would have said so, or otherwise let us know. Instead, he generally kept to himself and was supportive.
The more likely reason for my misgivings was the attack by a single man perched on a seldom-traveled mountain pass. Why would he do that? Only one reason came to mind. He was sent there by someone. The real question was, who? And why?
�I�m uneasy, that�s all,� my voice was unintendedly harsh, even to my ears.
�And I�m an attractant for dragons. Which bothers you more?�
The flare of her anger was not unexpected. We hadn�t discussed her recent adventures with the Blue Woman in depth, and we were again situated at a campfire after a dragon flew past and took away her mind. I understood her fears. Would the Blue Woman return tonight? She might provide hoped-for answers, but the two of us also needed to catch up on our sleep.
Another idea entered my thoughts. �When I stayed up and wrote down all that happened, did you stay awake long enough to think about it, too?�
She nodded.
�We need time alone to review and compare, but also, I want both of us to write down the name of every person we can recall that fits our idea for interaction with parents, all those that fit the profile. Then, when we return to the palace, we need to contact each of them and learn if there are more names that they may know.�
Kendra gave me an odd look before asking, �Considering all that is going on with this trip, is it really important to know who our parents were?�
I placed my hands on her shoulders and turned her to face me. �Yes. That may be the single thread that weaves through all this. Their identity might give us the path to follow.�
�Okay, I�ll do it.�
Elizabeth�s voice called from the campfire, �Are you two ever returning?�
Kendra said softly, �Perfect timing, as always.� She smiled, then called back, �We�re on our way.�
Entering the ring of light again, my thoughts were pulled to reexamine the two people sitting there. Until this evening, Tater had been an open book. Now, I had questions if that was true. Elizabeth had been my benefactor, owner, teacher, and friend. She alone knew more of Kendra and myself than any other. Could she also harbor envy at my powers?
I supposed that if Kendra admitted she had some jealousy, Elizabeth probably had, too. But that didn�t mean resentment or bitterness. She had always seemed a little put-off by my spells if that is the proper name for my mischief. She also discovered new ways for me to use my small-magic, and always cautioned me to keep it private. To my knowledge, she had never shared a word of it to another. If there was one person besides my sister to trust, it was her.
I soon found myself dozing. I spread another blanket and pulled my jacket tighter and closed my eyes to begin recalling every person in the palace ever I�d encountered and either added them to my mental list to speak with or removed them. It was better than counting sheep. I woke with the rising sun, cold and refreshed without any sign of the burning blue woman.
Kendra, usually a late sleeper, had the fire roaring, as she sat with her knees tucked under her chin, arms wrapped around her shins. Her dull eyes located me. �Sleep well?�
�Yes. You?�
�Not so much. The things we talked about are troubling.� She glanced at the other two, still fast asleep. Her voice lowered. �The Blue Lady said she, and implied others, are trying to rid the world of dragons, but I�m calling out to them to join me in some manner. That seems to place us on opposite sides of an issue, but we don�t know what the issue might be, or which side is right.�
�That�s not exactly what she said,� I offered weakly, knowing that was almost a lie. If the words differed, the intent was still there, but the point needed to be made.
Tater snorted and suddenly sat, wiping his eyes with dirty fists. He stood and walked a few steps away to stand beside a bush where he relieved himself. Steam rose from the ground where he peed, and a similar rise of steam came from near Springer and his raised leg. Tater returned and wordlessly dug a hand into his bag of nuts and dried fruit. I dreaded refusing any he might offer, but after another look at his filthy hands going hungry was the right choice.
As if feeling three pairs of eyes on her, Elizabeth also woke with a start. She made her way into the brush with her blankets still draped around her. When she returned, she was more interested in the warmth of the fire than eating. Kendra had already started loading and tying our meager belongings on the packhorses. All the horses still wore saddles during the night in case we needed to depart quickly. The cinches had been loosened, but that that was our only concession to their comfort.
I cinched Alexis after promising to get her to where she could have a proper meal and a long drink. The straps tightened a full notch more than the first day of the trip. She needed water, more than food. All around had been frozen yesterday, and while we were out of the snow, we hadn�t yet crossed a flowing stream.
My mind kept returning to consider the past instead of the future. It had been more than two years since I�d left the palace for any length of time, and even then, it had only been a trip of a few days. My life was palace intrigue. I loved to discover dark secrets, illicit passions, and lies. Outwitting others of my station gave me wings to soar. This was the first extended travel in my lifetime, and instead of relishing it, the travel exhausted me. I missed my warm bed, my friends, the cooks and servants who whispered royal secrets in my ears.
Elizabeth took her place behind Tater and ahead of me, while Kendra led the packhorses at the end of our procession. Springer took the lead. It seemed a natural positioning none of us talked about, but all seemed to have agreed upon. My small crossbow was cocked and hanging from the pommel in easy reach, but I still carried my bow in hand and my full quiver at my waist.
We paused at a fast-flowing stream that fell down the hillside almost as a tiny waterfall near mid-morning for all of us to drink our fill and replenish our canteens. The horses slurped cold water until they were ready to bust, then we continued riding down the narrow path in the bright sunshine of a new day. The air warmed, the patches of snow seemed far behind us. The forest again grew thick and wild. Most of the journey carried us downhill, but after crossing a wide shallow stream, the trail climbed again and followed a natural ridge of bare rock winding around a smaller mountain. Below and to our right, the stream cut through a deep valley as it joined others and grew into a raging river.
When the path descended again, we kept our eyes open for a place to stop and allow the horses to graze and water while we rested. The hillside to our right fell away in a steep slope, the solid rock mountain rose to unseen heights on our left. However, we finally reached a place on our left where another small valley spread before us. We were perched on a wide ridge. A meadow grew lush grass for the horses, and a flowing steam cut through the center. My eyes searched for a campsite, firewood, and shelter from the cold wind. Instead, we saw men crouched in the edge of the forest trying to stay hidden.
Before I could call out to warn Tater, he had turned his horse into the meadow�and he was attacked. Men swarmed from the shrubs on the higher side of the road, armed and ragged in their appearance. My warning went to those behind because Tater had already drawn and loosed his first arrow. Mine followed his. Both struck attackers, but more rushed forward waving swords and spears, and all of them shouting. None had bows.
My second arrow struck a man running directly at me. It took him fully in his chest, causing him to drop his spear, stumble and fall almost at my feet. Another came from my left where most of them had hidden, and he was almost on me as I grabbed the small crossbow hanging from my saddle and fired. The small bolt struck his forehead�they had always fired a little high, but I�d forgotten to adjust my aim in the excitement of the attack. The bolt disappeared into a tiny small red dot.
One attacker dressed in rags and animal skins leaped and pulled Tater from his horse, just as another yanked my leg free of the stirrup and pulled at my leg. I twisted and turned, providing an instant of vision to my rear, where Kendra had fired her small crossbow and had drawn a knife she used to slash the air in warning to stay back.
Hitting the ground hard, I rolled and used my knife to slice across a foul-smelling man, from shoulder to chest. He howled in response, and I made it to my knees before another tackled me to the ground again. Elizabeth was screaming in a fury, and more attackers were hurting from her self-defense since she was the fiercest fighter of us three. Her voice came from higher up in the air, so she was still mounted, but I couldn�t take time to look because two more piled on top of the one that pinned me to the ground.
A burst of red agony struck my head.
I awoke in pain and cold.
It was dark, and we�d been attacked around midday. My confusion fled as I understood what must have happened. My hands were securely tied behind me, my cheek throbbed where someone had punched me, and my left leg was folded at the knee and under me in an uncomfortable way. I managed to half-roll and freed my leg. It immediately hurt more, as if it had been under me cutting off the flow of blood for a long time.
Blue-white stars were above, and off to my right about twenty paces away was a campfire. I shifted position enough to see men sitting in a circle, seven of them. More could be on guard or whatever, it made little difference. Seven men, one with a bloody bandage holding one arm tied around his neck for support. Others also bore signs of injuries.
�Damon?� Kendra�s voice. �You awake?�
I whispered past cracked and dry lips, �Yes?�
�You�ve been unconscious since the attack. How do you feel?�
After mentally checking myself by flexing most parts of my body, I whispered back, �Nothing major. What�s happening?�
�They have us tied up. All four of us. They�re invaders from another kingdom,� Kendra said hurriedly. �They speak a language I�m not familiar with.�
It must be a poor kingdom, my thoughts assured myself as if that observation was helpful. They wore rags, their weapons were worse, and they hide in the mountains and attack travelers. All of them were skinny, dirty, and poor fighters. A well-planned attack should have taken all of us easily, dead or alive, their choice, without a loss to them. �Have they said what they want?�
�From the way they act, they want to sell us. They took our silver and gold and anything else of value. Do you see what they left me to wear?�
For the first time, my own clothing felt strange and awkward and smelled bad. A glance down, even in the dim light, revealed I was wearing filthy scraps of clothing, much of which didn�t fit. My wrists were tied behind me, as were my feet, but otherwise, I felt reasonably well, at least nothing was broken, and I could survive the cold. �Elizabeth?�
�They have her alone, on the other side of the fire.�
�Tater?�
�Behind me. They beat him more than us. He�s hurt.�
�Springer?�
�I don�t know.�
Considering what was happening, the question about the dog was inane, but I wanted to know. One of them had turned and was watching us from his seat beside the fire. He�d probably heard us. I talked without moving my lips, �One is looking this way. Stay still. How many are there?�
�Those beside the fire and two more on watch. Nine, in all.�
I felt a smile form. Kendra knew what was important and what to look for. She was a warrior in her own right and anticipated my response. �They will check our bindings before they sleep.�
�Of course, Damon. How do you want to do this?�
The curious one stood. I turned my face slightly away and closed my eyes and considered her question. The ropes used to tie us were no problem. Any of a dozen small-magic tricks would get us loose, and both Kendra and Elizabeth knew that. I�d free me, then Kendra. Since Tater was hurt, I�d leave him be. Elizabeth might be hurt or worse, so I�d leave her until later, too. That made it nine warriors against the two of us. I felt a brief pang of pity for them.
Kendra and I always made a good team. The obvious way was to free the two of us and creep into the woods and locate the two guards. Two against two, especially if we had the advantage of surprise suited me well. �After they go to sleep.�
It didn�t take long. The one who had been watching us from the corner of his eye strode to my side and roughly tugged on the ropes, then did the same to the others. Finding us secure, he went back to the fire and ordered two men to replace the ones on guard. I didn�t understand the grunted words, but the wave of an arm and the reluctant reactions of the others told me all. Two climbed slowly to their feet and entered the dark shadows under the trees to one side, while the leader pointed to another pair and issued an order. He probably told them they were the reliefs for the ones who were now relieving the guard.
Eventually, two returned from the darkness. Their reliefs had probably passed a few words before taking over the watch, and the new pair on watch were situated closer than we preferred. Soon, all were bedded down. Snoring came from a few, but one tossed and turned. He was not asleep, and I remained still, hissing to quiet Kendra.
He eventually calmed, and one strand of rope eased free of the knot with a touch of magic to encourage the movement. Once that one was loose, the binding almost fell from my wrists. I rolled and touched Kendra�s arm. She turned to make it easier for me to grope until my fingers located the knot. A little small-magic could have freed her, but often it is just more simple and easier to do it the normal way. Besides, the reappearance of the Blue Woman in response to my use of the essence she considered hers wasn�t needed now.
As soon as her hands were untied, Kendra brought her knees to her chest and worked on the ropes around her ankles, as I did the same. Then we quietly crawled into the deeper shadows and followed the same path the guards had used. My hand seized a rock the size of my fist and handed it to Kendra. She didn�t need instructions.
A hefty stick shifted underfoot, and my fingers picked it up, almost without thinking. It was shorter than a cane, larger in diameter, and heavy, green wood. We crept slowly. There would be only one chance.
The trees ended at the same meadow where we�d been captured. The two guards sat beside each other watching the trail, their backs to us. I couldn�t be sure, but it appeared the one on the left was dozing because of the way his head bobbed now and then.
Kendra touched my arm. She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, �Charge on three?�
�No.� Her idea was fine if there were no others to wake. One shout of warning made our jobs harder, if not impossible. But taking them quietly allowed us to return to the camp with their weapons. A finger to my lips told her to be quiet. I reached out with my mind and sent calming thoughts to the one already dozing. My miniscule powers wouldn�t put him to sleep, but they would help. His chin slowly lowered to his chest, and he slept.
The other remained alert, his back straight and his head up. He resisted my efforts at making him sleep too, and finally, he stood to force his body to remain on watch. My magic cannot make people do things against their will. I cannot force a man to eat turnips if he does not like them, but it is possible to make him believe the turnips are carrots.
Mine is a softer, quiet sort of magic instead of the flashy, in-your-face sort mages use. Hinted at solutions or the use natural forces like water and wind to do my bidding. He stood alert less than ten steps away from us. Sooner or later, either Kendra or I would clear our throats, cough, sniffle, or perhaps he would smell her perfume or my sweat. It didn�t matter. He would discover us before long.
I nodded to Kendra again, although she had no idea of what we were about to do. However, she was ready, rock in hand, for whatever it was. My mind reached out and gently shook a branch on the guard�s right, the side away from us. The leaves rustled. He turned to it. We charged.
Ten steps walking is only five or six while running. As we ran, I lifted the club, and before we reached him, was already swinging it down, like chopping a log. He heard me at the last instant and twisted, moving his head to one side and forcing my blow to strike his shoulder instead. It didn�t matter. The heavy branch struck him on the point of his shoulder, and the snap of bone broke the silence of the night. He fell silently at my feet. My club struck him again before his howl of pain could form and warn the others. Another swing at his motionless head connected solidly.
While I dispatched him, Kendra had rushed at the one sleeping and swung her rock-filled fist at him. He was dead before his body rolled to the ground. We stood in stunned surprise while we exchanged looks barely seen in the starlight. There are those who say no man is as savage as a woman. That might be true. My sister and I had now killed our first enemies. Neither of us liked it. Bile rose, and I tried to prevent that from turning into gagging or vomiting.
She recovered faster than me, which was probably normal in our relationship. She said in a voice that barely cracked, �Get their weapons.�
The man at my feet had a sturdy bow over his shoulder, and his quiver held more than ten arrows. Kendra held up the same. I took his knife, a poor piece of metal. The handle was loose, the edge dull and chipped. Still, it was a knife, and it was tucked it into the pants I wore, despite that they were too tight and the legs too short. �Ten arrows here.�
�Same with this one,� she said. �Back to the camp and we�ll spread out a little. You begin with the sleeping ones to your left, I�ll take the farthest to the right. Work our way to the center. Keep at least one alive to question.�
Her voice was now controlled and cold as winter as she spoke of killing seven more men. I don�t believe the realization of the magnitude of what we were doing had become a reality or we would have failed. I was glad it was dark. The sleeping men would look like dark mounds. She took the lead, and I followed, moving to my left as we entered the clearing. Seven men asleep. Beyond was the sleeping form of Elizabeth, and beside my foot, Tater.
The bows were nothing unusual. Mine felt like an unadorned military issue weapon. Since I didn�t know how it would pull, the strength or accuracy, I nocked an arrow and crept closer so it couldn�t miss. From the corner of my eye, Kendra did the same, an arrow fitted and ready to fly if one of the men woke before we were in position.
None did. My mind turned to steel. They were no longer men. They were simply dark lumps in the night who intended to kill us. Targets. Not men. I watched Kendra. She nodded at me and let her first arrow fly. An instant later, mine did the same. There were two dull thumps as the arrows struck, and one man groaned in response, but not loud enough to wake others. Kendra and I pulled our next arrow and let them loose, then another.
A man howled in pain, and in the light of the coals of the fire, he leaped to his feet. I saw an arrow stuck high in his thigh, one of mine. There had been no way to tell the position of how the men slept under the blankets. He would be slow to move and more concerned with the arrow in him, at least for a while, so he presented no immediate danger. Others waking at his cries might have weapons in their hands. My next arrow took out a man who had also woke and was climbing to his feet, already preparing to charge me. He held a knife. My arrow took him full center, and he paused and appeared surprised as he looked down at it protruding from his lower chest.
I had another arrow ready to fly, but Kendra had been faster than me. Each of the men now had an arrow or two in them. She hurried to Elizabeth�s side and sawed her bindings with the dull knife she�d taken from the guard. I arrived at their side as Elizabeth sat up while rubbing her wrists and asked, �What took you so long?�
Kendra said, �Damon wanted a nap, first.�
Elizabeth said, �Have you seen to our guide?�
�Tater�s over there,� I answered while turning to where he lay. However, it was just like her to be as concerned for a man who hadn�t bathed in a year, spat constantly, and spoke rudely when he had the opportunity, to be nicer to him than us. Elizabeth looked below the surface of relationships.
Reaching Tater, he was still asleep and breathing heavily. I untied him, but he didn�t wake. �Throw some wood on the fire, will you?�
Kendra was busy tying the wrists of the three men still alive and binding their wounds. Elizabeth put several pieces of wood on the coals and then helped Kendra until the wounded men were secure. She rushed to my side and knelt. Tater was moaning, his left arm was twisted under him unnaturally, and his face beaten so badly his eyes were swelled shut.
The increasing light from the growing firelight revealed a split lip, a knot on his forehead the size of my thumb, and bruises already coloring. Elizabeth helped me check his body for more damage, finding at least one broken rib, and probably more. His left arm was broken below the elbow. She snapped at me, �Take his other foot. We�re going to drag him closer to the fire where he can get some warmth.�
We pulled him, each pulling a leg, ignoring his roar of pain protesting our actions. Once beside the fire, she shouted at Kendra, �Get me some water.�
A small spell of mine eased his pain and put him into a deeper sleep. We pulled his arm until it snapped into place, and splinted it, ignoring his screams when he awoke. I decided to learn a more powerful spell to relieve pain. We gave him sips of cold water and adjusted him to lay sideways to the fire where he would feel the most heat and avoid placing weight on the broken arm. We placed four blankets under him for warmth, and at least that many on top. He quickly went back to sleep or fell unconscious, we didn�t know which. It made no difference. He was more comfortable and warm.
Elizabeth said, �We�ll do what we can for him in the morning and stay the day here, and tomorrow night. Then . . . we�ll see.�
It was like her. Our intention had been to arrive in Mercia before Lord Kent and Princess Anna, and that wouldn�t happen if we remained here tending to Tater. Yet, she is the one who insisted from the beginning. I considered offering to ride on ahead but held my tongue. How would I live with myself if she and my sister remained here and something happened to them?
Kendra joined us. �Three men alive. Can you help me drag the others into the forest after daybreak, so their rotting bodies don�t attract scavengers willing to fight us for a meal? They are not dressed like the one at the top of the pass, so they probably were not working together.�
I watched her face in the dancing firelight. It was set into a hardness I�d never seen. She had killed men this night and now spoke of dragging their bodies away as if they were bags of old clothing. She was also right.
She looked back at me with the same stern expression and stiffness. �And you need to find your own clothing. You look ridiculous, and you stink.�
Both women wore their own clothing. Mine had been taken. The attackers wore rags, but little of what the women wore was suited for men or would fit. My mind raced ahead. �We also have to question the survivors. A lot of questions.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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We agreed that one of us would remain awake to tend to Tater�s injuries all night and keep an eye on the wounded. Elizabeth insisted she would take the first watch and wake me when she needed to sleep. I had the gut-feeling she wouldn�t wake me at all, but who am I to argue with the orders of a royal princess? Kendra began to search the dead, a disgusting task I wanted no part of.
She didn�t know what valuables or weapons they concealed beneath their clothing, so she cut the clothing off their bodies by the light of the campfire and after examining each bit of cloth. She threw most of what she discovered into the fire to burn. She placed a blanket over each, which was more than they had done for us. When she came to the last one, she paused and said, �You do this one.�
�Why?� I asked, not liking the snide tone she used.
�Because he�s wearing your clothes.�
For some strange reason, that upset me more than the corpses at her feet. Not that she had asked me to help, but because that was the bastard who took my clothes while I�d been unconscious and helpless. I suddenly relished the idea of searching him and returning the disfavor.
I reached him, and in the firelight, his dead eyes were watching me. He was heavily bearded, his hair dark and stringy, and his nose long and thin. I turned to peer at the others. It seemed each of them had long, thin noses and were dark-skinned. Their dead eyes were dark brown, their hair as dark as mine. People of Dire were generally lighter brown haired and were fairer skinned, as was almost everyone we knew. Our noses were also wider.
In my mind, I had said our noses, but that was not true. It was true for nearly all people in Dire, but not for us. Kendra and I had long thin noses and darker skin, with brown eyes and thick brown hair. Just like the men we�d killed.
The two of us were orphans with unknown pasts. A lump formed in my throat that I couldn�t swallow away. His head lay where it faced the flames of the fire. The texture of his hair was the same as mine. My heart pounded. I turned to Kendra, but Elizabeth, who was still tending to Tater, glanced up as if she knew my thoughts�or was listening. For once, I decided to keep my ideas to myself.
When I pulled the blanket away from him, it got stuck on the shaft of the arrow that had penetrated his chest. It finally came free with a tug. The freed blanket went around his head, tying it in a knot firmly so he couldn�t watch me with those damning eyes that were so much like mine.
Yes, he was dead, and probably by my arrow, but things were far easier with his head concealed so the blanket could shut off his silent accusations and my wild thoughts. I pulled my clothing from his lifeless body and tossed it aside. It had been fouled by him, and I didn�t wish to put it on until it was washed, and perhaps not even then. �Where are the packhorses?�
Kendra said, �Other end of the clearing, over there� She pointed. �But they put the contents of the packs under that tree if that�s what you want.� She pointed again, to the shade of a nearby tree.
I went to the tree and carried back the bag that contained my things. All had been rummaged through, the neatly folded shirts twisted and stuffed carelessly back inside, but they were there along with trousers. Why only one change of my clothing was taken puzzled me, until thinking that they probably divided up what we had. The lucky one with the blanket around his head got my bag.
I changed clothing despite the cold and immediately felt better. My sword was missing, as was the case for the crossbows, my good knife, and anything else of meager value. There were no coins.
When I returned to Kendra�s side, she was finished searching the last of them. A small pile of worthless items lay at her side. Her expression was drawn, so I asked, �What�s wrong?�
�Seven men here, all dressed in similar clothing, all ragged and falling apart from filth. But do you know what I didn�t find on any of the seven?�
�No,� my tone telling her of my sudden interest in the conversation.
�No gold, silver . . . or copper. Not a single coin among them. No rings on fingers, no necklaces, trinkets, or anything else that could be sold or traded for a biscuit. Not even an empty coin purse to hold a coin.�
That also struck me as strange. One of the wounded we�d tied up chose that moment to moan and call out for help. My sister got a reassuring pat on her shoulder before she went to the other side of the fire to check on the three survivors and the one that cried for help. After a quick examination, I decided the one moaning wouldn�t last until morning. He�d already bled too much from the arrow in his chest, his skin was too pale, and his breathing shallow and uneven. The arrow that had penetrated his chest was still there. Removing it would probably kill him instantly as the blood would flow freely from the wound.
The other two men were in slightly better shape. One had broken the shaft of an arrow that had struck high on his thigh, and only the stub remained, the iron point still deep inside. Again, I was struck by the similarities in our appearances. Even in the half-light, once discerned, they were too obvious to ignore. I needed to give the two-finger signal to Kendra and find a place to speak with her.
He was bound with his hands behind his back and wide awake. I said gently, �How are you doing?�
He frowned as if he didn�t understand what I�d said. He acted like my talking offended him and he scowled. I moved on to tend to the last man, one with two arrows in him, but neither fatal wounds if tended to properly. The arrow in his shoulder wept a thin ooze of blood, and the one in his arm was hardly more than a scratch. It was high on his arm, nearly to his shoulder. I gently removed it and used a rag to put pressure on the wound until it stopped bleeding. The near-miss must have been one of Kendra�s arrows because none of mine ever missed by that margin. At least that was the story I�d tell Kendra later and smiled at the thought because she was probably thinking the same.
The wounded man smiled back at me, a surprise. I said kindly, �Do you need anything?�
�Kondor,� he said. The word meant nothing to me. �What is Kondor?�
He nodded vigorously. I didn�t understand what he meant or why his eager response when I repeated the word. He gave the impression that the word was important. Perhaps it was his name. I pointed at him. �Kondor?�
He shook his head, his eyes downcast at his failure to communicate. Elizabeth had come quietly to my side. She said, �Kondor is not his name. It�s a place, a kingdom, I think.�
That made more sense. I pointed into the darkness to a distance beyond Mercia, at least that was my intent. �Kondor?�
He nodded again. The smile had returned.
Elizabeth said, �Why are there troops from Kondor here? Especially hiding in the mountains on a lonely trail hardly nobody travels?�
Kendra nodded her agreement. �Troops? Maybe. And why are they dressed like that in the cold of a mountain pass? They are better dressed for the brown-lands if you ask me. And why are they almost starving? They are so skinny they must be weak from hunger. No wonder we were able to defeat them.�
Elizabeth had added more information that had gone unnoticed. �All the nearby firewood is gone, the dead branches that are easy to gather. There is no food, and all of ours was eaten already. They�ve been here a long time, maybe months. Their clothing is a disgrace, and there isn�t a single coin between them.�
Kendra continued, �I noticed that too. Not a ring on a finger or ear, and have you looked at their feet and hands?�
I looked. The bottoms of their feet were filthy and as hard as old leather from going barefoot. Their hands were the same. These were men who worked for a living and didn�t normally wear shoes. They didn�t bear the whip-marks common to slaves, yet they seemed to lead the same sort of lives. Even the lowest wear shoes except in warm climates. My thoughts went to the brown-lands.
My feelings towards them had subtly altered as we spoke. I have always believed there are people born evil, others good. There is also those who are born good, who are turned evil by circumstances such as wars or famines. External forces beyond control such as near starvation tend to lower morals and perceptions. Food that would have been discarded in better times will be eaten eagerly in hard. Behavior that would have normally been immoral becomes acceptable. I saw the men at my feet, those from Kondor in that light without sufficient reason to make that determination. Therefore, it was more of wishful thinking until proven.
In contrast, they were also men who had intended to kill us. However, all that was normal when outlaws, highwaymen, and thieves made their existence by doing such things. What I saw, in addition, were the thin noses, dark eyes, and skin. Any of them could be mistaken for my brother.
I glanced at Elizabeth and half-expected her to be comparing us to them. My eyes drifted to Kendra and at the man she searched. She looked up. �Where are our crossbows and other things?�
�I don�t know.�
�That worries me.�
She was right. Our other belongings had been strewn around the campsite, some clothing was worn by one man, but things were missing, like my crossbows and sword. Using simple logic, if they were not here, they were elsewhere. If they were elsewhere, somebody took them there.
I glanced at the fire and how we were all illuminated and all around us was darkness. How our night-sight had been ruined by the flames of the fire. And a chill formed when I realized anyone in the depths of the surrounding darkness could be holding one of my missing crossbows pointed at me.
Despite our agreed upon reluctance for me to use magic without permission, I reached out and felt all around the meadow, using my magic to increase sounds like breathing and heartbeats, touching all the dark places and finding nobody. I remembered an oil lamp was with our things. I located it and went in search of the meadow where we were first attacked.
Three horses were missing. The pack horses and Tater�s farm-mount were near the fire. The three fine horses from the king�s stables were missing. Alexis and the two horses the women had ridden were not in sight. On impulse, I whistled the call for my horse.
Alexis charged from the darkness closer to the mountain pass. She trotted up to me and nuzzled me, searching for a hidden apple. I took her halter and led her down the trail, thinking that if any of them had left with our things, they wouldn�t go through the pass. If they had, Alexis would have run on ahead or the other way, so two of them went in the direction we were headed.
Searching the road with the lamplight revealed there were the hoofprints of a pair of horses. The edges of the prints were dried and crumbling. Those Alexis was making were of consistent texture and moisture. Tater is the tracker, but even I could tell the other horses had departed long ago. Making a full turn, I looked for Springer. Then called to him. Nothing.
There were also bodies in the meadow, the two who had been on watch and those who fell during the initial attack. If the men had remained hidden until we were in the meadow, and especially if they had waited until we had dismounted, the attack would have been successful without the loss of life to them. That is twice our enemies had failed to win when they should have. We couldn�t expect to have that sort of luck without encountering some bad.
Back at the fire, I said, �Two men left on our horses.�
Elizabeth said, �We�ve searched everything while you were gone. Every coin we had is missing, along with anything valuable a person could quickly sell, even the dragon armor Tater had.�
�They went to sell what they could, and to buy food, clothing, and blankets.�
She nodded and shrugged. �But they won�t be back until tomorrow. By the time they rode down to where they could use our money to buy things, it had to be dark. Stores would be closed. They won�t return until late morning at the earliest.�
�They won�t like it when they get here,� I said.
Kendra spoke for the first time, �Because we killed so many?�
�Because we will be waiting for them in ambush down the trail before they are warned.�
�We will be waiting,� Elizabeth said. �Kendra will tend to our wounded while we set our own trap. I intend to not only get our belongings back but to keep us safe.�
�I prefer to go with Damon,� Kendra said. �It is not right for you to go with him into battle.�
�But I am your princess and order you to remain here. Obey me.�
I hadn�t often heard that tone of voice from Elizabeth but knew to respect it. So, did Kendra. I was going to sleep unless they needed me, and when they didn�t object, I checked on Tater and made my bed near him.
As expected, Elizabeth never woke me for my guard duty. She and Kendra traded off the watches. I awoke and touched the tender lump on the side of my head. It was coated with dried blood, and that was probably the injury that had knocked me out. The fire was burning, and as I sat up, Tater stirred. He faced me and winked if squinting one eye more than the other constituted a wink.
�How do you feel?� I asked.
�Like I slept half of yesterday and all night. Where�s Springer?�
�We don�t know. Can�t find him.�
�Damn it all, now my brother is going to charge me full price for that ugly mutt.�
�We killed about a dozen men, four or five in the meadow, the others are here. Two probably still alive.�
�How�d you do it?�
Any mention of magic was out. �I managed to slip the ropes and untied Kendra. We took out the two guards and used their bows to fire at the rest when they were sleeping.�
Tater didn�t look as if he believed me. He had doubted we were strong enough to sleep outside in the valley near the inn. I said quickly, to cover up any questions he might ask, �They stole everything of value. We think the two who left to sell our stuff will return today. We�ll be waiting.�
He glanced down at his left arm as if just discovering it was broken. He said, �Just so�s you know, Springer tried to warn me before the attack. I didn�t listen because I was too excited to find a place to stay for the night.�
I rolled over and closed my eyes but didn�t go to sleep. My head throbbed, my leg still hurt, and so many issues kept invading my mind. The events of the day kept swirling around inside�and the interaction that my sister seemed to be having with dragons didn�t make sense to me. Why would they seek her out, yet the Blue Lady had as much as admitted that was true. And who was she? What was she? There seemed to be easier explanations until I considered the facts and those testy facts returned me to the beginning of my worries and I started all over with my story. There are times when it�s easier to deal with falsehoods that partial truths.
So, my mind moved from thinking about all that to what bothered me most, excluding the idea that I�d killed several last night, and they were the first to have the same physical characteristics we shared. There were also the inconvenient facts that those same men had tried to kill us, and that important people from our palace were flocking to Mercia like ravens to a corpse, and that I had no inkling of what to do tomorrow, except be prepared to kill two more men we didn�t know.
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I finally fell asleep, then tossed and turned. The faces of the dead hovered just below what my mind pictured, always there, always ready to step up to the forefront. I wished for a method to conjure images of each to study. The sameness of their features too great to be an accident, but since none of them spoke our language, how could we communicate? In a rush, I understood a new fact. At least one of them could speak with us. He was the one they sent with our valuables to bargain them away and return with food and other essentials. It seemed certain that shopkeepers in the country wouldn�t know the Kondor language.
It made sense, one of the few predictions I felt comfortable in making. With it, my mind settled down, and the next thing I was aware of was Kendra waking me. Elizabeth was sleeping, and Kendra placed her finger to her lips to keep me quiet as she pointed to the far end of the clearing.
She almost tip-toed there, then on to a small hillock that overlooked the meadow. We sat in the damp grass covered in sparkling frozen dew and faced each other. I waited.
�They look like us,� she said, never one to be anything but direct with me.
�They come from Kondor, which is across the Dire Sea.�
She accepted my offering and said, �We may have killed friends of our parents, relatives sent to rescue us, or whatever.�
�The whatever is my guess. None gave an indication of recognition, other than one identified Kondor as his homeland after he got a good look at me. He believed I might be from there, too.�
�Too bad none of them know our language.�
I allowed the beginnings of a smile. �One does. He�s the one that took our money to the town so he could buy food in the nearest store.�
She smiled in return. �Then don�t kill that one if you can help it.�
Kendra had a point. Until she spoke, our intent had to kill both men as they returned�and she hoped to question one of them. Her assumption that I was going to kill someone today also took me aback.
She changed subjects. �The Blue Woman has not returned. Can you feel her presence? She is near.�
�I was waiting for the proper time to speak with you both at once,� a voice emanated from the empty air near my left shoulder. I scooted away, ready to stand and fight.
The voice continued to emanate from thin air, without any appearance of the woman, not even the faintest flicker of blue, �However, this is not the time. We will talk later.�
�Wait,� I ordered, either too late or she ignored me.
�That was odd,� Kendra muttered. �And a little rude.�
I added, �Very coincidental for her to pop in just as we asked about her. Does she listen to everything we say?� The idea made me feel awkward. If the Blue Lady listened, did others? If so, who were they and how many? The answer was as elusive as the number of angels dancing on the head of a pin.
Kendra said, �She might. Otherwise, that was too coincidental. That one lone man who watched on the top of the pass was not associated with these men. That brings up more questions.�
�You�re right. They don�t fit together if that�s the right word.�
�But we still face the question of why three mages, a lord, and princess, as well as the highest of the Heir Apparent�s staff, are all heading to Mercia.�
�I�m more concerned with you,� I told her, allowing no trace of humor to creep into my tone. �And the wyverns.�
�I thought you always called them dragons to be ornery, and so you could object when I tried to correct you.� She didn�t bother smiling.
�Back to the dragons,� I said.
Kendra said, �We can worry about them later.�
I slowly shook my head from side to side. �They say Mercia has them filling the skies. I have a nightmare of you walking outside and dozens of them halting their flights while all look at you and either attack or flock to see you. It�s hard to tell what�s worse.�
�That makes sense,� Kendra said. �Maybe after they see me once, they will ignore me.�
�That is possible,� I agreed with the sense of how lame it sounded when passing my lips. I stood and made a complete circle of the campsite in the morning light, looking for anything out of order, and didn�t find it. Kendra puttered at a few tasks in a distracted manner and finally waved me to join her. She pointed at a dead man. His position was beside the fire, and his body was in the way.
She then pointed the same finger to a path that went directly to the road, and the steep hillside beyond. We each took hold of a foot and dragged him. When we reached the road, I said, �He looks like us. This is hard.�
�Yes. We can�t let the bodies stay here and rot.�
�They will freeze, and we won�t put up with the smell, but we can�t throw them over the hillside like old garbage.� My principals told me to stand firm, ready to fight her if needed.
She acted as if she would balk, then relented. �You�re right. They look too much like us to do that. Is leaving them here any better? When the weather gets warmer . . .�
�The ground is too hard to dig. What else can we do?� I asked her.
She quickly bent and adjusted the body at our feet and crossed the legs and arms, the old sign of respect. We dragged two more and wore ourselves out before Kendra asked why we didn�t use a horse.
A rope tied to the saddle made it easy to drag another to lay beside the others, doing the same signs of respect to each, then we went to the meadow and drug them to join their comrades. By the time we were finished, I was cursing us for not using one of the packhorses from the beginning. Still, we had over a dozen men laid out side-by-side, and I wanted to express something profound. No words came. I was sorry but happy it was not us. Those were not the words I�d searched for.
Instead, I turned away and walked beside my sister to the campfire and threw more wood on it. I�m not sure the cold in my bones had anything to do with the weather. We sat and watched the flickering flames for what seemed a long time without speaking. Kendra checked on Tater a few times and assured me he was fine. We saw nothing of Springer, and yet we had walked all over the camp, looked inside the tattered tents and lean-tos, and called his name. Who would have thought I�d expend that much energy on a dog missing one ear?
Elizabeth had gone back to sleep after being awake all night. She woke and as she moved about, she noticed the missing bodies, turned to us, but said only, �We should get going before long.�
She was right. We didn�t want the pair that had gone down the mountain to return and catch us off-guard. I also didn�t wish to spend all day and perhaps another night waiting in ambush.
I said, �That lone man who tried to kill us worries me. He just does not fit with what we know.�
�These twelve should worry you more,� Elizabeth grunted. �What�s the problem?�
�I can�t tell, exactly. He was alone, and these were here. I can understand them not knowing of him, but not the other way around. If he was alone, why? He should have chosen a place down either side of the pass where there was no snow.�
�Why was he there in the first place?� she asked.
�I have an idea. What if he was part of them? Or maybe running from them is a better idea? Or following them? He didn�t look like them, but maybe they chased him up there?� Biting my tongue was a good idea from the beginning, and I should have heeded it. From the intense expression Elizabeth wore, her next words were expected.
�Speaking of how they looked, did you happen to notice the similarities between them and you two?�
�We did.� Saying more would bring more attention to our origins a subject we wished to avoid, at least, for now. Kendra studied the ground at her feet with intense concentration. She was leaving what was said to me. Her actions were cowardly. If I made any mistake, she would later dredge it up and spill the tailings over me. Yet, I had no defense.
�They had your coloring.�
�And nose and hair,� I added reluctantly. �I�ll have to do an investigation on Kondor when we return home.�
Elizabeth turned her attention to Kendra, who avoided making eye-contact, and then back to Damon. �We shall speak of this at a later time. For now, gather what weapons you think we need and we�ll ride the pack horses.�
�Alexis is in the meadow.�
Elizabeth�s mood improved. She said, �Too smart for them to catch her?�
It may have been a reference to the old joke about her name, or simply an observation. I didn�t feel like laughing so shrugged as I continued, �There is not a spear I�d trust to throw, a knife that will cut a cooked trout, and the bows are poorly made. The arrows are straight, but the points dull. We can use the time we wait in ambush to sharpen them.�
With that, I stood. Elizabeth followed me, and we gathered a few extra blankets, some that were not as filthy as the others. I�d spoken to Kendra already, so went to my horse carrying four bows, one for each of us and spares. That is how little I trusted them. Either the wood would snap or the string, and I�d give even odds to any fool who would take the wager, but my side would be that something would happen to them. Never trust weapons not cared for.
We left the campsite and hoped to locate a nearby place to set our trap. Instead, the trail widened and remained closed on each side, one to a wall of granite and the other a sheer drop-off of a thousand steps and no good place to set our trap. We continued on the trail until almost midday, and I was getting anxious and trying hard not to show it. If the pair we were after had purchased what they needed early in the morning, we might encounter them at any time.
The trail started to descend steeply. Near the bottom, it traveled along a stream bank between two smaller hills, each no taller than the room of a large house. On either side grew lush shrubs taller than my head, thick and tangled. The distance from them to the trail was only ten steps, and we had the advantage of height. One on each side gave us all the advantage we needed to ensure our success.
�We don�t want to kill them,� I said without thinking of anything but the information about Kondor we hoped to gain.
�We don�t?� Elizabeth brought me back to my senses with a question I now had to explain. My mind whirled with possible explanations, but I eventually decided to tell part of the truth. �If one of them can speak our language, we can find out all the answers. If we kill one, it may be the one we need.� It felt better to tell her that, but not all. Not yet. And that caused me to feel horrible.
She had been the one to take us off the streets, to feed, educate, and nourish us. She trusted us, and we were supposed to trust her. If she ever learned we hid things from her, our relationship would crumble. Kendra and I might find ourselves living on the streets again. However, even more damning, were the feelings of betrayal. While they were not factual in a sense, we did nothing but hold back suspected personal information, they were no less real and necessary.
I finally responded as if I�d taken the time to consider her question. �I think that the way between these hills is so narrow it provides a chance to attack without killing. We can stake out our horses behind the hills, and locate two places where we�re hidden, one on each side of the path.�
�And what then? Talk them into surrendering?�
Her tone warned me. I blundered on. �No, we stand from our cover and fire, one arrow each, at the thigh of the rider nearest.�
She rolled her eyes and sighed so heavily I had plenty of time to regret my suggestions. She said, �What do we do when they either run or shoot arrows our way? What if they have recruited more men? What if they anticipate this place as being dangerous and ride in prepared, or possibly return to their camp by another route and find your sister and Tater alone and unprepared to defend themselves?�
I tried to quell the hot anger rising inside. The more mental cold water thrown on it, the more steam rose. Even I was appalled at my comparison. So, came the unlikely decision to speak my mind, weak as it is.
Keeping my voice soft and earnest, �You bring up good questions. I cannot answer many of them but can use their past actions to infer what they will do. They used this road so they will return the same way. If they have more men, we will know it because I intend to find a place where we can watch the approaching road and determine if there are problems with more men, or whatever. We will then fall back to this spot and wait unless there are more men.�
�If they ride through here with arrows drawn?�
�My magic will be ready to foul any arrows aimed at us.�
She curled her fingers into small fists and placed them on her hips. �There. Was that so hard?�
�Hard?�
�To speak to me as an adult equal and offer your magic?�
That sounded like one of those trick questions both her and Kendra tossed my way lately. There was no right answer. If admitted, it meant I�d finally spoken to her as an adult equal, and by default, I had not been doing that earlier. That made me wrong. If I didn�t agree, I was still wrong. There seemingly was no way out of the situation.
No, that would be an incorrect conclusion. There were at least three possibilities. A profound apology might work. A new subject could be introduced to distract her, or even asking her opinion. Or a combination of those three. �Why don�t we leave the horses here and go check down the road to a place where we can watch? You can join me there.�
She didn�t appear happy but agreed. �The first arrow will be aimed at his leg, but the second at his heart.�
Fair enough. I�d already decided much the same but wisely said nothing. She�d think I was stealing her best ideas if I mentioned it. Walking on the dirt path, or trail, or road, was difficult because of the numerous dips, holes, and protrusions that were all but invisible in the thick undergrowth. I snickered at one point when she stumbled, and no sooner had that happened than Cantor, the god of sinful pride, intervened and I found myself face down.
Princess Elizabeth had the grace not to laugh. She was a better woman than me.
The sides of the road spread apart and in front of us appeared an area of rolling hills. The road could be seen reaching and crossing the top of two, one fairly near, and the second a good way off. A pair of riders approaching would be in sight for a considerable time. We perched on a rock slab warming in the morning sun. While still cold on our butts, it would soon absorb heat.
�I want to kill them, you know?� Her words came as a shock and shouldn�t have. In reality, I should have been as spiteful as her, not caring where they came from or what their business was. They had tried to kill me, so I should return the act. Simple. No questions.
The problem was that they were also the first people to look like me. Again, simple. And yet complicated, complex, and unknown. Did Kendra and I have the right to try finding our people at the expense of placing our benefactor in danger? Besides, wouldn�t half the serfs in the kingdom envy our positions and jump at the chance to serve Elizabeth in a similar role?
I said, �Me too.�
�As soon as you find all you can about your past from the one who speaks our language, you might.�
It was said in a statement, not a question. If there was any trace of anger, fear, or trepidation, it did not come through in her tone. She sounded almost like we felt. A combination of exuberance and terror. My eyes remained on the far hill and the road. �Listen, if either of us misses with our first arrow, we don�t take chances. Both of us will take killing shots at him with the second.�
�If it is not a man? A woman? Can you do it?�
�The same rules apply,� I said it with words so hard they felt brittle leaving my mouth.
She gave me the same eye-roll Kendra did when I said something stupid. If I opened my mouth again, it could compound my error, so remained quiet. She was right. If it was a woman, especially an attractive one, there needed to be more reason to kill. Then, as I watched that far-off hill and road, my twisted mind asked, why? Why did it require more reason to kill a woman than a man?
I chanced a glance at Elizabeth and found the corners of her mouth twitching in an almost smile. Despite my pledge to never use magic on her, I considered dragging down the corners of her mouth as if each side held the weight of a large turnip.
Motion in the distance saved her from my imagined wrath. My eyes caught a glimpse of two horses moving on the road at the second hill. We had plenty of time and were safe from being spotted as long as we remained still.
Elizabeth said softly as if they might hear her at such an extreme distance. �There they are.�
�When they dip below the crest of the nearer hill we�ll move.�
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We hardly breathed until the tiny figures disappeared from sight into the shallow valley. My impulse was to leap to my feet and race to where we would set the ambush, draw an arrow and string my bow. Breath came short, my heart pounded, and instead of all that, I slowly stood and stretched. I wanted to give Elizabeth a sense of how experienced and confident I�d become.
She gave me the same disapproving eye-roll.
Before taking up our places, we walked the horses behind the hillside and staked them in the deep green grass. Back at the ambush location, I used a dull knife to whack at small branches and carefully placed them against a larger bush to help hide me. I stood up and then squatted, then again, making sure my bow cleared any brush. Elizabeth did the same.
Then we waited. And waited.
The time passed so slowly, and the approach of the horses was so slow, I considered leaving my cover and going down to the road and taking another look. Three arrows were placed point-first into the dirt, each a little apart from the others, so my hand could grab them quickly, should I need more than one. I was thinking of the second and third shot when my ears detected a faint sound of hooves.
They were coming. What had we forgotten? What else should we have done to prepare? What if I got killed? Or Elizabeth? My hands shook. I thought about allowing them to pass without seeing us. And then I caught sight of the horses. The king�s horses. The ones the girls had ridden. I knew them well.
My hands no longer shook. My breaths slowed, and heart calmed. I peered through the tangle of branches that hid me and waited. The corner of my vision watched Elizabeth. When she moved, so would I.
They rode closer.
The arrow was nocked, and I held a slight tension on the string. My mind rehearsed the coming moments. Three simple steps. Watch Elizabeth make her move. Stand. Loose an arrow. There were possible fourth and fifth moves, which might change as the circumstances altered. They involved grabbing more arrows and what I�d do with them. Hopefully, none would be required.
The two men rode beside each other, as expected. The one on my side rode the horse Kendra had been on, which was fitting because the other was the horse Elizabeth rode. A miss with my arrow might injure the horse, but our positions were so close, I didn�t intend to miss, and Elizabeth was a better archer than me. They rode with their heads hanging low, a sure sign they were tired and sleepy from the long journey�making them even easier targets.
The one thing that was awkward for me was their appearance. Both were thin, too much so for it to be caused by anything but hunger. Still, as the nearer one slightly lifted his chin to peek at the trail ahead, I was struck by the similarities again. Before I could dwell on that, Elizabeth stood.
I did, too. The shrubs came to my lower chest, and my arrow was aimed as I pulled the bowstring�and released. All one motion, as the Weapons-Master had taught me. It flew the short ten-paces and struck high on the leg, near the hip, exactly where I�d intended. The second arrow was in my hand without conscious thought, ready to fly. I didn�t look to the other man because my duty concerned the one nearest me, and I had full confidence that Elizabeth would do her part.
She shouted, �On the ground! Now!�
�Down!� My voice added, more to convince them there were more of us, and they needed to obey. I showed myself while taking three steps closer, my arrow aimed at a chest. It would not miss. The rider knew it. His face had reddened with the arrow hitting his leg, and he had screamed, but now sat quietly. His face paled as his eyes saw the tip of my arrow pointed at his left eye.
He released the reins and slid off Kendra�s horse. When his feet reached the ground, the pain in his leg must have intensified. He groaned and collapsed. His arms encircled his knee, and his left hand went to the shaft of my arrow.
�If you pull that out, you�ll bleed to death,� I said quickly, in a friendlier voice than intended. My advice might have been true if the arrow had cut any large veins. My idea in mentioning it was that I didn�t believe he would be running away with that thing sticking out.
His hand halted and withdrew. That told me he spoke our language. There was no doubt.
I spared a look to Elizabeth. She stood beside her man, her bow, and a knife hidden behind her leg. An arrow was also stuck in his thigh, lower than mine, but no less painful. She said, �He doesn�t understand me.�
�This one does.�
She went to the nearest horse and started searching the bulging saddle bags. She mumbled to me, �Smoked meat, pig, I think. Hard rolls. Carrots. More food.� She moved to the other side and discovered much the same. A sack tied to the saddle held blankets. The other horse carried more blankets, two hatchets, and oiled skins suitable for shedding rain. She also found two purses heavy with silver.
I was concerned with what she didn�t find. My sword, the crossbows, my knife, the money I�d carried in my purse, and the money that I knew had been packed in several places because only fools carry it all in one.
I reached for the leather thongs I�d grabbed when we moved our horses and started tying their wrists, then held off. �They can�t walk and can�t mount if tied.�
Elizabeth still held an arrow to her bowstring, the tip of the arrow equally distant between the two, and both men were watching her, not me. Her eyes flicked to the saddle of the nearest horse as if telling me to put them there and then tie them�but I couldn�t tell if she was amused or irritated. Sometimes, it is hard to distinguish between them until I�m deep in trouble.
My solution was to avoid looking at her as I helped one into his saddle. His left leg bore the arrow, so kept it straight as he mounted. The other became a problem. His arrow was in his right leg, and he couldn�t move it enough to swing the leg over the horse. I finally moved him to the far side of the horse and managed to get him up. However, in the process, his leg started bleeding freely, and I ended up slicing the sleeve off my shirt and using that to wrap around the wound and tie it tightly to stem the blood.
Elizabeth lowered her bow and took the reins of both horses and tied them together so neither horse could run off without the other. That seemed a strange thing to do, but the determined expression warned me to be quiet and let her continue. She led them to where we�d staked out the other horses and motioned for me to mount. I expected her to want to ride one of the royal horses and I was already deciding how to best make the exchange of riders with their wounds.
Instead, she climbed on the horse she had been riding, and the four of us were finally sitting on horses. She spoke for the first time, her attention on the one who spoke our language.
She said, �Understand me?�
He nodded slowly, more than a little belligerence evident.
�Know who I am?�
He shook his head as if he didn�t care.
She sat taller. �Princess Elizabeth, daughter of the Rightful King of Dire.�
That brought a reaction of surprise to the one, nothing from the other, confirming the man she watched was the only one who understood.
She didn�t allow her advantage to dissipate. Instead, she leaned forward and said, �As an heir to the throne, it is often my duty to settle disputes and administer punishment. Also, as a direct heir, I decide the innocence or guilt, and the punishment, from ordering a simple apology to death by a variety of means.�
The color drained from his face. The other saw his expression and became scared.
Elizabeth nudged her horse closer. �Your name?�
�Stata.� His voice was soft, respectful, and even in the single word, an accent made itself known.
�That is not a name heard in Dire. Is it Kondor?�
He nodded.
She moved her horse another step closer, so their knees nearly touched. Her voice dropped in volume, almost to a whisper, �That is the third time you have not answered me out loud. I consider that evasive and rude. It is cause for me to kill you here and now.�
�I-I�ll talk.�
She indicated the two purses. �Is that all you have left of my money?�
He nodded�then quickly corrected himself and said, �Yes.�
�Then you are fools. Most of that was stolen from us. You sold our valuables for nothing and paid for this food with the proceeds?�
�Yes.�
It was her turn to shake her head. She waved a hand at me, �Damon�s sword was worth these two bags of money, and more. You sold our valuable belongings for pennies.� She poured silver coins from a purse to her other hand in disgust. She then repeated it with the other purse, estimating what was there with a sad shake of her head.
�We also purchased blankets and food,� he added as if that explained the small purses.
She held up a single small coin. �All you have is worth less than this. Where is our gold?�
�Gold?� he seemed completely surprised.
I reminded her, �If we hurry we will reach the campsite before dark.�
She hesitated her eyes cold pits of anger that had both prisoners reeling. �We will discuss this later. For now, understand me. You tell your friend that if either of you attempts to escape, I will put another arrow in both of you, probably in the center of your back. Tell him.�
The man who called himself Stata spoke to the other in a guttural language and received a quick nod in response. It didn�t appear either of them would try anything because they were too scared. I said, �You two take the lead. If one of you rides off, I�ll kill the other before I come after you.�
�We,� Elizabeth corrected me. �We will come after you together, but it is me who will kill them.�
Just so they understood, I turned to Elizabeth. �You are a princess, so it must be me who will do the killing.�
�As a princess, so I demand the right. End of subject.�
After hearing and translating that, I believed that if either of their horses bolted, they would throw themselves off to the hard ground rather than have us chase after them. My hand motioned for them again to lead, and they turned their horses up the path. Of course, the horses were not theirs, they belonged to our king, and therefore to Elizabeth, but I let it go. Her choice to continue on the other horse did surprise me, but she was in a hurry to get back and check on Tater.
Riding up the trail was harder, but the distance not great. We arrived with daylight to spare. I helped each of them dismount and supported them as they limped to the edge of the fire. Kendra had a pile of firewood as tall as herself and the night chill was settling upon the mountains.
Tater sat with his back to a small tree, awake and alert. Across the fire sat one wounded man where there should be two. Tater saw my surprise and said, �He�s the only one left, and he�s not doing so well.�
Of the original three, one had a chest wound, and we had expected him to die. Of the remaining pair, one had an arrow in his leg, the other in his arm near his shoulder. I suspected treachery. �What happened?�
He shrugged, �One died right away. The arrow in the leg sprang a leak in the night. We didn�t notice. Both were dead at first light.�
I looked at Kendra. �Tater?�
�His biggest problem according to him is that they took his chew.�
�What?�
�That bark he chews, his chew. One of them took it. Between that and Springer being missing, it�s all I can do to keep him from going on a rampage, broken arm or no.�
I�d settled both of those we�d returned with back on a log, then pointed to arrows still in their legs. �We need to help them.�
Tater scooted closer to them. �Where�s my chew?�
To my surprise and relief, Stata spoke right up, as he pointed, �Hanging on the tree. We opened it, and it smelled so bad we put it there to keep bears away.�
Kendra flinched. �There have been bears down the hillside where we put the others. Lots of growling and wolves are there too. I won�t go see what they�ve done.�
Tater was still fixated on Stata. �My dog?�
�We sold the dog,� Stata said without hesitation, but only after a slight pause as if trying to find the right words, as those speaking a second language often do. �We�re hungry and have no food. None wanted to eat the ugly dog for fear of catching an illness.�
�Sold it to who?� Tater said, sounding out each syllable as if they were individual threats while he ignored the mention of eating Springer.
�The man at the store. He said he�d give it a good home because nobody would ever buy such an ugly dog from him.�
Kendra had sat beside Stata and was carefully examining the arrow shaft in his leg. At his remarks about Springer, she grasped the shaft with both hands and yanked it out, tearing flesh in the process, and blood filled the wound and flowed. She ignored the wail of pain and tossed him a rag as she said, �Hold that over it until it stops. If it does.�
If anyone has ever had any doubt about the difference in men and women, they should have watched her. A man will fight another, usually on reasonably equal terms. A woman is a savage. She moved to the other, who scooted away from her as fast as she moved forward. �If I have to come get you, I promise you some real pain. Hold still.�
He may not have understood our language, but he also understood Kendra�s body language and tone. She walked to him and grasped the arrow in one hand and tugged gently. It moved. She turned it slightly to better line the shaft with the hole and eased it out, to the accompaniment of his reluctant screaming, but in the end, he smiled his thanks. He�d known she had removed it as painlessly as possible, but without anything to deaden the pain or mind. No blood flowed from the wound.
Tater said, �They better hope Springer is still there or they�ll learn what real pain is from me.�
I went to the tree and handed Tater his bag of shredded bark and stood back. Kendra told me he shouldn�t have it because of his injuries, but I was not going to fight Tater, even in his condition, and the look he flashed my way warned me that was what would be required to take it away.
Elizabeth had been scurrying around the campsite gathering our things together. They were spread all over. It seemed many of the attackers divided our belongings by some unknown manner. She had our five horses staked in the grass near the stream, the saddles and packs near the firepit, and the contents of all spread on blankets.
She came to stand beside Kendra and peered at the one we could speak with. �Ask your friends where my gold is.�
He called out in their language. The shoulder-wounded man responded, and the first turned to Elizabeth. �He thinks one of them buried it.�
�Where?�
�He does not know. But he says he saw it. I didn�t.�
She allowed her eyes to scan the ground, and how us and them, had trampled everything. I suspected the one who hid it had smoothed the ground to keep it hidden from the others, so unless we decided to dig up the whole camp where a dozen men had lived, the gold was gone. Besides, it was now full dark and even searching would be difficult.
Kendra was applying a salve to the legs of the two men she had treated, and when I turned her way, she held her fingers in the signal we needed to speak. I gave her a small nod of assent. She said, �The one that talks didn�t bleed.�
Elizabeth lifted her head as if giving up on recovering her gold. She looked at Kendra. �The store where these men sold our belongings cheated them. We will go there and recover as much as we can, so we need to travel before they sell it. Tell me about the condition of our prisoners.�
�If we leave them here, they will die. Two of them can�t walk and probably won�t for weeks.�
�Tater?�
�He can sit a horse by morning. At least for a short trip.�
Elizabeth drew a breath and allowed it to escape between pursed lips, almost making a whistling sound. Her jaw was set, her eyes far-off.
Neither of us spoke. She was thinking. It was her position in life to make choices for people. We�d seen her in this mood often. It was as if she removed herself from her body and surroundings, then sorted through details until making her choices.
As a girl, she had sat with her father as he presided over disputes. If a cow broke through a fence and destroyed the garden of a neighbor while mating with a bull, who did the calf belong to? She�d told us many times that both sides of many disputes might be seen as correct. Either farmer could make his case for the calf. Her point was that ruling is often more difficult than farming.
She said, �Make our preparations. We leave in the morning.�
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Princess Elizabeth had spoken. Her word was law as much as if the king had told us the same. We would depart the campsite in the morning. Only the details remained. Who would go, and how? That was the critical question that neither Kendra nor I wished to ask. Neither did we want to suffer her ire, because we�d seen it before in similar situations.
However, Tater hadn�t.
He said, �How are we going to take those three and us when we don�t have enough horses? Who�s walking?�
�Walking will slow us too much. There is important work to be done in Mercia. We�ll take the one who speaks with us because he may be of temporary use. For the other two, we will leave them food, blankets, and their lives. That is more than they were going to allow us.�
A flash of relief flooded Stata�s face. He said nothing to the others.
�The wolves or bears might get them,� Kendra said.
�Better than them eating us, as they are doing just down the hill from us this moment. We have five horses, four riders. Begin sorting what we will take with us.�
Her tone offered no room for question. She was right. After getting over my initial shock and reluctance to leave wounded men on the mountain where they would probably die we got busy. If they had not attacked us, all would be alive. If they had things their way, all of us would be dead. Us or them. They had named the tune, and we were singing it.
I carried a burning stick to the edge of the meadow to inspect where they had dumped much of our belongings. I could sort through them and find anything we required. On the way, I had passed close to Kendra with my two fingers signaling her. She picked up a blanket and followed me, making it appear I needed it.
When we knelt and began our search, she said quietly, �The Blue Lady returned to speak with me last night.�
�What did she say?�
�That we were doing well. Better than she expected. She didn�t expect us to survive the ambush. She warned me against the forces of darkness again.�
That stilled me. �She knew about the ambush and didn�t warn us?�
�She asked if we were now traveling to Kondor.�
The burning stick fell to the dirt from my limp fingers. She knew too much. �What else?�
�Two things. First, a dragon approached, and the Blue Lady faded away like she was scared of it.�
�And?� I prompted.
�All of it happened right beside the fire. When she left, the firelight reflected in Tater�s eyes. He was wide awake. I don�t know how much, or what he saw and heard.�
�Of course, you couldn�t ask.�
She shook her head. �Maybe we can blame it on fever and bad dreams. Look busy, here comes Elizabeth.�
I stood and said, without turning to face the princess, as if I was only addressing Kendra, �There is nothing here we need to take. We should load the packhorse with blankets and food.�
Elizabeth snapped, �We can purchase all else we require with the silver we recovered�and the refund I intend to get from the storekeeper.� Her tone was angry, but not directed at us. She said to Kendra in a softer tone, �Are you sure Tater can ride?�
�He may need a rest break or two, but yes. I�ll keep watch on his dressings.�
Several snarls of large animals sounded from the darkness as a fight erupted. Either bears fighting over the same body or bears and wolves. Maybe other animals were involved. By morning a feast between the carnivores of the mountain would be in full swing.
Elizabeth said, �Let�s get to the fire and keep it stoked all night. We can take a final look around in the morning, but I�m fairly certain there won�t be much to find that we need. Anyone hungry?�
I was not. Despite only a handful of nuts and dried fruit while returning to camp, my appetite had fled with the grunts and growls. My mind told me human bones were getting crushed as animals ate their fill. Kendra reacted to another growl from the darkness and shook her head that she didn�t want to eat, either. Our minds were imagining the terrible scene a few hundred steps away.
Tater was sitting up beside the fire, chewing and spitting and seemingly happy. A sling held his broken arm. I�d anticipated using some small magic to relieve his pain but held off. Who knows how much essence the world possesses or how it�s replaced�if it is. I wouldn�t want to be accused of wasting it like my sister does with her dragons. I chuckled to myself, finding myself in a better mood than there was any right to.
The bruises on Taters face had taken on the hues of a rainbow, the swelling may have reduced slightly, but his eyes were still puffy. �How are you doing?�
He started to smile and winced in pain instead. �Can you talk to that princess of yours and tell her that the guide needs a raise?�
His joke didn�t strike me as funny. �Yes, I will.�
�No, that was a joke.�
�For your help, we will pay you more. Far more.�
He spat near me, and while I saw it coming, I didn�t bother to deflect it. It missed, and that�s all that counts. Elizabeth and Kendra came and sat near us.
Kendra said, �We need to set a guard tonight. Bears and whatever else is out there tearing those poor men apart.�
Stata was a few steps away, listening to every word uttered and trying not to let on. I went to him and sat. �We�ll have to tie you for the night. Same with your friends.�
He shrugged. �Barely know them.�
�You�re not from Kondor?�
�Father was. Never been there, myself.�
That was interesting. �How did you get mixed up with these?�
�They paid me. Should have kept my old job and walked away. Any chance of you letting me go, or maybe joining up with you?�
I shook my head. He was not going with us. The conversation seemed to lag. He was right if he told the truth. Kendra and Elizabeth had their heads together, so I decided to move on. �Why were they here? The other men?�
A sheepish expression he couldn�t conceal told me shame would come with the answer. He said, �They were hunting for the treasure of the Dragon Queen.�
�Treasure hunters? Up here?� The answer didn�t make sense. They had no digging or mining tools, were not the sort to search for gold and jewels, and why had they searched at the top of a mountain pass? Well, not the summit, but near enough. In late spring there was still snow on the ground, and water froze at night.
Stata said, �Not a treasure in the usual manner, no gold or jewels. They hunted the Dragon Queen and hoped for the reward in finding her.� He paused, then continued, in his clipped accent, �That�s what they told me. Maybe not the truth?�
�Who is she?�
�No one knows. Mages sense when she uses her powers and they grow scared. She is a new arrival, and they say she absorbs all the essence of the world, way too much. There were six mages in Mercia waiting for her to arrive and more coming. The Kondor have all routes into the city blocked, to kill her first and collect the reward. But they are not alone.�
The explanation chilled me more than the frozen air. A queen meant a woman. However, it was the remark about using all the essence that turned my thinking to my sister and the conversations with the Blue Lady. For the first time, I knew true fear. �How will they know her?�
�By her dragon, of course.�
�Her dragon? You�ve confused me.� My heart began beating again. Kendra might attract wyverns, but she had no dragon, so perhaps it was a different person. Since there were no dragons in the world, even if there ever had been, my twisted mind could almost relax because Kendra didn�t have a dragon.
Stata continued as if taking me into his confidence like we were friends, �The woman called the Dragon Queen will recall the last dragon to life. It will break free of its bonds and obey only her.�
�Where do you get this nonsense?�
�The mages know it, at least the older ones. There is a ceremony told in old books,� he defended himself.
Disbelieving he told anything but lies and half-truths, I�d about lost my patience. A guide and translator for a dozen invaders starving to death might tell any story in order to survive. I persisted, �But, how did you get the information. You�re not a mage.�
He smiled as if tired, but his eyes were locked on the women. His hand slowly lifted, and his fingertips slid across the bloody bandage on his thigh. A sprinkling of blue light surrounded his wound and quickly dissipated. The dried blood was no longer on the bandage. He gently peeled it off and tossed it aside. Not even a sign of where the arrow had penetrated remained. I scooted away from him, as scared as I�d ever been.
Stata�s image fell away. He stood on two uninjured legs, drawing the attention of all. His nose grew wider, his skin lighter, his hair turned the shade of Elizabeth�s�and most of those people from Dire. He took a single step closer to my sister and Elizabeth and said in a strong, clear, unaccented voice, �Which is her?�
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We watched Stata in fear, wonder, confusion, and a hundred other descriptions. He had accused either Elizabeth or Kendra of being something called the Dragon Queen. His conviction and hate were complete. He had morphed from the appearance of people from Kondor to Dire, his voice lost the weakness it had held, and he now seemed in charge of us in some manner instead of the other way around.
�Who are you?� Elizabeth asked in a hushed tone.
He raised both arms, hands high above his head, fingers extended, a foul expression threatening us. Hints of blue twinkled at the end of each finger. His face of rage told us he was about to do something, but not what. I was slightly behind him, and to one side, still squatted on the ground and couldn�t rise in time to prevent his actions. Both women were sitting. None of us could possibly move before he did whatever was coming.
However, it didn�t happen, at least not what Stata intended. Instead, there was a sound similar to that when I gave Alexis a good-natured slap on her rump. We saw the butt of a knife protrude from Stata�s chest, and his face morphed again, to one of shock and pain, and it resembled neither Kondor or Dire, but something else.
His hands grasped at the hilt of the knife as his knees crumpled. His mouth opened to scream but no sound emerged before he fell forward on his face. Dead.
Nobody moved.
Tater said, �Lucky it wasn�t my throwing arm that was broke.�
Elizabeth looked at me. �Why didn�t you do something?�
I understood her question. What she was asking was why hadn�t I used magic to stop Stata? The simple truth was that it was so ingrained in me to only use magic at rare times, and always in subtle ways, I hadn�t thought of it. It might not even have worked.
We all moved to examine the husk of a body that had been Stata. He no longer resembled those from Dire, nor from anywhere else. His skin had shrunk as if he had lain in the desert sun in the brown lands for days. Upon further inspection of him, all accomplished without any of us touching him, his bones seemed to have dissolved. What lay on the ground was wrinkled skin and clothing.
�Magic,� Tater hissed.
Kendra turned her face away and gagged.
Elizabeth scowled. �A mage did this.�
�Killed him?� I asked, wondering if Tater intended to retrieve his knife.
�No,� she snapped. �I�ve heard some mages can present themselves as people using a high-level spell called reincarnation. They enter the body of someone long dead and use it from afar to look and act human.�
�Never heard of that,� I told her through a whisper of fear.
She continued speaking as if she�d never stopped, �The mage must be present in the body at all times but cannot cheat death. Tater�s knife caused the mage to withdraw or die with the body. I�m sure only the body died. The mage is still out there. Somewhere.�
Her explanation chilled me even more. �Do you mean a mage has been wearing the body of Stata like some old clothes?�
�Yes,� her answer allowed for no other account.
Tater stepped forward and knelt but didn�t touch. �Looks old. She might be right. Anybody got a knife they can lend me?�
That answered the question of the knife, and I�d see he received a better one. �Then, where is the mage?�
Elizabeth shrugged.
I persisted, �Did the mage have to stay with the body all the time? If so, what about sleep? And why was he with those men from Kondor on the mountain?�
She said, �I think, but do not know for sure because I�ve only heard of this spell in hints, it can be maintained while sleeping. But when awake, the mage must accompany the dead, or it fades to what we see before us.�
�That�s so much work!� I said.
Tater shook his head and spat near my foot. �Would you rather be up here on this mountain freezing and starving, or in some warm room sipping soup and watching here through Stata�s eyes?�
�He�s right,� Elizabeth said, �and there is more to learn here. In the end, he looked different than Dire and has an accent. A corpse remembers no language.�
�He�s from far away,� Tater said. �For me, I might kill the next person who talks in the funny way he did, just to be sure.�
�I cannot believe he�s been up here for months,� I said.
�Who says he has been?� Tater asked, ending that line of thought. �For all we know, he might have just got here.�
Kendra turned, took one more quick look, and said, �If we leave now we can be at the store by daybreak. Please.�
We could hear the animals tearing apart the dead at the road, a sure thing to keep me awake. Besides, I�d never be able to sleep with the flat mass at our feet of what had once been a man. And I was not going to attempt moving it. �That sounds good to me.�
Tater said, �I can ride.�
We all faced Elizabeth. She said, �Get the horses.�
Tater took the lead, again, to my surprise. However, I took the drag position in line, where it was easy to keep an eye on the women. A bow remained in my left hand, and arrow in my right for the entire night. Sleep could wait. My mind didn�t linger on the dead husk the mage had enchanted or reincarnated. No, it kept going back to his words before he attacked us.
He had been trying to gain admission or reaction from me that would convince him of who the Dragon Queen was, wishing it was Kendra. He used shock to draw her out. When that hadn�t worked, he had tried providing information to make her identify herself, or one of us to look her way. What the blue at his fingers was intended to do, I have no idea, but not kill. He didn�t seem to want to kill her, or he would have used his powers to drop a tree on all of us, cause a landslide, call the bears to attack, or freeze us in place and slit all our throats.
Stata also said there were six mages waiting for her at Mercia and more on the way. Three were from Dire so where had the others come from? How would they know their prey?
Those questions took me to others. Who offered the reward they hoped to claim? Why were they so concerned with a woman called the Dragon Queen? They seemed to know what she could do, and they feared her, so had there been another of her kind in times past?
Near daybreak, one set of facts were self-evident. Those waiting in Mercia knew her. They probably that she was my sister, and when she was arriving. They were waiting, the mages and others to do her harm. Some of the spirits might know when she arrived by the depletion of the essence. However, it was clear those enemies were massed and working together.
Therefore, she could not go there.
And I couldn�t yet explain to Elizabeth why.
The bow was still in my hand when the trail dipped onto level ground and turned into a dirt road. Ahead, and to either side, were farms, plowed fields, even at the early hour, lights glowed in the windows. A herd of goats crowded a fence to watch us ride past. Dogs barked. Farmers looked up from their dawn-work, and a few waved before continuing with their tasks. It all seemed so normal.
A cluster of faded wooden buildings stood ahead, perhaps twenty in all. They gave the town a grayish appearance in the morning sun. There were only a few people in sight, two women hoeing a garden and a man chopping firewood. The sounds of his ax rang in the still, foggy air.
Kendra and Elizabeth now rode side by side, with the pack horse trailing behind Kendra. Tater was in front, but if the advanced swaying of his body was any indication, he needed to stop and rest soon.
We assumed the store was in the village ahead, but it might be in the next. We attracted no undue attention as we entered the edge of the village. A faded and paint-worn sign of a fat cow gently swayed over a door. A plaque said simply, Inn. A narrow alley beside the inn went to a stable where a boy of ten greeted us.
He agreed to feed and water our horses but to keep them saddled while we went inside. The rear door took us into the main room where long tables and mismatched chairs held no patrons. A small fire burned. We sat and waited. Finally, Tater called out, �Hey, you got customers out here.�
A short chubby man with hair to his shoulders but a clean face appeared. His cheeks were red, his smile quick. �Help you?�
Elizabeth spoke for all of us. �We�ll see. If an inn has no customers, I wonder why? Is the fare so poor people go elsewhere?�
He shrugged. �If the town has no travelers passing through, the best inn in the kingdom goes empty. That is what you have found.�
Rebuked, in a friendly manner, Elizabeth said, �Have you food enough for the four of us?�
The innkeeper maintained his smile and replied, �Well, since nobody else has eaten it, there is more than enough.�
She said, �What do you have, is it any good, and how long must we wait?�
As for me, who had not eaten a full meal in two days, I�d have gnawed on an old corncob if he slathered a little butter on it. Turning to the kitchen door, he said, �Let me see what I can do.�
He returned with a platter of small bread rolls, each with a hard crust and soft inside. On the tray were butter and honey. He spun again and returned instantly with four mugs and a pitcher of milk that was still warm. He said, �Eggs and slices of ham will be here quick enough, but I sensed you might like the bread and milk while waiting.�
�I like this place,� I said between mouthfuls.
Tater�s eyes were drooping despite the bread he shoveled into his mouth. When the innkeeper returned with the eggs and ham, Elizabeth motioned for him to sit with us. He tentatively did, obviously thinking something was wrong. It was a position I�d found myself in many times with her.
�Where is the nearest store?�
His cheerful look faltered. �It didn�t come from me if you please but pass on the nearest and go to another.�
�Where is it?� she persisted.
�Dayton. Down the road. Not far.�
�And why should we shop at another?�
�The owner will cheat you. There are stories of people traveling who shop there and are soon attacked by highwaymen. They might be connected, I wouldn�t know or say.�
Elizabeth said, �How much do you charge for a night�s lodging?�
�Quarter copper per person. Includes one meal, morning or evening, your choice.�
She held up a single silver coin, a hundred times as much. The color faded from his face as he shook his head, refusing to deal with a coin of such great value. She said, �We will sleep after eating, but only until midday. We will not be disturbed. Our horses will be well cared for, and you will have the noon meal ready for us when you wake us. There will be no other customers until we depart.�
She placed the coin on the table and used a single finger to push it to him. He used his whole hand to push it back as if it was hot. He muttered, �Too much.�
She didn�t touch the coin. I calculated quickly. At a quarter copper per person to stay at the inn, the silver coin paid for about two-hundred-fifty nights. She said, �No other patron until we depart, and keep it quiet down here. No banging of pans and such. Now, please show us to the rooms.�
They were tiny, wide enough to touch either wall and barely long enough to lie down. But there was fresh straw and the bedding clean. I was asleep instantly, but not before hearing snores from another room. I hoped it was Tater and not one of the women.
The innkeeper touched my foot with his toe. I climbed to my feet, still tired, but also smelling food more wonderful than in the king�s own kitchens. We gathered at the same table where a pot of stew bubbled, fresh loaves of bread waited, and more warm milk. He offered ale or wine, and we all refused. Milk was what we wanted.
The innkeeper came to our table and asked if there was any other need. After we assured him we were content, he said, �Yer going to that store in Dayton?�
�We are,� Elizabeth told him.
�You will naturally want to be wary of the big one, but it�s the little one that really runs the place. Be careful of him and don�t turn your back. He�s a killer.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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After our rest and meals, we were ready to ride. The road to Dayton was empty of horses or people walking, but most people rarely, if ever, travel. There were serfs and freemen in the palace who had never been outside the stone walls, birth to death. The travel that most experienced was from a farm to a market to sell their produce, and back.
The sun had burned off the morning fog, our horses had spring in their step, and we sat tall in our saddles. We had not discussed what would happen when we reached the store, but I assumed Elizabeth would inform us before reaching it. From the description the innkeeper provided, the ride was short.
It came as no surprise when the smoke from a hundred chimneys spread a pall over the buildings in the distance. Elizabeth continued riding without pause. Her back was almost as stiff as Tater�s.
As we passed a man repairing a fencepost, she pulled up and asked directions. The question seemed to upset the farmer, but he answered briefly and quickly went back to his repairs as if we had ridden on past without stopping.
My impression was the farmer was intimidated, not by Elizabeth but by the store owner in some unknown manner. However, what I knew, and the farmer didn�t, was that Elizabeth was a princess. She wielded immense power when she chose. If we survived the coming encounter, I suspected she had already made up her mind to use those powers to punish the owner of the store who accepted stolen goods in trade and threatened the locals.
I waited for her to slow and express her wishes and explain our course of action. She continued riding. Dayton was large enough to have several cross streets, paved roads, and an intersection where two large roads intersected. On one corner of that intersection stood a two-story building, the lower half constructed of tan, almost brown colored stone. It gave the appearance of solidity.
The few windows were high up on the walls, the front door massive. At one time the store must have had another purpose, but now a pair of roughly dressed men lounged near the door, their eyes on anything that moved. Intuitively, we all knew they were employees of the strong-arm variety.
Their unfriendly eyes rested on us as we approached. Just because it felt right, I suggested to the nearer one with a bit of magic that a mosquito was biting the back of his neck. As he swatted it, I grinned.
However, it was not simply a game I played. My magic might be required to help us, and that had been my test to ensure it worked on them. It also told me they were not magical beings like Stata. We pulled to a stop in front of the door.
Elizabeth climbed down and pointed to one of the pair watching her. �You there. Be a good boy and hold our horses while we go inside.�
Her tone held utter contempt and superiority. The rest of us dismounted, too. I wished for my sword or crossbow, or both.
He finally gathered enough wits about himself to growl, �I don�t hold no horses for nobody.�
�Then, what do you do? Stand there all day with your finger up your nose looking stupid?� She said it loud enough for all of us to hear, as well as two local women hurrying by. Both giggled. The guard took a step closer to Elizabeth while puffing out his chest.
A burst of small magic pushed his left foot aside his step, so it caught behind his right calf. He tripped, stumbled forward a few steps and recovered. By then she had her hand on the door and called to us, �Come quickly, we have business inside.�
We left the horses standing in the street. I wished for a spell that would keep them there but only knew how to send them into a panicked run. We�d each tied our reins to another horse, so wherever one would go, so would the others.
The inside of the store was dim, cluttered, and smelled like the underside of an old boot, combined with a damp and musty undertone. A new wagon wheel blocked the access to a pile of furs, and barrels were stacked, each clearly branded with the king�s crest for the Royal Army. I doubted if the army had sold them�or what they had once contained.
In one corner were coils of hemp string, rope, cable, and braids of leather. Nearby were pots, buckets, plates, and farm tools, not all new. Shelves held hinges, clasps, nails, and other ironwork, so there was a method and organization to the storage other than general use. A stairway near the center led to a balcony with what appeared to be offices and perhaps sleeping quarters.
At the top of the balcony stood a huge man. He was as big around as he was tall yet didn�t give the impression of being fat. He faked a smile and lumbered down the stairs as he called, �What can I sell you today, or are you doing the selling?�
Another man, a small weasel of a character stood behind a counter and observed. The innkeeper had said to watch him, not the big one.
Elizabeth moved in front of us. She extended her hand to shake and waited until he accepted it before speaking, a ploy Kendra and I knew well. She was establishing who was in charge. �Good afternoon, good sir.�
�And to you,� he smiled, trying to be gracious to the beautiful woman.
She said, �I have a small problem you can help us resolve.�
His amused smile slipped into one for bargaining. �Tell me.�
�Two days ago, we were set upon by thieves in the mountains. They stole from us and brought those things here, where you purchased them. We want them back.�
He threw his arms wide, and the smile became amused again. �It seems to me that you have a problem with your thieves, not me. Take it up with them.�
Elizabeth waited, which is usually best before cutting the knees from under an opponent. In a calm, sweet voice, she said, �We did take it up with the twelve of them. They are all dead.�
His smile slipped. �Who killed them?� His eyes swept the other three of us as if seeing us for the first time. Tater and his broken arm and bruises covering his face, Kendra looking intentionally girlish, and me without a weapon.
�You?�
�Sir, we will leave here with our belongings. You should make sure your sellers are also owners.�
It was made as a statement of fact, and concern showed in his confused expression. He stood a head taller than me, weighed twice what I did, and he had two men outside ready to rush in and join any fight. I casually turned and lowered the bar across the door. His help could enter through another door, but that would take time.
�Hey, there. You can�t do that.�
I didn�t respond.
The small man hadn�t said a word but watched all.
Elizabeth said, �There are now four of us and only one of you. Yes, your men will arrive here sooner or later when you shout for them, but if that happens, you will not be alive to see that, sir.�
His eyes swept past us. �You have no weapons.�
�And you are betting your life on what you do not see. You will lose, as did the twelve who stole from us. Do you have a list of what you purchased from two men early yesterday morning?�
He reached for a knife with a blade so long it was almost a short sword. I pulled heat from his sweating body and concentrated it on the handle. As he raised it to threaten us, his fingers reflexively opened at the intense heat, and the knife fell to the floor in a clatter of iron on wood.
He shouted, �What the hell?�
�You dropped your knife, sir,� Elizabeth said. �Now, do you have a list of our belongings, or shall we decide what to take?�
I watched the smaller man.
He�d had enough of her insolent talk. He charged her. I kicked an empty keg in front of him. He leaped over it, arms extended to grab Elizabeth, but she had already dived to one side. He spun, quick as a cat. He faced her again, in a crouch, ready to grab her before she darted away again. In his anger, he�d forgotten about us three because he stood directly in front of Tater. But faced Elizabeth and ignored him. Tater�s hand held an iron hinge suitable for a large gate, a hinge as long as my forearm.
He didn�t hesitate. Tater slashed it across the back of the storekeeper�s head. The big man crumpled. Elizabeth looked at me briefly. �Tie him up, please.�
The small man behind the counter rang a bell. The front door clattered. The man glanced to his left, and there was another door. A swing-bar was in the vertical position. With a nudge, it moved and fell into the iron straps. His attention went to the far side of the room where a carriage door was closed.
I walked there as the second door rattled. An iron stave locked that one.
The pile of rope coils had provided all we needed and more to tie the giant of a man. We didn�t need him waking and getting free, and there was plenty of rope, so we tied his wrists and feet. Then his knees and elbows, a few loops around his neck and a convenient stanchion, and then one smaller rope tossed over a ceiling beam and around his waist.
The small man watched, his bell now on the counter. He didn�t ring it again.
Kendra went to the counter. She leaned across and asked the small man as calmly as if nothing had happened, �We�re also looking for a dog with one ear missing.�
�Out back,� he snorted as if that was funny.
�Thank you.� She backed away, as calmly as if she was in Crestfallen Palace.
Tater headed for the rear door, and I followed. I allowed the door to open a crack and we returned with Springer in his arms. Fresh blood covered his front leg. I may have felt sorry for the storekeeper until seeing the new injury on the dog. It looked like another dog had attacked him. There was also the look Elizabeth gave to the unconscious man. He was better off comatose and bleeding from the wound on his head than conscious and facing her.
She turned to the smaller man, who was no longer smiling. �That will cost you.�
�You don�t know what you�ve done. I�ll have all four of you hung on those rafters above you before the day is over.�
Elizabeth smiled wanly. �You are almost right. There will be a hanging from those rafters. Damon, tie him and put him with the other one.�
She made no more threats. We discovered most of our things still together, in a room at the top of the stairs. I strapped on my sword and knife and felt safer. Then reconsidered. Tater was owed a good knife since his was still in the bag of skin that had been Stata. Expecting he would refuse, I was surprised when he accepted my offer to give him mine. His grin was thanks enough. A cache of knives lay on a nearby table, and I helped myself to the best there was, not nearly as good as mine, but worth the trade no matter how I looked at the deal.
Elizabeth located our silver and gold in the rear of a drawer. She went right to it as if she could smell it. She never hesitated in taking it all, which was far more than we�d had. My crossbows were near a target made in the shape of a man. From the locations of the holes, someone had either been very good or stood very close. I suspected the later.
In a short time, we had taken what we believed ours, what we wanted and stood at the door, knowing those waiting outside would wonder and probably rush inside to find their boss tied on the floor�then they would be after us. Elizabeth said, �Damon, can you take care of this?�
My eyes closed, and feelings of tiredness and sleep washed over them. Both moved to the chairs and sat down. Their snores came easily as they were completely relaxed. Their dreams were filled with the sounds of cabinet doors closing, high winds shrieking, and trees falling. Neither would hear us and wake if we shouted at each other.
That was the sort of magic a mage might use, and the drain on me would cost fatigue. Giving Elizabeth a nod, she opened the front door and strolled out. Our horses were still where we�d left them. After one quick look at the guards to make sure they hadn�t awoken, we put our things on the packhorse, and Tater carried Springer in his arms. As we rode out of town, I placed the thoughts in the guard�s minds that they had a clear vision of us returning the way we entered the city. I did the same for the few people on the street as we rode in the opposite direction. Still, I�d keep a close watch on our backs. No doubt, a unit of the King�s Army would soon find themselves relocated to Dayton, along with their explicit orders from Elizabeth to arrest and close the store, and the men would hang. The army would probably try to return what they could to the rightful owners, and the entire population of Dayton would be better off and happier.
The road ahead followed the contours of the rolling hills. Despite the beauty of the area, my eyes were turned inward, thinking only about the confrontation behind us, and the private time I needed to speak with Kendra. She didn�t yet know she couldn�t go to Mercia�our destination, and I was too tired to ride.
Tater rode with the dog. Each time he spat, I tried to direct it to whatever target was within range. He left his mark on stumps, fence posts, rocks, and a cow�s head. I felt sorry for the cow and used a little more of the essence of the world to rid it from the cow, although a good question for me to follow up on would be to find where it had gone after leaving the cow. I�d hate to think there was some other innocent animal somewhere that got splattered.
The thought gave rise to a chuckle, one of the first in days, it seemed. Thinking of Tater took me to the odd expression he�d thrown my way while in the store. The incident with the hot knife my magic had caused, and after, when we�d discovered the guards sleeping when leaving. Elizabeth had asked me to take care of the guards before we left, and Tater had paid attention. He didn�t know what had happened but suspected I was at the center. That meant, carrying the thought to a logical conclusion, he would be watching me far closer.
He probably also wondered why we were not worried about pursuit. Elizabeth would have to speak to him and convince Tater to remain quiet, or I�d have to break one of the covenants the three of us made and use magic to suppress his memory. Earlier, I�d checked the flow of Springer�s bleeding, and took the time to check it again, with my mind. It seemed to be one of those injuries that bleed and bleed but are not really serious unless they are mine.
Even with the nap at the inn, we were still sleep deprived. It was late in the day, and we started looking for a place to spend the night. We went through two small villages, one with an inn, but I too had become leery of them. Tater was a good teacher.
A farmer walked along the road, a pitchfork over his shoulder, and the slump of a man who had worked hard all day. I dismounted and walked beside him. He was local and might know of a meadow beside a stream or clearing in the woods. He smiled a greeting and asked, �Do something for you?�
�We�re strangers, and inns are expensive. Do you know of a good place to spend the night?�
�Are you picky?�
Before answering, I thought about it. �Well, yes.�
He laughed. �Good answer. Me too. I have a barn. Smells like a barn, which some like. The hay is clean and stored in the loft, and it�s free.�
�I didn�t mean to impose. Is there a place where other travelers set up camp and spend the night around here?�
�Sure,� he said with a sly smile while jutting his chin on down the road. �It�s a good place right over that hill. But not when a storm�s coming in, and there�s a dry barn offered.� His chin now jutted to the jagged ridge of mountains in the distance, and the dark clouds hanging low. A bolt of lightning split the clouds, but it was too far off to hear the rumble. �Rain by dark. Looks like a bad one.�
�Can I offer you a ride to your barn?� I joked, ready to mount and help him up on Alexis behind me.
His eyes widened, and turned to Alexis in admiration, as well they should. Farmers know animals and seldom see good ones, let alone those royals own. In a single motion, he handed me his pitchfork and leaped into the saddle, misunderstanding my offer. �Mind if I trot her?�
The idea had been that I�d give him a ride�with me. Nearly speechless, the pitchfork went over my shoulder, as he�d carried it and said, �She loves to run, but not too far. We�ve come a long way.�
Alexia leaped forward at the touch of his heels, while I walked and ignored the laughter of the other three. There seemed only one thing to do. I raised my head up and kept my back straight as if that was the deal we�d made. A ride on my horse traded for a night in a dry barn.
Tater said, �He might not come back, you know. Why�d you let him ride her?�
I pointed to the clouds. �Hard rain by dark and we have a barn with a loft and clean hay to spend the night.�
Kendra smiled.
Elizabeth said, �I knew we should keep you around.�
The farmer trotted Alexis back wearing a grin that told us more than words of how impressed he was. Alexia was bred for royalty. Her ride was as smooth as most cradles, as fast as the wind, and�well she was my horse, and there was none better. He pointed to a stand of trees. �Just past that. Only one farm there. I�ll be waiting.�
Alexis whirled around, and I admired her from a view I�d seldom seen. Even from behind, she was magnificent. We reached the barn as the first raindrops fell.
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The farmer had the barn door standing open, Alexis was already inside with an ox, a few goats, and more sheep than a barn should hold. The ox and goats were fine. Sheep smell. Especially wet ones. Kendra led her horse inside, then crowded in the others. The horses mingled together, we retreated to the loft.
The farmer said, �I got some endless stew on the fire, but you have to contribute or pay.�
Elizabeth spoke harshly, �How much?�
�Quarter-copper will do.�
�For each of us?� she demanded.
He barked a laugh, then followed by saying, �Nobody has that much money.�
Elizabeth said, �What exactly is endless stew?�
�I have this big old pot that hangs over the fire. Whatever is gathered today goes inside for eating tomorrow. When others come to visit, they bring what they have and add to it.�
�Doesn�t that get old? Eating the same thing every day?� she asked.
�Same thing? Hardly ever tastes the same. A clove of garlic, two onions, and a cubed turnip went in just yesterday. The day before, it was thinly sliced mutton.�
�How long has this endless stew been cooking?� Elizabeth asked, then quickly added, �Never mind. We�d love some. Can we help you carry it out here?�
She followed him by running through the sprinkle of rain to the cabin. Tater said, �Never had a princess deliver my food right to my bed.�
Kendra said as she climbed the ladder to the loft, �Don�t get used to it. Hey, this is really nice up here. Throw the blankets up, will you?�
We built nests in the hay, unsaddled the horses and fed them. I�d ask Elizabeth to leave the farmer a coin or two because if not for him, we�d be out in the storm. The thunder rolled, the lightning flashed, and the rain fell in torrents. We were dry and eating stew as we talked with the farmer about mostly nothing. We did find out that Mercia was a long day�s travel, and that relieved me.
Kendra and I had to talk and plan, she needed to know what I did, but not with Elizabeth and Tater present. Tater dampened a rag and washed the new wound on Springer�s leg. It seemed to be healing already, probably thanks to a touch of magic.
One specific item bothered me more than any other�as far as things not understanding goes. Even the Blue Lady, the six mages that were now waiting in Mercia, and the attraction of wyvern to my sister were complex things not understood. However, the single item my mind kept going back to was not a thing. It was Stata.
If I understood correctly, Stata only lived because a mage far away had inhabited the body of one long dead. He resurrected it with his magic. Hard as that was to believe, I could accept the powers of a mage performing such a thing. However, my concern was one of those smaller things that eats and eats at a person until they reach an understanding.
Stata had been with the dozen bandits for a time, which meant that all day while awake, a mage controlled the body and made it act human. It had done that for days or even weeks. Every day, all day long. Why had it chosen that precise place to be?
Doing the same thing along a well-traveled road to Mercia made sense, or at the walls of Mercia, but at the gates of the city there might be too much competition with other mages. But why spend days and days on a cold mountain pass that nobody uses?
Isn�t that much like fishing for your dinner in a mud puddle and expecting to land a meal? No, the odds were less than that. Nobody uses that trail, and in a year, perhaps only three or four people travel it. What are the chances that one of those few is the one called the Dragon Queen?
It didn�t make sense. Yet, it must. Kendra might know an answer.
�Or you might ask me for your answers.�
I turned in surprise to find the Blue Lady standing in the loft with us. Elizabeth, Tater, and Springer slept soundly, probably with her help again, and certainly, the farmer inside his home did, too. She wouldn�t want him noticing her blue aura in the barn and thinking it was on fire as he rushed to save it.
Kendra was climbing to her feet, her fists balled, and she did not look happy. She asked, �Why? Why didn�t you warn us of the men from Kondor and Stata?�
My thoughts were that she would deny all, but instead, she said in a pleasant sort of way, �Because if he killed you, our problems would be resolved.�
I reached out with my magic and attempted to touch her. My magic placed a tangle of hay around her ankles�or tried to, just to see if it was possible. Where the hay should have twisted into a rope of sorts, at her shoe tops, a flash of orange appeared. The hay disappeared. She smiled at me, with the smile a mother gives her son when he imitates her knitting�and fails. Tolerant is the word that came to mind. She didn�t object, she was tolerant and smiling. I was the child.
Kendra was angry. She shouted, �Why do you wish to harm me?�
�Harm you? No, not harm. You must either control your powers or die.�
�Because I use too much essence? Why don�t you simply teach me how to avoid using so much and I�ll stop.�
The Blue Woman�s glow increased in intensity as she said, �If it were only that simple.�
I said, �You told us they�re waiting for Kendra at Mercia. Six mages and who else? Who are you? All of you evil people!�
�We are not evil, and not all are people. We are those who are entrusted with the power to control the trees, the animals, and all living things. Not gods, but natural beings who maintain the order.�
�Nature,� I said.
�A silly name, but we accept that it encompasses much of our work.�
Kendra said, �How do I fit into all this? I don�t destroy forests or wipe out animals.�
�Do you understand how many generations it took to rid the world of the terrible dragons who killed indiscriminately and ate anything that moved? Oh, we still have the little wyverns to deal with, but they all return to the barren mountain peaks above Mercia to breed, and that�s how we contain them, and we will eventually wipe them away, too. But, not yet. We destroy their eggs, defile their nests, and kill what few we can. Each year, their numbers decrease, and one day there will be none. And then you come into our world and upset all we�ve achieved.�
�Stata,� I demanded. �How did he know to wait at that mountain? Not any other, but there?�
�The mage who resurrected Stata is extremely old and powerful. He is all but bedridden, despite his powers. He followed you, my friend, knowing that where you went, so would your sister.�
That couldn�t be right. I said, �He was already waiting there before we left the palace.�
�Age, wisdom, and luck. For whatever reason, he suspected you might avoid traveling on the main road, and you did. Never gamble with the old. They�ve seen all the tricks, bluffs, and bluster. Besides, there were others on the main roads to stop her. He was just eliminating a possibility.�
�Why are you here?� Kendra said. �You want me dead, yet you are warning me. It does not make sense.�
�To plead with you one last time. Do not attempt to enter Mercia.�
There were mages and others waiting. But this creature didn�t want Kendra captured by them. It reinforced the idea that there were sides in the conflict we knew nothing about. We all stared at each other for what seemed a very long time, trying to understand what was happening and what it meant. Finally, Kendra said, �If we return to Crestfallen all will be well?�
�For a time. But already, the wyvern come searching for you. In Mercia, the dragon also will come to you, and that must be prevented at all costs.�
�If I shoot you with my crossbow, will you die?� I asked casually, hoping to trick her into revealing something important.
She giggled like a young girl and said, �Silly boy.�
Because of the response, I wanted to try. �My magic will not work on you?�
She paused. �You are too clever. Most of your attempts will be as fruitless as trying to tie my legs with strands of straw, but even a gnat takes a bite of a lion now and then.�
�So, I�m a gnat?�
�Essentially. It is your sister who is of extreme concern.�
Kendra said, �If we return home, we only delay the inevitable? Why not allow me to enter Mercia and help me?�
�It has never worked before.� The Blue Woman started fading as she spoke, and by the time her image shimmed out of existence, even her last syllables were fading, too.
Kendra was flushed, her face red, hair soaked, sweat rolling down her forehead. �What was all that?�
�You cannot go to Mercia. They�re waiting for you,� I told her. �The reasons do not matter right now.�
Tears streamed down her cheeks. Not tears of sadness, but of anger and frustration. �Why are they doing this? I can�t go, I can�t return home. What do they want of me?�
�I don�t know.�
�Who is that damned blue creature?�
Kendra had put her finger on a critical point. I�d seen the image and accepted and acted as if it was a woman, so my thinking and responses had been as I would speak to someone�s mother. My sister was correct in her question. The Blue Woman was no more a woman than me, and probably less. She was like Stata, which meant, the image we saw had little to do with who she was in reality. It might not even be a she. The image could take on any shape, and whoever was behind it chose what it wished to portray and what would sway us to her side.
If the Blue Woman had appeared to us a giant snarling blue wolf, we would have reacted completely differently. If she was a grotesque image of a helpless child, another.
�Motivation. She is trying to move us to do her bidding in some manner.�
�Damon, what�d you mumble?�
�You�re right. She is a creature, but one that can appear in any shape I�ll bet. A vicious wolf or helpless child. But it chose an older woman with a soft, reassuring voice. Never threatening. Always acting as if she is trying to help you, but she allows you to walk into danger.�
�You mumbled all that?� she asked, her tears slowing as she understood I�d figured out something that might help.
�Motivation was my comment. Why did she choose that image, and why come and warn us at all? She let us walk directly into that trap with the Kondor, but now she warns us of another?�
I noticed Elizabeth was awake and listening intently, but Tater snored on. Maybe not including Elizabeth earlier had been a mistake. So, I ignored her and continued, �Think about this from the idea the Blue Woman knowingly let us walk into a trap, not only with Kondor but with a more powerful mage than I�ve ever heard of. She knew and didn�t warn us.�
�She also let us go into that storehouse where huge men should have had no problem killing us. She wants us dead. Well, me.� Kendra folded her arms across her chest, a sure sign of defiance.
Elizabeth quietly sat and pulled her blanket around her to fend off the damp and cold of the night. In the next flash of lightning, her face was stern, her jaw clenched. There would be future sessions of explaining our actions and trust to rebuild, but that would come later.
I continued, �So, after not warning us of danger twice, she now tells us that six mages and �others� will sense your powers when we enter Mercia. They are there to kill you.�
�She was not warning us. She was trying to scare us away from going there. Preventing us.� Kendra�s fingers were still curled into fists. �She also said I cannot go home because that has never worked before.�
�I think that was a mistake on her part. Not the truth in it, but she didn�t mean to reveal that there have been others before you.� My answer was deliberately short. It hung in the air like the punctuation of a thunderclap. �And if she is trying to prevent you from going there, I�m inclined to do the opposite.�
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Elizabeth didn�t appear happy, but it didn�t seem her emerging anger was directed at us. Well, some of it was, but not all. She stood, the blanket pulled around her as she might a royal robe in the king�s chambers, and said, �There are happenings we know nothing of, but you must know that you are more than my servants, you are my only true friends. I will listen to your tales in their entirety, but for now, we continue to Mercia. Damon is right. The more this strange being wishes to prevent you from going, the more determined we should be to do the opposite.�
Kendra and I exchanged relieved glances and turned our attention back to her. We didn�t know what, or how much she had heard, but the general feeling of relief washed over me. At least it was in the open.
She peppered us with questions until I could not keep my eyes open in the wee hours of the morning. I rested my head on the straw for just a moment and woke to dim daylight. The storm hadn�t fully passed. Rain pattered, but the thunder and lightning had ceased. Kendra and Elizabeth were still sleeping. My eyes closed again while waiting for my head to clear and I fell back asleep.
My rest was needed, but it was also comfortable where we slept. Not the hay or the relaxing sounds of the rain. It was because of telling all to Elizabeth and holding nothing back. Her insights were keener than mine, and in several instances, she added small bits of information we�d failed to see or understand. However, the primary result of answering her questions was that she agreed the Blue Woman was trying to keep us from Mercia, first by allowing the Kondor trap, and Stata, then the men at the store, and finally the warning she issued to us last night.
Might there be six mages and �others� waiting for Kendra? We all agreed there might. There might also be green elephants and water-sprites, too, but who could know? So far, the Blue Woman either lied, spoke in riddles, or withheld important and dangerous information. The most valuable thing she�d said was by accident.
Would avoiding entering Mercia help us? Again, we were all in agreement that the clue had been accidental. She said it had never helped before but was that true?
My sister was going to wake the last dragon. The Dragon Queen was also involved, although I believed that might be the name they used for Kendra. The Blue Woman had also said that, and I believed her on that point. There didn�t seem to be any reason why. The Blue Woman didn�t want the dragon awoken, and that made me more determined to do it. The only problem with that line of thinking was that dragons didn�t exist.
How, when, why, or a hundred other questions needed answers we didn�t have. Hell, we didn�t know the questions, so how could we have the answers?
Elizabeth turned to look at Tater, who was still sleeping soundly. �Is he still under a spell?�
�No, he�s just sleeping,� I said.
Elizabeth said, �Tell me what is most important for me to know in a sentence or two.�
I turned to my sister. She shook her head, refusing to speak, so I plunged ahead, �She said Kendra is the Dragon Queen.�
�That�s an old, old story. What else?� Elizabeth sounded more impatient than angry.
My voice rose, as did I. �No matter how old the story is, that creature who was here said Kendra is going to raise a full-sized dragon to life. That seems to be the central issue with her.�
Elizabeth shrugged, and with a sly smile asked, �Kendra, what do you intend to do with your very own dragon?�
Even Kendra had to smile. The Blue Woman hadn�t actually said she would wake one, but help it break free of its bonds. Why that distinction was so important, I didn�t know, unless Kendra had plans to join with the dragon in a nefarious venture and escape from somewhere. I couldn�t get a mental picture of her wearing black leather, a raised sword in her hand, as she took on vile creatures to save the world while riding on the back of a dragon. No, Kendra was more likely to bake them a cake and discuss the matter until they saw things her way.
I said to Elizabeth, �Maybe you should tell us the old story. I�ve never heard it.�
�The short version is that not all dragons were killed a thousand years ago. Some are hibernating under spells cast by powerful rogue mages who draw on the dragon�s life-power so the mages will live longer and cast more powerful spells. They siphon the life forces off the dragon and use it on themselves and selected friends, a few friendly kings, and fellow mages.�
�They can do that because dragons live a long time,� I said, beginning to understand, if not believe.
�You don�t grow to the size of a mature dragon in a few years. I�ve heard that it takes at least fifty, and even then, they were still considered young,� Elizabeth retorted as if that somehow settled the matter.
Kendra nodded as the implications made themselves known to her. She mused, �What is the most valuable thing in the world? Some might say gold or jewels, others the ability to walk or bear children. A few want greater power. But to some who already have most of those, I can see why living a few hundred years is more valuable than any of those other things.�
Elizabeth said, �The story says it takes mages to keep the dragons alive while under spells, and rogue mages use their abilities to keep those people who are favored by them healthy. They live long and healthy lives.�
I snorted in disbelief. �Tell me what children�s book you read for this story, and I�ll take a peek at it when there is nothing to do.�
�No book,� she said sharply.
�Bedtime story?� I countered.
Hands on her hips, she took an aggressive step in my direction. �No, smart-ass. I�ll tell you when and where it came from. At about six years old, while playing a hiding game with my nurse-maid, I hid behind the curtains in the throne room. I knew better than to play there, but it was a good hiding place, where nobody would look. A royal mage and my father, the king, entered. It scared me to expose myself and get into trouble, so I stood still and listened as the mage told the story. The questions my father asked went on and on, but it was told as fact.�
�You�re saying you believe it?� I almost stammered in disbelief.
She leaned in closer. �And my father believed it. He still does.�
Not to be put aside, I leaned closer to her too, until our noses almost touched. �Are you seriously telling me that you think my sister can somehow wake a dragon from its sleep? If there is such a thing? You�re saying she is a Dragon Queen, whatever that is? You believe that?�
Elizabeth snarled right back at me, �I believe in your magical abilities, and it is not much of a stretch for me to believe Kendra has her own sort of magic. Maybe hers is that she can disrupt the magic of mages? I have no idea, I�m talking as I�m thinking. What if she can break the spell that keeps one dragon comatose?�
Elizabeth was right. Kendra had occasionally disrupted my magic, especially when she didn�t approve of what I was up to. I�d always thought that but had no proof. She didn�t like what my magic could do. My spells sometimes went wrong, even though I�d cast the same spell many times before. But what if she had ruined them?
My small-magic was no more believable than her ability to disturb the spells of others. If all Elizabeth had said was true, and Kendra went to Mercia and messed up a mage�s spell, the dragon might wake. Then what? Would it bond in some manner with Kendra?
Why were wyverns attracted to her? Out loud, I said, �The answers lie in Mercia.�
As if to discourage our journey, the patter of the rain increased until it pounded the barn boards. Rivulets flowed, and water came inside in a hundred places. The wind increased. Elizabeth said, �And those answers will have to wait another day. While we have use of this barn, there is no reason to leave in this weather.�
�I�m right there with you on that,� Tater drawled.
None of us had known he was awake, or when he woke. He may have heard the entire conversation. If my powers were stronger, I might make him forget it all. My poor excuse for magic might be enough to encourage him to forget the last few sentences if that.
Springer was at his side. Tater carried the dog to the ladder, however from what I saw, the dog had healed and was ready to resume his watchdog duties. Elizabeth shrugged and said, �Does it matter what he heard�or thought he heard? He is one of us.�
Kendra said, �It doesn�t matter to me one way or the other. Tater is going to support us in whatever we do, and he won�t talk about it.�
Elizabeth said, �I agree with you, but wonder why you feel that way?�
�Did you see how he tended the dog? He knows he can pay his brother for it. That can�t be much. But he gave his word that he would look out for it.�
Their observations were beyond my scope to recognize. What was easy to determine was that they were right. The rain slowed, and the air smelled of freshly baked bread. My stomach growled.
The young farmer called from below, �Anybody hungry?�
The three of us wrestled good-naturedly over who would be the first on the ladder. Kendra shoved me aside as she grabbed the railing�an instant behind Elizabeth. Kendra ducked under her arm and managed to get her body ahead, but from the floor of the loft, I got hold of Kendra�s ankle. She twisted to free herself, and that was all Elizabeth needed to get a foot on the top rung and slip ahead in laughter ringing like bells on a holiday.
The farmer had a pot of endless stew sitting on a workbench, and beside it, six small loaves of bread still steaming. His eyes bulged, his face was red. Refined ladies do not act like he�d witnessed, and they�d ganged up to make sure I was the last to be fed.
Elizabeth motioned for us to serve ourselves as she stood in front of him. �Good sir, have you any idea of who I am?�
He shook his head slightly but didn�t seem to care.
�Excellent. I am Princess Elizabeth of Crestfallen, and your king�s favorite daughter.�
His red face paled, and he took a step back, then another. That explained the horses from the royal stables and Alexis. He believed.
She continued, �I am going to ask a favor of you and will not take a negative response. I am your princess and can draw on the might of the entire kingdom to enforce my wishes with a few words. Do you believe me?�
He nodded, looking ready to run. We paused to watch and noticed Tater standing near the wall, a slight smile on his face. He also understood she was leading the farmer on, teasing him.
�Now that we have established my position and the power I control,� she waved her arm in a flourish and produced a pair of silver coins in her palm, a poor imitation of magic. However, to a farmer who had never held a silver coin in his life, it was more than magic.
He didn�t reach to accept them. He stared and waited.
Elizabeth grinned. �We had intended to stay here one night, and now we must as to remain until tomorrow when hopefully the storm breaks. For your inconvenience and generosity, you are commanded to take these coins and spend them well.�
He said, �No, you�re welcome to stay. All of you. But that is too much to pay.�
She stiffened, and her tone turned serious. �Will you stand there and disobey your princess? Wait until the king dispatches the dungeon-master here to teach you some manners.�
Kendra stepped forward and stage-whispered to him, �You�d better do as she says. Take the coins and be happy.�
�You don�t have to pay me, Princess Elizabeth.�
She took a bowl and ladled it to the brim. Then tasted the stew with a wooden spoon before speaking. �Sir, can you imagine the night we would have endured if you were not so kind that you offered your barn to weary travelers? I may have caught my death of a cold, and because of your generosity, you may have saved a princess�s life. Do you not believe my life is worth two small silver coins? Will you insult me by refusing them?�
His hand snatched the coins.
Elizabeth said, �This is perhaps the best stew I�ve ever eaten.�
�Are you really her?� he asked, trying to bow as he spoke.
�Yes. And now I have another command for you to obey. While we rest here, I expect you to ignore who I am. Treat me as you have already.�
Kendra had taken the time while they talked to finish her stew and a loaf of bread. �Can you make more of this?�
�Now?� he asked, shocked at how much we�d already devoured.
�Not to eat now, but for later?� Kendra asked.
His eyes still rested on Elizabeth. �Princess, would you move into my home and allow me to sleep out here?�
�Didn�t I tell you to forget my royal position? Or are you trying to intentionally anger me?� She smiled to remove the sting from her words.
I�d heard the phrase that said kill them with kindness but had never understood it until then. She could have asked that young farmer to charge into a flaming building, and his feet would have been moving. Elizabeth had provided the highlight of his life. She could ask or order anything and be certain he would do it.
He said, �I have to go fill the pot and let it simmer.�
Elizabeth flashed a smile. �While it is cooking, why not join us out here? We have a rainy day to while away and would appreciate your company.�
The farmer slipped out the door with the empty pot and ran to his house through the rain. Tater said, �You�re good people, ever hear that?�
�I once heard someone say that about you, earlier,� I said to him.
�They were lying.�
�Were not,� I smiled back. Despite being cooped up in a barn during a storm, there was no place I�d rather have been or people I�d want to be with. That thought brought a measure of warmth, then caution. There was another tale I�d heard. When you�re sitting on the peak of a mountaintop, you can only go down from there.
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The rain ended sometime during the second night, after a pleasant afternoon of laying around, eating, teasing, and laughing. The farmer told a string of funny stories, and while not a natural talker, shared them with us. He also shared his daily life, of what bothered him, and how his life could be better. We all asked questions. None but Tater had any idea of the life of a farmer in our kingdom, despite all of us eating the food they grew.
Elizabeth asked several penetrating questions, such as, what one thing could make your life better?
Instead of saying buyers could pay more for his vegetables, he took us all by surprise. �To sell at the market in town, a farmer has to get up early and spend time traveling there and back, and also the time selling. They lose a whole day of work or more. Our animals need care. Cows do not wait for milking. We can�t go sell if we need to plant, but if we wait, our crops don�t grow. I guess we need to learn to fly to market.�
�Maybe,� Elizabeth had said. �Tell me something. What if every fifth day a wagon rolled past your farm and you could put your crops on it? The driver would deliver it to market, sell it, and take a share of the proceeds with you and the other farmers he hauls for?�
His head was bobbing long before she finished.
She leaned back in the straw and closed her eyes, then they sprang open. �Even better, what if he paid you a reduced price? And he could tell you what vegetables are selling for a profit, so you know what to plant. He could have five routes, one per day, and make a good living.�
�Wagons large enough and oxen to pull them are expensive.�
She smiled. �Maybe they might be provided by my father. Who knows what a king might do for his subjects?�
�You do,� I prompted.
She said, �All you know Damon, is that my father will listen to my suggestion and he understands that what is good for his peasants is also good for him.�
The day dawned clear and bright. We rode out early, after saying our goodbyes to the farmer. The ground was muddy, but we wanted to get going, and a little mud that only came up to our ankles wouldn�t stop us.
Springer ran ahead, veering from side to side with anything that caught his interest. His leg was healed, his coat covered in mud, and his good ear stood straight up. Tater rode ahead, and I took up the rear, along with the duty of leading the packhorse. I wore my sword, had one of the two surviving crossbows slung from my saddle, and the new knife I�d picked up at the store nestled in my pocket.
In mid-morning, the footing was more solid as the road dried in the sun, and we climbed the first long hill. At the crest, a pair of wyvern flew loops and turns, chasing tails and mock-fighting. We watched until they spun as one, facing us.
Kendra hissed, �Oh, no.�
She was correct. They had spotted her in some manner as if she glowed in the dark. While flying high, they raced to both descend and get closer to her. My mind knew fear, and it ordered me to run and take shelter. My body refused.
The pair ignored me and when one opened its tooth-filled maw to shriek, so did the other. The sounds pierced the air. They drew closer and passed over us so close it seemed one of them could have reached down and grabbed any of the four of us in its talons.
After they flew past, Tater said, �Scared the spit out of me.�
That broke the stunned silence, and we laughed, long and hard. When we urged our horses to continue, the daydream returned, the one where Kendra entered the gates of Mercia, and all the wyvern flocked as one to see her.
In each variation of that dream or daymare, the wyvern had never attacked her. Oddly, I accepted what was in the dreams as truth. They screeched enough to hurt my ears, flew right at her, but at no time did I believe my sister was in danger.
Is there anything more stupid than believing what happens in dreams is real? Who would do that? And yet, I�d stood beside my sister on the crest of that hill with utter confidence the wyverns would not harm any of us.
�There will be more of them,� I said.
Tater turned my way.
�Wyverns. There are more ahead, you know. My guess is that many of them will take a look at us.�
�They didn�t any of the other times,� Tater said, clearly puzzled. �They fly over Mercia but tend to mostly stay up in the peaks of the Lost Mountains where their nests are. They often took a sheep from a flock or calf from a herd, but the local royals always paid well for those.�
Elizabeth caught my eye and gave the slightest of nods. Tater needed to know more than he did. Not the entire truth, but he�d be out of luck if he wanted that from me. We only knew a portion of the story.
I said, �Tater, there is something I�we�need to tell you. Wyverns are attracted to my sister. We don�t know why. They have shown no intention of hurting her or those with her.�
�It�s why you�re heading for Mercia, right?� he asked.
�There are other reasons, too. But, yes.�
He rode on a while, then said, �If those things were attracted to me, I�d do the same. Either head the other way or go see what it�s all about, but it�s not like her to run.�
Elizabeth added, �It�s not something we want to be spread around. We trust you will keep it to yourself.�
�No threats?� he asked.
�Friends do not threaten friends,� she said.
She�d done it again. With a few simple words, she�d ironbound his trust as firmly as if a cooper had placed bands around his chest. Tater wouldn�t talk.
There was no telling how much he had overheard in the hayloft, but that too was now behind sealed lips. He was not one of us, but close. The rolling hills gradually climbed from the valley floor to small mountains and the road continued upward. Twice more a wyvern flew to investigate Kendra. However, none returned. The last two were not the first pair, and my mind searched for how it could be so certain of it.
They looked the same. Short bodies with two legs dragging behind as they flew. Where their arm or front legs should be, were immense wings so thin, the sun shone behind like holding a paper up on a bright day. Veins were clearly defined. They were all the same smoky color of dark gray, almost black. Yet, for some reason, my that none of the four were the same.
Springer had seen all four and growled and barked at them, guarding us. He hadn�t quit until they were long past, and Tater might have to restrain the dog when more were in the air.
Kendra suddenly said, �We�ve met nobody on the road.�
Her observation was right. We should be close to Mercia by dark and enter in the morning. It was a large city with a seaport beyond. The road we followed had no grass growing in the twin ruts, indicating a lot of wheeled and foot traffic.
Elizabeth muttered loud enough for all of us to hear, �Strange.�
Tater climbed down and knelt on the road, searching. He stood. �Nothing since the rain.�
�At least one mystery has been solved,� Elizabeth said.
Which one?� Kendra and I asked at the same time and chuckled awkwardly.
�Remember Wythe, the old man who my father sent in search of your history? I always wondered why he didn�t investigate by talking to people at Crestfallen, yet he went here. Well, not here, but to the port of Mercia.�
�I don�t understand,� Kendra said.
�Kondor. He knew there were people at the port who looked like you two. That was the best place to look.� Elizabeth said and was right.
Sooner or later one of us would have figured out the same thing, but she was always the quickest. Knowing what we now did, it was the logical place for him to ask questions.
Tater had been quiet, until now. �Never heard of Kondor �til we met those men on the mountain. Any idea why they were there?�
�Stata had to be part of that,� Kendra said.
�Never did find my wyvern armor at that store. Got a good mind to pay it a visit on the way back.�
�Probably not a good idea,� Elizabeth said. �Tell me what you hoped to sell it for and I�ll make it good.�
�Not the point. Besides, they hurt Springer.� He sounded angry and determined.
�You�re just one person,� Kendra told him.
He was riding beside her and twisted to see her as he said, �How many does it take to pour oil on the outside walls of that store and spark a flame? Just one, I�m thinking.�
Elizabeth said, �If you can just hold on for a while longer, my father will settle that account for all of us.�
�Not with the same satisfaction.� He spurred his horse and took the lead again.
His actions reminded me of another of those life-lessons that come in handy. There are soft-spoken men in the world that you never want to anger. Maybe someone smarter than me should make a list of all those little rules about only eating in places where the cook is fat or keep on the good sides of the maids and servants.
Elizabeth hadn�t argued with him, either. She had offered him alternatives, but no criticism. Hell, if he asked for her help, she might even help him burn the place down.
Kendra pulled her horse beside Alexis. �When this is over, can we spend some time at the port talking to people who travel?�
�That would be a good place to start.� That was a good question. She assumed we were going to survive. I bit off a dozen stinging remarks. While my humor is considered by a few to be among the best, there are many who fail to understand or appreciate it. Timing is also an issue. This didn�t seem the right one. Or the right place.
All of us rode with clenched jaws, fists gripping our reins, and eyes that roamed ceaselessly. A single bark from Springer drew weapons to our hands. My bow was ready as we rode. My sword had been adjusted for a quick pull, and the blade unseated from the scabbard for the ease of drawing it so many times my fingers were raw.
For all that, there were no people to fight. None in sight. The few wyverns flew too high to reach, even if we were stupid enough to anger one with our little arrows. By the time we rested the horses beside a small stream at mid-day, we had not encountered a single person on the road built for heavy traffic. The larger streams and small river we crossed had stone bridges. Beside the road were discarded items, places to spend the night, and campfire pits. Yet there were no people.
A wyvern flew over, but we were getting so used to it that we barely looked up. A glance at Kendra found her eyes bright and focused, however, her body was stiff, her fingers curled, the veins in her neck standing out. Neither of the others noticed.
Elizabeth reclined on a blanket and asked, �Tater, you�ve been here. We are searching for the manservant to the Heir Apparent, and also a princess from Mercia and Lord Kent of Crestfallen. Where would you advise us to look?�
�Ain�t a palace nothing like Crestfallen in Mercia, but there are stone houses where the important ones live. Probably five or six, in all, built on the side of a rocky hill. Around each is smaller, but still nice, houses for important servants and the like, and then the huts for the cleaners and such beyond those.�
�Is there a town center?� Elizabeth asked.
�Market? Of course. It�s on the flat. The valley floor.�
�No, I meant more of . . . never mind. Is it going to be uphill all the way?�
�It is. And before you ask, my travels brought me here maybe ten or twelve times in the last twenty years. There were always people going in both directions along this road. A lot of them.�
�Why do you think that has changed?� Kendra asked.
I�d watched the two of them question others in the same manner for years, what we called double-teaming. Not triple-teaming, which would have included me, but we never did that, anyhow. When the women went into their questioning mode, my job was to remain quiet and listen.
That might sound as if they are slighting me, but we didn�t see it that way. We all have our individual skills, but as they say, too many cooks ruin the stew. Or soup. Whatever. Three people questioning makes a person feel picked on. Two clever women are inoffensive, and besides, they are better at it.
I make a better listener. My mind is practical and does not get emotionally involved. And there is the idea that three sets of eyes see more than two.
Tater finally responded to the question of change. As usual, he held nothing back and cut no corners. �Can�t say where the people are. What I suspect is that they are not here because of Kendra coming.�
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Tater�s comment about the road not having travelers because of Kendra�s approach lay between us like someone passing gas in a flower shop. It gets noticed. He didn�t appear upset, confused, or angry. He had just stated the facts, as usual, and without judgment. How he had managed to come to that conclusion, none of us knew. Silence ruled the small meadow where we rested.
Elizabeth recovered first. �It may be for other reasons, Tater.�
He rolled his eyes and called, �Springer, get your butt back here before one of those things swoops down and snatches you.�
The abrupt change in conversation provided the chance I�d waited for. Behind my leg, out of sight of the others, my two fingers were held together and pointing at her, �Kendra, the pack on the horse is slipping to one side. Help me with it?�
She stood and walked beside me. We untied and tightened a few ropes until Elizabeth and Tater were talking. �What�s happening to you when the wyverns fly over?�
�I�m fighting it, or them.�
�Does that work?�
�Now that it�s happened so many times, my mind is closing down, shutting them out. Not all the way, but some.�
�Good. You�re making progress.�
�We have another problem,� she said.
�Tell me. Make it quick, Elizabeth just looked over here.�
�Think of walking in the forest and in the distance, you hear the faint sounds of a waterfall. The closer you get, the louder it is, and the more details in the sound you hear. It�s not a waterfall, but there�s something making itself known the closer we get to Mercia. Something evil.�
Elizabeth and Tater stood and gathered the blankets and supplies as calmly as if they had enjoyed a picnic together. She laughed softly at something he said. Tater threw a stick and Springer loped after it.
�Ride beside me,� I said, almost an order.
�You�re scared.�
�You use the word evil and wonder at my concern?�
She turned her back and helped put away the blankets. The day had turned clear and bright, the mud had mostly dried except in puddles on the road. The undergrowth had thinned as we climbed hill after hill, each seemingly larger than the last.
While knowing Mercia was built on a small mountain, the terrain and the desolate appearance took me by surprise. We entered a rugged land of barren rock covered with hardly enough dirt to grow grass. Here and there a tuft of green stood out. In contrast, Crestfallen was also built on the side of a mountain, one green and full of trees.
The few shrubs and grass all pointed at us from ahead, the stalks bent. Without the protection of surrounding plants, the ceaseless wind off the sea bent them all inward. We rode into a steady breeze that undoubtedly blew hard enough to scour the soil from the gray rocks.
Kendra leaned closer to me and lowered her normally loud voice. �Feel it? Inside your head?�
�No.�
She sat upright, without argument. There was something she heard or felt, something that eluded me. We rode until Tater waved an arm at the base of a jagged ridge. An arched stone bridge crossed a small river, and on the far side a flat area spread out. Even from a distance, several fire pits were evident, and two already had fires burning, with several people in sight.
My mind was working in strange ways. Instead of wondering who the people were and if they were dangerous, or why they were the first we�d encountered, I wondered where they had gotten the wood to burn. With no trees in sight, they had campfires. Inconsistencies made me wary.
We rode across the bridge and took a small trail that wound down below the ridge to the base of the bridge. As soon as we headed down the incessant wind quit. Quit is the wrong description. It continued blowing but blew above us and the depression with the fire pits. That explained why travelers stopped there. Freshwater and lack of wind.
The first and third fire pits had people at them. The air held a dampness the wind carried, and it was late in the day. Tater went directly to the second location, and we pulled up beside him and started unloading our things. The stone support for the bridge at the edge of the water acted as a dam to catch trees, shrubs, and branches carried by the river. A tangle of wood had piled up behind the support and dried in the sun. The same thing probably happened every spring. By late summer the supply of firewood would be gone because of the people camping at the location.
I knew none of that for sure, it simply seemed right. We hobbled the horses after they drank their fill from the river but would have to wait for food. There was none.
Tater and I hauled enough wood to last the night. A scrawny man with a scraggly beard wandered to our fire and introduced himself, as Scratch. From his appearance, the name sort of fit. He said, �You runnin� away too? If so, you�re goin� the wrong way.�
Elizabeth sat on a boulder conveniently located beside the fire pit or the other way around. She said, �Please take a seat and join us for some conversation, Mr. Scratch.�
�Scratch. Just Scratch, pretty woman. Just sayin� most sensible people left Mercia when the trouble started back a couple of months ago.�
�Trouble?� she raised her eyebrows to encourage him to keep talking.
�From every which way.� He bent closer as if he didn�t want anyone at the other fires to hear him. �All hell�s about to break loose up there.�
�How so?� Elizabeth asked, and as always, she impressed me. She hadn�t asked for a warning, showed fear, and acted as if she cared. But she encouraged Scratch to keep talking.
�Them wyverns are acting nuts, some say, but not me. There�s more going on.�
�What would it be that concerns you?�
His face became drawn and serious. �I�m no mage but have a touch of powers, some say. The air is tingling, like right before a storm. Let your mind reach out, and you�ll know.�
Kendra said, �People feel a tingle and leave Mercia?�
Tater said in agreement, �That�s crazy.�
�Is it?� Scratch asked. �If so, then nearly everyone who can leave turned crazy. Only ones left there are foreigners. Everybody is gone, and nobody else is going there. Nobody but you four. We want to know why. Insist on it, if you catch my meaning.�
�We don�t feel what you do,� Tater said, standing as if readying himself for a fight. �And insisting on anything is a poor way to treat strangers.�
Scratch stood, too. �We, all of us here want to know why you�re running the wrong way. Are you joining them?�
Even though Springer sat quietly and calmly beside Tater�s leg, Tater reached down and took a firm grip on the fur at the dog�s neck, pulling it back so hard it almost fell over backward. He snapped, �Calm down dog. You aren�t biting nobody else today.�
Kendra placed a hand on her mouth to cover her smile. The dog was small and ugly, and if it had done anything but lick someone, none of us would believe it. Springer was exactly what Tater had asked for. He was a barker. All bark and no bite, but in the middle of a dark night in the wilderness, it was the kind of dog a traveler wanted.
My eyes roved over the people at the other two fire pits. All had ceased their chores and were watching us. Their facial expressions went from distrustful to hateful. None were friendly, or even disinterested. The next observation was that they were scared. People who are frightened of the unknown react in bad ways to strangers.
The last of the daylight was fleeing, as we might consider doing. There were a lot more of them than us. I prepared to fight alongside Tater and knew Kendra and Elizabeth would join right in. It seemed like we would either fight or face-down a dozen people who didn�t want us near them. I turned to Elizabeth for direction.
�Why are we here, you ask? My father, the king, sent us here. That�s all you need to know, other than my name is Princess Elizabeth, and you will all bow in my presence.� When Scratch didn�t immediately bow, she continued, coldly. �Damon, if this man does not show me the proper respect due to a princess, kill him where he stands.�
My hand already rested on the hilt of the knife, my magic ready to aim my throw and speed it along to wherever my target stood. The others at their firepits watched coldly. They looked either scared or aggressive�or both.
Scratch suddenly threw his hands to grasp the sides of his head, as if he heard a sound so loud it hurt. His face twisted, and he fell to his knees in the dirt. He begged forgiveness and for us to stop hurting him, thinking it was something we did to him. Finally, he stood, backed away from us in terror, and turned to see if he had help from those he traveled with.
However, before they could respond, Kendra said, �Leave this place. Take the others with you. To return here before morning means your death. I speak for my princess and her mage.�
That did it. A woman gasped, another squealed, and people began moving. Belongings were thrown together, although they didn�t take time to get them all, and a dozen people faded into the darkness as if they had never existed, leaving the campfires burning cheerfully. They fled up the path to the road, and we heard them rapidly and quietly crossing the stone bridge.
Springer would wake us if any returned. It was easy to feel sorry for them�or not.
Kendra said, �The man called Scratch claimed to have powers. It seemed a lie, but when he fell to his knees and grabbed his ears, my head hurt, too. I heard what he did, but not as loud, maybe. The low throbbing became intense and turned into pain as black as the darkest night.�
Tater said, �You�re feeling it too? Like these other people?�
Elizabeth had been tossing wood onto the fire and paused, her attention on Kendra. It had been a slip of the tongue, and now there was nowhere to go with the information but ahead. Ignoring Elizabeth, she said, �Yes, don�t you hear it Tater? Damon?�
While shaking my head, I said, �Scratch said he had a touch of the powers, or something similar. He said the air is buzzing and driving people away. How about you, Elizabeth?�
�No, not for me, but he was the only one to fall to his knees. However, he as much as said everyone in Mercia could hear it.�
�Tingling like before a storm,� Tater said. �I can feel that but thought it natural. Like a storm is coming . . .�
�No tingling here,� I said.
�Nor here,� Elizabeth added. �Maybe when we get closer. Some people might be more sensitive.�
Elizabeth had provided the excuse we needed for Kendra�s slip. My mind was almost convinced when I happened to catch the glint from her eyes as she watched me from the other side of the fire. Nothing got past her. She was worried.
I helped with the blankets and food, always keeping my face turned away from Elizabeth. The only way out of this was to share some small item and hope that was enough to keep her off the scent of what was happening. Kendra would need to figure out what powers she had if any, and what to do about them. Plus, what to share with Elizabeth and when. It was not my decision.
The last two wyverns that had flown past had made Kendra tense, but her eyes remained alive as she had watched them. As she had said, she was learning how to close her mind to them, whatever that meant.
We ate in near silence, tired and withdrawn. The simple trip from one end of the kingdom to the other had become anything but. Tater seemed to sense the tension and resolved it by eating his fill quietly and laying down. His snores soon followed.
�A wyvern comes,� Kendra muttered.
�What about it?� Elizabeth asked.
�I sense one coming near.�
�You can sense them now?� Elizabeth asked. �In the dark? How?�
�They do something with my mind. I�m fighting it. Maybe all the people who have left Mercia feel it too.�
Elizabeth said, �If a whole city full of people fled, why didn�t we meet them on the road?�
My turn to speak. �They left days ago. Scratch said months, I think.�
�We didn�t see them anywhere,� she continued as if my words went unheard.
�That�s because we avoided the road by taking that mountain pass, and then we went to get some of our things back. By then they were either past us, taken other roads, or had found places to stay. Those are just guesses.� I firmly closed my mouth because it even sounded stupid to my ears.
Elizabeth waited before talking. �If that is true, tell me why the Heir Apparent�s chief servant, a lord, a princess, and three mages are all going the other way? What do they know that we do not?�
�The Blue Lady said there are six mages,� my mouth said before I could make it stop.
�She said a lot of things, some of which we know are not true,� Kendra said.
Elizabeth said, �But the central question remains the same. Something important is happening less than a day from here, and we have no idea of what. It�s like stumbling ahead in the dark and knowing there are things waiting to trip you.�
Kendra cast me a glance and looked away. Then she said, �Elizabeth, there is something else happening. There is a dull roar in my head. The closer we get, the louder it is.�
�Have you any idea of what it is?�
�I think it might be magic or caused by magic. It might be what sent the others away. If they can faintly hear it, they are scared, it�s that sort of sound. Like the low growl of a wolf just before it attacks.�
�Magic,� spat Elizabeth as if the word was a curse.
Kendra closed her eyes and spoke softly, �When Damon does his magic I can feel, or sense, it. At least, lately. Not much, just the smallest touch of awareness deep inside me. That�s how I know when he does it. It scares me, so my reaction is to make him stop. It�s not natural.�
�Go on,� Elizabeth prompted.
�The sound in my mind is sort of the same, but also the difference in a burbling creek and a raging waterfall. Both are water, but the magnitude is immense. That is what is in my head right now. A waterfall. No, ten of them.�
�What else?�
I hadn�t known there was something else, so that question took me unaware, as it did Kendra. She turned to face Elizabeth and said, �The sounds try to pull me in. They draw me to it, insisting there is more to hear, like words obscured by the roar.�
�And?� Elizabeth said coldly.
�There may be a dragon ahead. Not a wyvern, mind you. A full-grown dragon.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
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None us got much sleep�except for Tater. Springer circled the campsite several times as if he was uneasy, but each time he returned without barking to sleep beside Tater. Three blankets wrapped around me, like swaddling to keep the damp chill away. However, the chill didn�t all come from the night air. No campfire would warm me. If fear of the future causes a man to feel cold and alone, I was terrified.
My ears heard Tater�s heavy snores and should have picked out the breathing of Elizabeth and Kendra but did not. They were also awake and probably feeling much the same as me. None of us attempted to talk. The owls hooted, the river whispered, and insects buzzed. My ears searched for the flap of leathery wings carrying a dragon to us.
Near dawn, Springer stood suddenly and growled a warning. As usual, the diminutive dog was ready to fight. My bow was at hand, as was my sword, but nothing approached. As Springer calmed, we mutually decided a stray traveler must have used the stone bridge. Still, the warning built our confidence in the watchdog.
We drifted back to sleep, or two of us did because Kendra decided to throw rocks at my head. Not large one, but pea-sized. She wanted me to remain awake, and the others asleep. The pebbles striking my head kept me that way.
Tater snored, and soon Elizabeth was sleeping, too. I eased to my feet while wrapping my blankets around me for warmth. If one of them woke, I�d explain it was just a pee break. Down beside the edge of the river, the rushing of water would cover any conversation. A boulder just the right height sat on the bank as if inviting me.
A few minutes later, Kendra joined me, sitting beside and whispering. �Something�s happening.�
If it was immediate, she would have her weapons ready to fight with her. �Tell me.�
�The wyverns swarmed a while ago. They don�t usually fly at night because their eyes are not built for the dark. Something upset them so much they all took flight.�
�How can you know all that?�
�The wyverns are like hundreds of bees buzzing in my head, as a steady sound made up of all the smaller ones. At dark each day, the sounds dip and fade. They don�t stop, but it grows less, it becomes softer. They are sleeping. When Springer barked and woke me, the buzzing was back at the daytime level.�
�Meaning?�
�I think whatever spooked Springer, did the same thing to them.�
We sat in silence, listening to the sounds of the river. I heard a fish splash, but it may have been a bullfrog or something else. My imagination saw a beautiful rainbow trout as long as my forearm leaping momentarily free of the water. Like that vision, Kendra might be assigning her mental buzzing to wyverns when she heard the sounds of a honey-tree.
No, even my wild imagination couldn�t believe she would be that wrong. But, she suddenly seemed to be fascinated with dragons of any sort, and she was willing to blame a lone traveler on the bridge as the result of dragons. The problem was, my sister was not one to panic or exaggerate. She was the calm one, the sibling who sat back and waited for things to work out before making a judgment.
I said, �When you talk about being spooked, my mind translates that to a covey of quail taking flight when a dog takes a run at them.�
She didn�t answer right away. When she did, her voice was softer but more intense. �Listen, your example isn�t far off. What is in my mind are bare peaks of mountains with nests built on the cliff faces where small animals can�t get to them and steal the eggs. Wyverns breed and sit on their eggs for months. Males hunt for food and return it to the females. It takes two to feed the chicks. Then, for some reason, they all flew away from their nests at the same time. They were scared.�
�You got all that from buzzing in your head?�
�I�m putting into words my feelings, impressions, and who knows what else. It is not information that is fact, but that is inferred like it has been there all the time, but I didn�t know it.�
�Now you�re really scaring me if you keep this up.� My statement was not an idle thought.
�Not my intent. But it scares me too. Each word I speak is making me think deeper into the subject, and there are things emerging that were unknown, even to me.�
�And now you believe there is truly a dragon in Mercia?�
�Not in it, but near. That is one thing the Blue Woman spoke about that is true. I can sense it, like the beat of a drum, while wyverns are bees buzzing.�
�You sense it? You believe it is really there? A damn dragon?�
Even in the starlight, the flood of tears streaked down her cheeks. She didn�t sob, nor did she cover her face with her hands. Instead, she leaned closer and placed a palm on my cheek. She said in the softest voice imaginable. �Yes, it is there. And it is sad and calling to me.�
�Why?�
�It is angry and being held a prisoner. No, that isn�t quite right. It is angry at being restrained. Its feelings are in a rage.�
�I think it has a right to be, if there are forces that are holding it, or it is penned up. How long has it been there?�
�Four hundred years, more or less.� Her head tilted at an odd angle, and more tears flowed. �How could I possibly know that? I am going insane.�
�How could someone do that to an animal? Even to a dragon. Four hundred years?�
�Damon, you always were understanding. If you could feel what I do, you�d know how important that is right now.�
�You�re scared.�
�Wouldn�t you be? Spirits appear and call me a Dragon Queen and order me to stay away, but other entities we�ve never seen pull me to Mercia. Then there is the dragon, a creature we didn�t even believe in a few days ago, that has been locked up for so long I can�t imagine it. And to make all that worse, how do we choose sides? Because there are definitely sides to this�this conflict.�
�We�ve already made our choice, or it has been made for us. If we continue into Mercia, we are not on the side of the Blue Woman. We�ll also watch for anybody from Kondor, although my suspicions are that they were all being controlled by a mage and not at fault.�
�Why do you think that?�
The sound of the rippling water soothed me as I gathered my thoughts. �There were four of us, tired and weary. Twelve of them, and they had surprise on their side. We found a few bows, but they didn�t use them in the attack, and I thought that was because they wanted us alive.�
�And now?�
�My belief is they were being manipulated by a mage, or more than one. Twelve should have been easily able to overrun four civilians with their swords and clubs. But think of the coordination and skill required to shoot a bow. When they attacked, they looked sluggish, which I decided later was due to starvation. What if it was because they were being controlled?�
Kendra whirled on me. �That would explain the lack of rings, money, personal items, and even food. They were captives, like the dragon.�
That hadn�t occurred to me. But she was right. They were in a situation worse than slaves, and guilt overcame me. We�d killed innocent puppets if our deductions were right. We sat in stone cold silence beside the river. I didn�t bother wiping away the tears because more followed.
Kendra sniffled, too. She didn�t have to discuss it more because she believed the same as me. Then she stood. �I�m going to Mercia.�
�Even with a dragon and its captor or captors waiting for you?�
�Yes.�
�You may die there.�
�I may die at home in my bed. Don�t try to persuade me to leave this alone. It�s something I must do. You and the others can return home if you wish, and I�ll understand.�
�You will not.�
�If you say so. Go back to bed. I have some more thinking to do. Alone.�
�Mercia is almost in sight. We�ll be there by mid-day at the latest.�
She paced in circles and finally said in the fiercest tone she�d ever used, �Let�s go stir the pot, Damon.�
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We woke at daylight ready to stir Kendra�s pot. The horses were saddled, our blankets rolled tightly and tied on them, and weapons were at hand. My sword slapped at my side, and on the other hung a quiver. The bows were substandard, but we hadn�t yet replaced them. There was little conversation as we ate a cold breakfast consisting of dried fruit and an apple each.
Alexis was ready to leave, and probably hungry after finishing my apple core. The barren ground held little grass and shrubs, but she could survive a day without food. Still, I slipped her another whole apple when nobody was looking. As I turned to the others, feeling somewhat guilty, Tater had his back to me. He extended his arm, and there was the barest hint of red as he fed his apple to his horse. It took a good man to treat animals like that. The stableman had been correct in suggesting him and was owed my thanks.
The sport and intrigue of Crestfallen seemed a lifetime away, but there would be more ahead, I feared. There were people who needed to explain their actions, and enemies to face. However, with those I rode with, my confidence swelled.
The morning had dawned with the fog hiding the sun and sky. Only damp gray light filtered through. Now, the air itself seemed to grow brighter, and my mood changed from the same damp and gray to one of cloudless sunshine.
Kendra called, �I see it.�
Her observation was unnecessary because ahead lay a hundred more low hills covered in scrub, and then the side of a craggy mountain held Mercia, not as I�d pictured it, but better. Instead of existing on the valley floor, it was built on the sterile rock sides. A raging white river fell down the slope, splitting into four fairly equal parts as it made the final plunge.
Mercia lay there, between four waterfalls. The sunlight glinted and sparkled off the water, and the gray buildings of Mercia blended into the background. All the buildings appeared to be made of the same granite. They clung to the sides of the mountain like barn-swallow nests.
Alexis felt my heels as I moved beside Kendra. �How is the beehive of buzzing?�
She moved her chin to her right a fraction. �Wyverns.�
�More to your left,� I told her as if I knew.
�See any smoke coming from a chimney? They do have kitchens, right?� she asked.
While we searched for signs of people, another thing came to mind. �Anybody up there can see us on this road long before we see them.�
Kendra said, �They know we�re coming.�
�Do you know something I don�t?�
She snorted in the joking way she has since a child. �I know lots you don�t. But, there is one serious thing we need to discuss. Without being too obvious in case, look at the three peaks? Look above�in the sky.�
At least a hundred wyvern flew in tight circles, all together. My impression was they were upset. �Did you do something?�
�Not intentionally or knowingly. But I don�t think it is natural for them to act that way.�
I followed up with another question. �The dragon, the pounding in your head. Is it louder?�
�Yes, but that�s not all. It knows I�m near. There is excitement and . . . there is anticipation, you might call it.�
My sister, the Dragon Queen. �You can tell all that from what you hear in your head? Does it scare you?�
Kendra shrugged and closed her eyes for a second, then spoke again in a far-off voice, �It scares me. The dragon. But there are other beings trying to scare me away from here, and as we get closer, they are threatening. Telling me not to go to Mercia or we will all die.�
�That would be those aligned with the Blue Lady.�
She didn�t answer. Her breathing was shallow and slow. Her eyes were closed, but her fingers gripped the reins so tightly her fingers were white. I couldn�t fathom what was happening to her, but if she needed my help, she would let me know.
Elizabeth turned to say something, and the words seemed to stick in her mouth. She yanked her horse to a stop and leaped off. She was sprinting to Kendra before her feet hit the ground. She called, �What�s wrong?�
Kendra didn�t answer.
Tater rushed up behind her, �Help her get down before she falls and breaks her neck.�
The packhorse reared up and snapped the reins. It landed on all four feet and ran off the road into the scrub, the cargo tied to its back bouncing and jostling until it slipped a girth strap and the entire pack leaned to one side. The horse continued to buck and sway as it ran.
The other horses also acted skittishly, but we didn�t have time to deal with them. Tater reached for Kendra�s waist and pulled her to him as Elizabeth freed her feet from the stirrups. I watched and worried.
Elizabeth freed the ties for her wool blanket stored behind Kendra�s saddle and spread it on the ground. Tater lowered her to the ground, and Elizabeth knelt at her side and examined the eyes rolled back in my sister�s head, the slack mouth, and limp body. �What�s wrong with her?
�She�s fighting them,� Tater said.
Tater, who was supposed to know nothing about Kendra and myself seemed to know far more than he should. Distrust welled, and I stepped in front of him. �What do you know?�
�Know? Nothing, but what I hear.�
Elizabeth shouted, �Down boys! What�s happening? I�m not asking again.�
Tater locked eyes with me for an instant, then turned away as if deciding to obey her instead of speaking to me, which was probably the right choice. He said, �Can�t you hear it?�
I heard a faint breeze rustling across the landscape, a few faraway birds, and nothing else.
Elizabeth had Kendra�s head cradled in her hands. She turned my way. �Get me something to use as a pillow. Tater, what do you hear?�
�Anger. Fear. Maybe some hope mixed in.�
�What else?� she snapped at him.
�There are walls being built. Walls to keep her away from Mercia. There are several of them attacking her mind. Mages, I think.� He seemed unstable and distracted, his voice coming in disjointed sentences. His knees crumpled.
I caught him in a bear hug before he hit the ground, then placed him beside Kendra and grabbed my blanket off Alexis for their heads. A wild look all around revealed nobody in sight. The wind picked up, blowing dust made the morning feel cold again.
Elizabeth said to me, �Start talking.�
She soon knew what we did. I held nothing back despite her eyes flashing in anger at learning we�d withheld information. She was not angry because of the information but because we�d betrayed her trust. I knelt beside her and watched Kendra�s face as I talked. The words spilled from my mouth, and I couldn�t stop them. She finally placed a hand gently on my shoulder and told me she�d heard enough.
It was just as well. I�d said it all and was repeating myself.
Tater sat up, eyes so wide his eyeballs were ready to pop out of his head. His hands went to his forehead and pressed. �Closer.�
�Closer?� Elizabeth repeated. �Closer to what?�
�M-Mercia.� He fell back and lay still.
Elizabeth said, �What do you think that means?�
I stood and allowed my mind to go blank or tried to. Then, as if Tater placed a thought inside, I repeated, �Kendra wants us to take her closer to Mercia.�
�Why?�
�They want to keep her away, so she wants to go there. That�s a guess.�
�A damned good one, I think,� Elizabeth said. �I can�t lift her up to Alexis. You have to help.�
I called Alexis, and she came to me, wary and frightened. I took her reins and patted her neck as I talked to calm her. We stood Kendra up while supporting her and then lifted her to lay across the saddle. Elizabeth steadied both her and the horse until I managed to climb on while moving Kendra over the front of the saddle to lay more on Alexis� neck.
Elizabeth said, �I can�t leave Tater here.�
Some things are meant to be done alone. I turned my horse and walked slowly away from my only two friends and directly into danger. My mind strained to hear what Kendra and Tater did, even a wisp of the buzzing of bees, or whispers of a wyvern, let alone the drums of a dragon.
Ahead stood Mercia. The details of the gray stone buildings grew clearer with each step. There stood six or seven huge structures that were mini-castles, their walls the same gray as the slate of their roofs. All the surrounding buildings were smaller imitations. The streets were paved with the same gray granite, making the city blend in with the granite cliffs. If it was not for the straight lines of the buildings, Mercia would be nearly invisible because of the color.
Only a few splashes of tint stood out. Each of the largest structures had pennants or flags that stood out against the starkness of the rest. The four waterfalls gave the city a magical appearance. But, despite my intense observations, I saw nobody. Not a single person, horse, dog, or pig.
However, the wyverns that had been flying in tight circles began flying faster and screeching, first one, then two, and now a hundred. They shrieked and screamed, and a few broke ranks and flew away.
A stone bridge crossed where the water from the falls pooled and reformed itself into a river that flowed along the base of the cliff in the direction of the sea. The bridge arched, as had so many others, although this one was far larger. At the far end stood a massive wall built along the edge of the far side of the raging river. The city gate.
One glance down at the whitewater tearing under the bridge assured me nobody would attempt to swim across. The flow from four waterfalls raged across the solid rock in the channel it had cut. The wall across the bridge, again built of huge granite blocks, stretched out to either side of the bridge, and a giant gate stood closed.
A rampart along the top provided the fortifications where an army could defend against any who crossed. That rampart provided safety from spears, arrows, and anything else. Yet, it allowed them to fire down on any attackers, who would be herded into the narrow space created by the bridge. No matter how large an army attacked, only eight or ten could attack at one time as they crossed that bridge.
My mind appreciated the defensive construction while ignoring the fact that it was the gate we must pass through to reach Mercia. There were no soldiers on the ramparts, nor any I could see in the city. It remained empty. I was aware that if we crossed the bridge, soldiers who were hiding could leap into sight and release a rain of arrows.
We hadn�t come all that way to stop now, and there seemed no place to go but ahead. Alexis sensed my mood. She took a single step onto the bridge and pulled to a stop. Without me telling her to do so, she took one more hesitant step, then another. A quiver in her shoulder warned me to hold on because she might whirl and run at the slightest provocation.
We continued like that until we reached the highest point of the arc. Alexis came to a stop as if she�d hit a wall. I used my heels, but she didn�t move. I cajoled her. Threatened.
Then Kendra groaned. Her body tensed, and her head turned enough to look at me. �Get me down.�
There was no sway in her words, no way to argue and refuse. She used her arms to scoot off the horse�s neck until her weight caused her to slide down without help. I leaped off and helped her feet touch the bridge. She stood on wobbly legs.
�Sit?� I offered.
�No,�
She said no more. Her eyes were on the city, darting from one place to another, but she needed my strength to remain standing. It was as if she used her mind on other things besides her body.
She stiffened, standing erect and rigid, her eyes now closed. She screamed, sounding like a miniature of the wyverns in the distance. My eyes turned to them, and their sudden silence after her scream. They were still there, but barely. Each of them was flying away, their wings no longer making lazy flaps, but instead, they flew with powerful strokes. They flew for the jagged peaks to the north as if they offered protection.
Another sound drew my attention. A deeper thrum almost at the lower limit of what I could perceive. It rose in volume until my ears convinced me they did not hear it. The sound came from inside my head. It was more than sound. It had feeling.
Kendra threw her arms wide.
The thrumming ceased.
Another sound replaced it. The new roar was in my ears, and above me. I looked up. Higher. Above Mercia rocks, boulders, and slabs of granite shifted and moved. Some fell, others tumbled, and more slid down the mountainside, all heading for the city of Mercia.
The avalanche created the new sound of thousands of rocks and boulders tumbling down the mountain. To my horror, the first rocks went through the city like a bull through a haystack. The largest struck buildings and threw the blocks used to build them into the air like a child throwing sand at a beach.
Then others did the same. The buildings of Mercia didn�t even slow down the largest blocks and slabs. I glance to my right and found the sky empty of wyverns. Then I looked up to the disturbance at the top of the mountain above Mercia, where another roar drew my attention.
Movement told me where to look. The head of a dragon shook itself free of rock, and it roared in anger as it continued to twist and turn, dislodging more rocks and boulders. Many tumbled down after the others. I heard them crashing into buildings, and a few rolled as far as the river, where they plunged in, but I saw none of that or the destruction they caused. My eyes refused to leave the dragon.
It lurched forward, sending another avalanche down the mountainside, while it wriggled forward and managed to push upward. With a great thrust, the rock above shattered with a loud crack, and fell away. The dragon crawled ahead, where it managed to stand.
Wings spread. Each wing extended a distance greater than from wingtip to wingtip of the largest wyvern. The massive head was wide, bearing no resemblance to wyvern. It opened its mouth and exposed teeth as long as my arm, and it roared in defiance. The anger in that sound brought me chills.
More boulders rolled down the side of the mountain, through the city, and continued tumbling until they reached the river. Several struck the rock wall across the bridge, and a slab the size of a house hit the gate so hard it sat askew, leaving a gap horses could walk through.
Kendra said, �If you're scared, leave.�
My feet refused to move. �Leave?�
�They�re fighting us.�
�Us?�
She didn�t answer. She stood on the highest part of the bridge in full view of anyone in Mercia looking at her, but even after the rocks knocking over and flattening houses, nobody ran into the streets. However, I didn�t believe it empty.
The dragon roared again, then moved the great wings slowly up and down as if testing them. The skin of the beast was dimpled, the same color gray as the rock it emerged from, and the tongue red. The wings beat faster.
Then, as if groggy and slow, the dragon pushed itself forward again, and over the lip. Air filled the underside of the wings like windsocks at a festival. The body of the dragon left the mountain, and with one sweep of the giant wings, the dragon ceased to fall and flew. Another beat of the wings and it rose a little and gained forward speed.
�Free,� Kendra muttered.
�What about those you were fighting?�
�They�re coming after me.�
�What?�
She pointed, �Isn�t it beautiful?�
The dragon now flew higher than the peak above Mercia. It slowed and swung in a wide circle. The head peered down, watching Mercia, then it roared again.
�We�d better get off this bridge,� Kendra said.
�They�re coming after us?�
�No, the dragon is going to destroy it all.�
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I wanted to leap upon Alexis and ride at a gallop back across half the stone bridge, but the horse wanted no part of me. Her eyes were wild, and at my first step in her direction, she fled. Not at a gallop, but a full sprint. I shouted at Kendra to run with us. Instead, she stood and watched the gate.
�No,� I shouted, and grabbed her arm. That broke her concentration like a glass breaking on a stone floor.
Her eyes went as wild as Alexis� had, and she ran, easily outdistancing me. I looked over my shoulder as the dragon fell from the sky and struck the far end of the bridge. It exploded like a sandcastle kicked by an angry boy. Blocks of granite flew. Worse, the bridge under my feet trembled.
No, trembled is the wrong word. It lurched with the first contact, then trembled and vibrated. Kendra and the horse had reached the safety of the land, but I had ten more steps. The roadway twisted and lurched to one side again. I managed to maintain enough balance to stay on my feet. Five more steps and the roadway began to drop. Two steps to safety and my toes gave warning I�d be running on air. Impulsively, I dived.
Kendra was there to grab my outstretched hands. She pulled me the last step, but I needed to get my feet on land. Alexis was almost out of sight, running down the road at full gallop.
Kendra pulled again, and my feet found solid ground. We ignored a hundred things we could have spoken of, as we watched the dragon take to the air again. It roared and spun in mid-air, to fall on the roof of one of the great houses. It crumbled and fell. The dragon used its head to butt the one remaining wall standing. After a snort of what I interpreted to be self-satisfaction at a job well done, it moved to a smaller house and pushed it over.
A blue shimmer at my side startled me.
�Are you satisfied with yourself?� The voice was familiar. It was the Blue Woman, although only a faint blue pulsated at my side.
�I am,� came an automatic response from me.
�Not you. You are nothing.�
�Don�t talk to my brother like that,� Kendra said. Another pair of houses were flattened by the dragon.
�You have no idea what you�ve unleashed on the world.�
A few more houses were destroyed as the dragon swung its tail in the short time it took to tell us that. I wondered if we�d done the right thing as if I had anything to do with the work of my sister. There were still no people running into the streets or trying to cross the bridge that no longer existed. The dragon walked on all four feet, using its chest or tail to ram into anything in its way.
�It is not over,� the voice threatened, then the blue shimmer faded into nothingness.
The dragon pushed against another of the great houses. It was one of those where the wealthy, influential, and royal lived. My thoughts turned to Lord Kent, Princess Anna, and Avery, the servant for the Heir Apparent. While none were truly my friends, I cared for all in some manner. Then my thinking shifted to the three missing mages. From there it went to the Blue Woman and the six mages she�d mentioned that were involved. Were the three mages from Crestfallen part of those six?
Kendra said, �Is it going to destroy everything in that whole damn part of the city?�
�Only in Mercia, I hope.�
�It has been penned in that cave for about four-hundred years. Can you imagine the horror?�
�How?� The single word I uttered asked several questions. How had it been placed in that cave, who had done it, why, and what kept it there? As well as who? Well, mages had been who, but that took me back to the other questions.
�There is no way to know right now,� she said. �Can you feel the anger and revenge?�
�No. You can?� Before she could answer, I said, �Do you know who kept it there? Are they trying to contain it again?�
�Mages are over there. At least ten, at a guess. They are trying to cast spells to regain control of it.�
�Will the dragon knock over the building they�re in and kill them?� Even to me, my voice sounded hopeful.
�No. They went into a basement and then into a connecting tunnel that has a way outside. They are really upset and threatening me. And you.�
We watched another of the grand houses fall, then the monster knocked down a row of smaller ones, taking care to place one of its four feet on each one, so it was flattened. All the buildings in the section of Mercia where it landed were nearly destroyed. It swung its tail, and three houses that remained intact broke apart as easily as a small boy breaking a toy house made of sticks.
The dragon stood on hind legs and bellowed what I�d call a cry of victory. Finished, it paused and looked at the wreckage of the bridge�then at us. Or Kendra. It spread its wings and took flight, passing directly over us before turning and flying to the next part of the city that lay beyond the next waterfall. When it had destroyed that one, I expected it to go to the other. It showed no signs of slowing or relenting.
�Beautiful,� Kendra said.�
�What it�s doing?�
�No silly. When it flew over us. I noticed you didn�t run. You didn�t even duck.�
She was right. The dragon was the size of a barn, and I�d just stupidly stood and watched as if it was a puppy playing with a bone, never once thinking of the danger. �Is it going to tear down the rest of the city?�
�Yes.�
That didn�t finish the subject. �Will it do the same to other towns and cities?�
That gave Kendra pause. Her answer came slowly and after consideration. �Maybe a few. If she senses a mage or evidence of strong magic, she might attack.�
�She?�
�It is a female. The last of her kind. She came here to lay her eggs in a cave where they would be safe and was trapped by the magic of mages who had set a trap.�
How could Kendra know all the things she had told me? Only a few days ago she had to look up dragons in a book to gain a rudimentary idea of them, but now she spoke in a way that revealed intimate knowledge. Her lack of fear was far beyond mine, almost as if she knew the dragon�s intentions.
To do that, Kendra would have to read the dragon�s mind. That was ridiculous. But Kendra knew the dragon was a �she� and how long it endured in that tunnel, as well as the reason the dragon had been seeking a tunnel so long ago. Kendra had not been out of my sight, so how could she have learned all that?
Worse, if she had, from where? From the dragon? If so, the dragon must have a method of communication, and to pass on that detailed information, it must be intelligent. Nothing I�d heard or read suggested that might be true.
The easy answer to all that might be to ask her. I spoke in a non-confrontational manner, trying to suggest a sudden idea that had entered my mind. �Say, how do you know it�s a female?�
She laughed softly before saying, �Come on Damon, you can be more subtle than that. No, we are not talking together. However, she is telling me things, in some way. Not words, but thoughts. Impressions. It's hard to explain but imagine hearing a mother coo to a baby. You just know it is a mother and not a man with a similar voice. It�s special and distinct.�
�I see how you can tell it is female. What about the rest?�
�Sort of the same thing. I feel hatred and fear of mages. She tells me they are mages by what they do and how they act.�
�Do you believe there have been mages in Mercia all that time? The same ones?�
Kendra paused again, considering how to answer. She faced me. �That may be the reason Mercia was built. Look around at the barren place this is. All food must be brought here. There is no reason for a city to exist here. Unless it is to house and care for mages to keep the dragon restrained.�
�Why didn�t they just kill it?�
�That is an answer I don�t know, but it has to do with essence. I think they steal her soul and use it.�
Her voice had taken on a sharp edge. A change of subject seemed in order. �Listen, Elizabeth and Tater are probably worried. We�d better return to them.�
We turned our backs as the dragon destroyed the rest of Mercia, building by building.
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We found Elizabeth kneeling at Tater�s side, tending to his broken arm. Springer announced our return long before we arrived, and Alexis grazed on small tufts of grass near the other horses. I gave a weak wave, my mind and body too wound up and preoccupied to do much else. Even from that distance, the roars and screams from the dragon were audible, as were the last buildings of the city of Mercia being methodically destroyed.
�She�s going to be very upset at you,� Kendra said from the side of her mouth as we approached Elizabeth.
�Me? Why me? I didn�t do anything.�
�For allowing your sister to make such a mess of an entire city that is ruled by her father. Prepare yourself for a tongue lashing�and who is going to pay for all the destruction you caused?�
I threw my head back and laughed like a man gone mad, and perhaps it was true. Even Alexia turned to look at me. We talked no more until reaching our friends. Elizabeth stood and waited for us. I went to her and wrapped my arms around her and cried.
It was an emotional release. I could see a dragon stomping on buildings in the distance, mages and worse were threatening our lives, and despite it all, we were alive. I cried, sobbed, and realized that the three of them would view me differently.
My mood shifted to one of anger. We hadn�t asked for any of the happenings. They were forced upon us.
Tater said, �No matter when they left, all the people from up there didn�t use this road.�
�What are you saying?� Elizabeth asked.
�It�s on the other side of that river. Once, a long time ago, someone wanted to go to the port from Mercia. If memory serves, there is another road across the river. Since there are only a few farms and villages this way, they went to the port where there is transportation. That�s been bothering me. People can�t just up and disappear.�
Kendra said, �Then the port must be overflowing with people.�
�Not necessarily so,� Tater said. �Ships probably sailed away with some, but Mercia never was like other cities. No trade, nothing they made there, no reason for most to go there. The streets were always pretty empty, only a few noblemen and servants moved about.�
�Meaning?� Elizabeth said.
�There were maybe six or eight big houses, but only a few important people in each of them. The surrounding houses contained servants, but not that many,� Tater said.
Elizabeth seemed to understand. �If there were fifty servants for each house, that is still only four or five hundred in the city. Another couple of hundred tradesmen and all food and goods were bright in, so there were never many living there.�
They had gone on to other things to talk about, and none spoke of me. I dried my eyes and sucked in deep breaths to calm myself.
A glance showed the dragon stood on hind legs and bellowed louder as if proud it had finished. It turned away from the mountain and spread its wings. As if it had all day with nothing to do, which it did, it slowly rose into the air, crossed the river, and gained altitude as it followed the road right at us. Both Tater and Elizabeth moved to the side of the road and the ditch that might offer a measure of safety. However, the dragon looked only at Kendra, as it flew higher and faster.
As I turned to watch it fly over us, Kendra was smiling faintly.
�Where�s it going?� I whispered.
�Anywhere it wants,� she answered softly.
�Can you still hear those sounds?�
She shook her head and then shrugged. �Not the deep thrum of the dragon. It�s gone. The bee-buzzing of the wyverns is still there.� She stopped talking as if confused. �We have made enemies this day.�
That drew me up short. It was not a deduction. She had reason to believe what she said. Elizabeth and Tater came to join us but saw the concern on my face. They waited for her to speak again.
She closed her eyes and said, �There are minds hunting for me. Not my body, but for me. The Blue Lady is one of them, and she is telling them what to look for and where we are.�
�Strike back,� Elizabeth ordered. �Do not stand aside and allow them to mass and attack as one.�
She had always been the better planner and more cutthroat. A cold streak held Elizabeth in the face of enemies and her first reaction was to fight, to strike first and hardest. Her secondary reaction was to plan another strike, one that would not fail. If she was directing a military battle, she would order a smaller group to attack her enemy and watch for weaknesses to exploit before sending in the larger force.
Kendra sat on the road and pulled her knees to her chin as she wrapped her arms around her legs. She rested her chin on a knee, eyes closed, and brows furrowed. Her lips were pursed, her jaw tight, and her arms tightened so much the tendons stood out.
She said nothing, and neither did we. Elizabeth knelt at her side. I watched as Tater gathered the horses and made unnecessary adjustments to their saddles. A blue haze shimmered beside Kendra. It expanded and grew in height until the vague outline of a woman formed.
It exploded in a flash of orange, leaving the hair on my arms tingling. But all traces of blue were gone. A noise behind drew attention. The dragon was returning.
It flew with long powerful strokes that propelled it forward at a speed hard to believe. Its head was thrust forward, and the thing never even looked at us. The dragon was concentrating on Mercia again.
It landed without slowing, striking the hillside behind the remains of the city so hard with its chest, rocks, and boulders tumbling. It used its foreclaws to dig. Rocks, stone, and debris flew. It managed to fit one paw inside an opening and rip it aside, tearing part of the hillside away.
Then it bent and sniffed at the exposed opening. A roar followed, directed inside the cave penetrating solid rock.
�It came in response to Kendra,� Elizabeth said in a hushed voice. �To rescue her.�
The idea was absurd. The only reason I didn�t refute it was that it did seem the dragon was protecting her, and aside from the knowledge my sister had no magic powers, she was fighting a private war. Deep inside, I knew she must have powers, but it was hard to accept, especially since I�d always considered myself special if the truth were known.
Kendra�s magic outstripped mine in every way. She might even control a dragon, as I watched it tear into the hillside again and again. It was like a cat with a mouse cornered, but it couldn�t reach it.
�Don�t let me get on the wrong side of Kendra,� Tater punctuated the remark by spitting. Springer leaped out of the way and narrowly escaped. The dog would need to pay better attention.
But his statement brought a smile to my lips, and even more so when Springer sprang. It took the heat out of the air for all but Kendra. She still sat in the same position, eyes closed so tightly she squinted, but I wondered how she could be in danger with that animal wrecking an entire city. If anything, or anyone, approached us, I suspect the dragon would leap into the air and approach it as fast as it could fly.
Because my mind does not always work like those of others, it wondered how the dragon was going to handle the bickering between us. Even Elizabeth joined in. We couldn�t have that damn beast swooping in to settle an argument about the color of a scarf being red or ruby. Especially if it was going to take Kendra�s side.
�What do you see that�s so funny?� Elizabeth asked me.
Saving me the trouble of having to answer, Kendra threw her head back and howled, duplicating on a small scale the same action of the dragon at the same time. There could be no doubt the two were somehow connected. For the briefest instant, she looked similar to it.
�Kendra, what�s happening?� I asked as I knelt on her other side. When she didn�t answer, I peeled open an eyelid. She stared ahead with unseeing eyes.
�Should we wake her?� Elizabeth asked.
�No. Not yet. Look at how tense she is.� Kendra had also slowly curled her fingers, leaving the index and middle finger extended in our secret signal. She wanted to talk, but obviously not now. I think it was her way of telling me everything was fine. The dragon took flight and this time went higher up the side of the mountain, then as it reached the peak, it turned.
�It�s heading for the wyverns,� Elizabeth said.
Tater said, �It�s getting late. We need to find shelter and food.
�I�ll carry her,� I said. Elizabeth took her from my arms and waited until I was on Alexis then handed her to me. I gave the horse a touch of my heels, and we walked away from Mercia, a city I�d never been in and would never see. It lay broken, in ruins, no brick upon another.
Elizabeth and Tater rode behind, silent as the barren landscape around us. The soft sounds of the wind sounded more like moans coming across the emptiness. The dragon was out of sight, but Kendra stiffened now and then, her head came erect once, but her eyes remained closed.
Tater said, �There was a farm up ahead. It was the last one we passed.�
Elizabeth said, �We will stop there for the night. Kendra needs a place to rest, and we need food.�
Tater rode in silence for a while then I heard him whisper to Elizabeth, �What if they don�t invite us?�
Elizabeth didn�t hesitate. �They help us, or they are our enemies and will face Damon�s sword.�
That ended the matter to my eyes. The farm came in sight, a ramshackle cabin surrounded by a field with crops trying to survive between the rocks. A small herd of sheep grazed, pigs wallowed, and two dogs raced out to greet us.
When the dogs saw Springer, they charged him. Both were larger and wished to establish their territory. Springer�s one good ear went back on his head, and he waited, eyes locked on the two dogs charging him. Tater shouted, but Springer ignored him. The two dogs reached him, and for a few seconds I couldn�t tell if there was one dog or three, but for the snarling and snapping.
One of the farm dogs broke and ran�the smarter one of the pair. Springer leaped to the other and grabbed its neck, then hung there as the dog tried to get away, dragging Springer along with it. Tater had dismounted and chased both.
A farmer ran out from a dilapidated and leaning barn, carrying a pitchfork also while shouting and running at the dogs. Tater, the farmer, and the two dogs met in the middle. The pitchfork went flying. Tater grabbed Springer and stepped back.
The farmer knelt beside his dog, then shouted at Tater, �Look what he did.�
Tater spat, then said, �Shouldn�t let your dogs go on a public road and attack others.�
I looked around and couldn�t find the other dog, but confirmed Springer was half the size of the injured one. I moved Alexis forward and pulled to stop right in front of the farmer. �We need the use of your house.�
�And food,� Tater added.
The farmer noticed my sister for the first time. He said, �My house. I only invite friends inside.�
�My name is Damon. We can be friends. Invite us in.�
�If I don�t?�
�Tell him, Princess Elizabeth.� My words were chosen carefully, and he realized who she was, and that must have felt like being kicked by a mule. He backed off a step, then knelt with head bowed, as he should.
I carried Kendra inside where we found a small cabin, old, and clean. There were no signs of a woman or other occupant. The sleeping mat was for one, and Kendra was placed gently on it.
The ceiling beams were so old they had turned black from smoke that escaped from the fireplace. A cook pot hung from a swing-arm, and at the bottom was a warm stew, enough to feed two or three. There was a small table, two homemade chairs, and beside the fire a stump the right height for sitting.
�Your name?� Elizabeth asked.
�Henry,� he said with awe. �Just Henry.�
�Well, Just Henry, I will pay you well for the food and roof.�
�No need to pay, Princess. You are welcome.�
�Do you have what it takes to make more food? We are starving,� she asked.
Behind a curtain were shelves lined with wax-sealed jars. He said, �I can make more, easy. I got eggs and smoked meat outside, flour and the makings for flatbread.�
�That would be wonderful,� Elizabeth said.
He went outside. Tater followed as he said, �Not room to change my mind in here.�
My suspicion was he needed room to spit. He also was going to check on Henry�s dogs�that�s the way of Tater. Elizabeth turned to me. �Any change?�
�Not yet.� It was one of those questions where she already knew the answer. If there had been a change, she stood two steps away and would already know it. Still, the tone and question reminded me she cared as much as me.
Henry returned with eggs in a bowl and a ham tucked under his arm. Without hesitation, he worked at the small table and the pot, soon serving two portions in the only bowls he owned. He asked, �How�s the girl?�
�We think she will be fine,� Elizabeth said.
Henry sat on the stump and watched the flames for a while. Finally, he said, �Saw a dragon today. First ever.�
�We saw it too,� Elizabeth said with finality.
Tater came in and helped himself to a bowl of eggs and ham, then carried it outside. A good bet would be that Springer ate half. Henry and Tater were still on non-speaking terms. The barn would have Tater sleeping there, and a peek out the door told me he�d already taken care of the horses. I wanted Alexis under cover for the night�where no dragons would find her.
Elizabeth said, �Henry, can you take what you need for the night and give us some privacy?�
He leaped to his feet and almost fled the cabin.
She called after him, �We wouldn�t ask, but . . . never mind. Damon, I wanted to speak to you with nobody else around. Are you up to it?�
�I-I, no.� The answer spilled from my mouth before thinking.
�There will be time later. But, tell me this. Is the kingdom in any danger from that beast?�
�There is no way for me to know. Kendra might.�
�But there are things I do not know.�
That was a tricky question. I wouldn�t lie to Elizabeth. There were times when the entire truth didn�t pass my lips, but even then, guilt devoured me. Only on this trip had it seemed necessary to withhold information. �There are things neither of us knows, none intentionally held back. Not to spite you or keep you unaware, just privacy.�
�Where did the wyverns disappear to? And why?� She asked.
�Kendra might know that, too. But if you ask me, they were scared of something, maybe the dragon, and flew away.�
We sat in silence as the fire burned down. My head was beside Kendra�s, so when she woke with a start, she woke me. When she screamed long and loud, I leaped to my feet and reached for my sword.
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The sword was unnecessary. Kendra sat up, and her eyes were wide in the firelight. Elizabeth rushed from a chair to join us, and Tater barged inside ready to fight. My sister sat on the sleeping mat in confusion. Tater tossed wood on the fire, and we all huddled closer to hear what she had to say. Her eyes fell on me.
She said, �I�m hungry.�
We laughed as Elizabeth scooped stew into a bowl. I helped her to her feet and to the chair. We watched her eat. As the last of the eggs and ham were devoured, Elizabeth said, �Tell us.�
She didn�t have to ask for more or explain what she wished to hear. Kendra knew what she wanted. She said, �The mages kept the dragon imprisoned. It�s not the first.�
The subject seemed so disgusting, Kendra hesitated. She swallowed and drew herself up.
Tater said, �If they don�t like dragons, why not just kill them? It�s not like it was going anywhere until you came along and freed it.�
�It�s not like that. They wanted it alive.�
�Why?� Elizabeth asked after another pause.
Kendra�s eyes found mine. I nodded and whispered, �Tell it all. The four of us should have no more secrets.�
Her eyes held mine as she said, �Use your magic. Push that bowl on the table to the edge.�
She never wanted me to use my magic. This was different. I reached out and pushed. The bowl didn�t move. I concentrated harder and pushed again. The bowl remained.
She said, �It�s the dragon essence�or lack of it. The mages captured the dragon and used it, as they�ve done for thousands of years. They even use the dragon�s magic powers on itself to keep it restrained. They learned how to concentrate essence and use it for themselves.�
�Where is my magic?� I demanded, more upset than I�d known.
�The mages kept their dragons isolated where only they could access essence. Oh, there were a few people like Damon who would reach out for a small portion, and they allowed it to leak to soothsayers and fortunetellers when it suited them. Even to a few gamblers and other people who are of little consequence. Their words, not mine.�
�What about mages?� Elizabeth asked, keying in on the central point and keeping her tone neutral.
�Mages have no more power with the dragon released. Neither do sorceresses and all those others who shared a fraction of the magic. There is essence lingering near here and will be for some time, but it will fade as if it never existed.� Kendra didn�t sound tired or sleepy but almost energized. �The mages will not exist without a dragon.�
�They�ll die?� Tater asked, sounding hopeful.
�No, their powers will shrink and be gone by morning. Each time one of them accesses the little remaining essence, the supply grows less.�
�Me?� I asked.
�You never really accessed the core of the essence. You were like a little boy pinching off a piece of crust from a large pie. Your pie is gone.�
The discussion was not making me feel better. My only distinction in life had departed. I�d turned ordinary. My abilities to manipulate small magic had given me a leg up on everything from spying on royals to making bakers like me enough to slip me meat pies. Now it was gone, and I already felt empty.
The feelings of others who accessed essence must be worse. Mages and sorceresses lived in a world where they were revered, and now that was absent. Fortunetellers, gamblers, soldiers, and a hundred other occupations where some survive because of better luck or fortune would find their lives changed. A warrior who gained an advantage by unknowingly changing the direction of a spear would now die. Old ladies who predicted the fortunes some would gain would find themselves guessing wrong half the time. Because it would now be a guess instead of creating circumstances where their predictions came true.
Kendra�s face went taught. Her eyes widened as she said, �We have to leave. Now.�
Tater was already reaching for the door. Elizabeth and I were too stunned to move. Kendra leaped to her feet and followed Tater. We grabbed our few things and ran into the yard where Henry helped Tater saddle the horses.
Elizabeth slipped a pair of silver coins into his hand. Kendra said, �Give him two more. Gold. And the packhorse.�
Henry started to object the pay was far too much.
Kendra said as she pointed to where Mercia had been, and tiny twinkles of light flickered from torches carried down the road in our direction, �They are coming here and will burn your house and barn. They will kill your stock and try to hunt you down. Take the gold, ride our spare horse as far as it will take you and buy a good piece of land in a fertile valley to farm.�
�Sorry,� Elizabeth said as she fumbled for another gold coin. �We didn�t know. Take the horse and go across country. They will probably follow us but know this, they will return here. Do not be in this place, Henry. If you need anything, send word to Crestfallen, and I�ll provide help.�
With each word, the farmer had become more scared. He stripped the packs from the horse. Then he went to the barn and called his two dogs, both of which went to him, with wary looks in Springer�s way. Without another word, the farmer was trotting off across the landscape into the darkness.
Kendra said, �We need to keep ahead of them until dawn.�
�What then?� I asked as I followed the others onto the road.
�They will face the vengeance of the dragon they abused all those years.� She sat straight in her saddle and refused to look at me.
The other two were already a few hundred paces ahead, moving as if their lives depended on it. I looked over my shoulder and found the torches appeared larger, or closer if you will. I touched my heels to Alexis, and she picked up the pace.
The torches gained on us. No matter how hard we pushed our horses, the torches grew closer until we could hear faint shouts and threats. There were probably twenty torches and four of us. Not all of them might carry torches so there might be more of them, far too many to fight.
Later I could hear the clomping of their hooves. How could all of their horses be faster than ours? Alexis was one of the fastest in the kingdom, and the horses Elisabeth and Kendra rode belonged to the king. They were the best stock in the land. I�d long ago conceded that Tater�s matched ours in all but looks. Yet we steadily lost ground.
Magic! It had to be. They were squandering the last of the essence on increasing the speed of their horses. I called, �Kendra, how do you know the dragon will come at dawn?�
�It hates flying at night.�
Well, that made sense, if I didn�t follow up with a hundred reasonable and logical questions, such as how did she know? Was it coming to help or hurt us? The other ninety-eight could wait.
I longed to use my magic to make a horse behind us trip, or a rider drop his torch and panic the horses behind. My mind tried and failed. And again, my bow was not in my hand. There hadn�t been time to grab it. Well, yes there had been, but I was not used to depending on one and hadn�t brought it.
When we returned to the palace, I was going to work on a leather sheath similar to the one for my sword, but it would hold an unstrung bow, extra strings in a pocket, and at least five arrows. It should be attached to the sheath for my sword because carrying a long weapon on both sides would not only look silly but get in the way.
Designing and refining the pattern, choosing the right bow, and wishing I�d made it weeks ago kept my mind off the catcalls and threats coming from behind. They were getting close enough to use their bows, and if a little magic was still available to them, we were in trouble.
The eastern sky tinged pink. How long before the dragon would wake, and how long before it came? Alexis and the other horses were winded and couldn�t maintain their pace.
Kendra called, �Just a little longer.�
Whatever that meant. Didn�t she hear how close they were? Of course, they were closer to me than her since I rode behind the others. All she had to do was remain ahead of me. Springer had been incessantly barking but quit because of being winded. I caught a glimpse of him speeding off into the rocky land to the side of the road and didn�t blame him.
Someone behind screamed amid the threats and taunts. It sounded out of place, not at all like a war cry, but I was bent over Alexis� neck urging her to run faster. A second scream made me turn and look. A black shadow was descending over the thirty or forty men chasing us. The dragon. It swooped in from behind, before most of them were aware of it, and spread its wings wide. The body of the dragon flew knee-high as it swept at the men on horses with its rear talons.
Both horses and men fell from that first pass. Torches skittered along the road, although they were no longer needed in the dawning light. Then, the dragon flapped its wings harder, and it raised high enough in the air to fly well above the four of us. It continued flying higher until making a wide, lazy turn and aiming directly at our pursuers again, gaining speed as it lost altitude.
It approached from the front of them this time. Both the riders and horses saw what was about to happen, and men dived from their mounts, as horses broke away in panic. Riders were trampled. Horses ran into each other. Before the dragon roared, the mad scramble to get out of its way caused more confusion. After the roar, there was total panic in men and horses.
Tater fought to control the bucking of his horse, and Elizabeth short-reined hers to pull to a stop behind him, twisting the horses head until it faced the rear and she had control. Kendra had anticipated the problem and had crawled up the horse�s neck far enough to wrap her arms around its head and placed both palms over the horse�s eyes as she talked soothingly to it. Alexis trembled and bucked a few times but remained calm enough for me to remain seated.
An arrow whizzed past me.
�Ride,� I shouted, spurring my horse ahead. I took the lead, not because of wanting to, but the dragon had made another circle and now swooped down from our rear again. Alexis spotted it, and despite being tired, she sprinted. I heard at least two of the other horses behind me, and a quick look confirmed all were there.
Alexis made it to the top of the nearest rise, which was too far away to make out details of those chasing us. Her sides heaved, her coat was soaked, and foam dripped from her muzzle. I leaped off her, giving her less weight to carry while she recovered, and while I kept hold of her reins, my attention remained focused on those who had tried to catch us.
The other three of our party were also dismounting, and Tater held a bow because he was smarter than me. He also had a broken arm. He said while waving the bow in the air at the confusion behind us, �Wouldn�t want to do that again.�
I was about to ask if they were going to chase us again, when the dragon made a quick turn, spread its wings until fully extended, and slowed. It dropped to the ground beside the road as easily as a leaf in a breeze in fall. The dragon sat equidistant between our pursuers and us.
�That should slow them down,� Kendra said in a way that made me think she was responsible for the positioning of the beast.
�I thought the dragon didn�t fly in the dark,� I reminded her as I accepted the proffered bow from Tater.
�No, it doesn�t like to, but this was an emergency, so it did,� Kendra briefly explained, telling me little of what I really wanted to know.
�What happens now?� Elizabeth asked.
We all looked to Kendra.
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Kendra returned our blank looks and watched the dragon. We followed suit. It was obvious Elizabeth, and Tater were as frightened of it as me, but Kendra wore a wisp of a smile. She had the same expression young mothers have when they watch their children play with a ball on a warm summer morning.
She said, �Isn�t it beautiful?�
That was the second time she had said something similar. It was the second time I disagreed with her. The creature was larger than most farmer�s barns, it smelled a rank odor of rotting meat that drifted all the way to us, and one swipe of its tail could kill all of us and our horses.
It squatted or all four legs, each toe with claws as large as my forearm. It growled a rumble deep in its chest, and when it shifted positions, it revealed blood that had run down its chin. Man, or horse, I didn�t know, nor did I wish to. A horse bucked and ran in wild panic directly for the dragon. With a snap, of the mouth too fast for my eye to follow, the horse was eaten, saddle and all.
�Beautiful?� Elizabeth asked.
�It just saved your life, and probably days of torture,� Kendra said, a little too rudely.
Tater stepped in front of us and pointed. Following his finger, I saw a man had stood from a concealed place in the scrub where he had been sneaking up on us. I pulled an arrow. He ran away. I lowered the bow and said. �The horses need a longer rest and water.�
�So, we walk,� Elizabeth said, her eyes still watching Kendra with an expression that said their entire relationship had changed.
To me, both of them were being rude. Only Tater and I were acting polite and genteel, which would surprise everyone in the palace because they normally conducted themselves the opposite. Sniping didn�t suit either of them. Elizabeth was a princess and used to having all the attention directed her way. She was in command. Kendra was normally subservient. Their roles were changed, and neither seemed able to adjust without tension and anger and perhaps jealousy.
There were at least two injured men laying on the road and three horses. I glanced at Tater in silent agreement to walk our horses and caught another flash of movement. Turning back, there was now only one man on the road, and the dragon was chewing.
As Tater and I began walking, Elizabeth did too. Kendra remained behind, sitting and watching. She held the reins for her horse and observed the dragon carefully before finally standing and walking over the crest of the hill to join us. As we disappeared from sight, the dragon let out a piercing screech as if saying good-bye.
We picked up the pace. Tater said if we walked faster we would reach a stream and a few trees before long. When we reached it well before dark, the horses and us were about at the end of our reserves.
However, Tater pointed upstream. �The bottom is gravel and sand. Walk only in the stream, so the current washes away our tracks.�
We followed him fifty steps upstream trying to keep the horses from stopping to drink until we were out of sight to anyone on the road. We found a small clearing that was sheltered from the road and let the horses drink. We did the same, then we followed a small game trail beside the stream until the sun nearly set, and it was full dark. We had gone over a small mound of a hill, high enough to hide us from the road when he called a stop.
�No fire tonight. Too much chance of a few of them still chasing us,� Tater said, taking full charge as if appointed. It made no difference. We were exhausted. All I wanted was sleep. We�d used most of the night to escape, walked all afternoon, and our reserves were gone. Tater had a rope. All other supplies were abandoned at the farm. We tied it off to a tree, and to another, then tied the reins to it. There were little patches of grass and weeds near the edge of the water, and the horses could reach the stream to drink.
We had three blankets for four of us. The night was warm but would turn chilly. I glanced at Tater and knew his filthy shirt was not going on my body. Kendra had spent most of the night doing whatever she did with the dragon and mages, so I turned to Elizabeth. �Take off your shirt, and you keep a blanket.�
�Men have made me better offers,� she teased in a tired way.
I was not in a mood for it. �Want me to give you my shirt, and I�ll take the blanket?�
Quicker than it takes to tell, her shirt came flying my way. She snatched up the blanket and wrapped herself in it as she sat cross-legged and barked. �There are still things I do not understand.�
Kendra said, �There is some I can tell you, and much I don�t know.�
Elizabeth peered at her in the dark and relented. �You�re too tired now. Sleep, and we�ll talk in the morning.�
Before they were finished with that exchange, I had Elizabeth�s shirt on backward, so it helped warm my front and arms, and I was asleep.
We slept late. The sun was high when Springer started barking. It was his yapping of warning. He must have caught up with us during the night. We stood, and I reached for my sword. Springer was barking and looking up at the sky.
The dragon flew past, low and fast. It joined Springer in making noise as it screeched a higher pitched sound instead of the roar of anger. Tater leaped to the horses and cinched the saddles still on them as the women helped. I went to the stream where there was a good view of the road. It was empty.
However, the dragon turned and came back. It dipped to treetop level, and an arrow flew up at it. There was at least one man sneaking up on us, and probably more. I ran back to camp and told them in whispers. We decided to ride quietly through the trees parallel to the road.
�How did that dragon know to come here?� I asked Kendra.
�Why ask me?�
Elizabeth said, �It�s watching over you.�
�Nonsense,� Kendra said with too much emotion. �That�s just silly.�
Tater passed me a look that said he agreed with Elizabeth but wisely said nothing. He and Springer took the lead.
I tried to use my small magic a hundred times while riding, finding it interesting to lack magic. While it had been a crutch, I�d always thought the same things could be achieved without it. I wondered how the mages would react�and found there were none I liked or cared about. Twin, the newest in the palace had seemed better than the rest, but with age, he probably would have been just like the others, arrogant and elitist.
The number of people pursuing us was unknown, but even if it was just one, why fight when we could flee home to safety? We had mounted and rode away. The vegetation grew thicker as we traveled, the hills taller, and by mid-afternoon, we reached the first farms in a wide, green valley.
�Go on ahead. Take the road. I�m going to see if anyone is still following and catch up later.� Alexis turned at the pressure from my knee, and we stayed in the thick brush just off the road where we could see and remain unseen. We paused at the top of every hill and watched the road, often seeing farmers or tradesmen, a few wagons, but nothing that resembled troops or mages.
Twice, the dragon flew past, but no wyverns. The dragon never gave me a second look. It struck me odd that wyverns had been so abundant, and now few were in sight. I�d gotten the impression the two varieties of dragons didn�t like each other, and perhaps that was correct. Maybe Kendra knew something more about it. Alexia would carry me to them before dark. After days of tension, I relaxed and found myself whistling a soft merry tune.
Alexia wanted to trot, and once out on the road, I gave her free rein. We passed a pair of women returning home from hunting mushrooms, a wagon with a load of hay piled so high it looked humorous, and a handcart pushed by a boy in his middle teens held apples.
The boy at the handcart waved me to slow, and said, �Keep a sharp eye. Cutthroats from Mercia are sneaking around, they say.�
�We just came from down there, and it is trouble. The whole city is destroyed and who knows what types of people will be on the road? Tell your friends and neighbors to be careful.�
He tossed me an apple as he continued on his way, pushing the cart faster. The encounter gave me the time to understand that while the four of us had been solely considering our actions and how they would affect us, and we�d been wrong to do so. What had happened in Mercia would change the lives of all in Dire, and those living in the southwest corner most of all. We had also placed them in danger without giving them a warning.
Anger heated inside my chest. It bellowed and increased until the realization of what we�d done, even if inadvertently flared to near physical pain. My mind projected what would happen tomorrow to innocent people, then the day after. We knew the mages had escaped, probably to the port where they could travel anywhere.
Suddenly, it all seemed too convenient. Our mages joining with those keeping the dragon prisoner made a group of intertwined, powerful beings. There were others like the Blue Woman and Stata, and whatever their goals were, but logic said they were aligned with the mages. That included the �mage� or whatever being that had controlled a dead husk called Stata. All of them had been drawing the �essence of the world� which now seemed to be better named the �essence of the dragon.�
They were all working together and had been for at least four hundred years. Freeing the dragon from the cave hadn�t ended anything. That many people cooperating for that length of time spelled far more danger than was evident. They also had the time to make plans and contingencies, for there was always the possibility the last dragon might die or escape. They had even known of the Dragon Queen, or someone like her.
I leaned forward over Alexia�s neck and urged her to run faster. Looking ahead, past my horse�s bobbing head, a single horse approached me, also running down the center of the road. Readying myself for a fight, it drew nearer�and the rider became familiar, the way she sat the horse, and the horse itself. It was my sister who was supposed to be rushing home, not riding on the road alone.
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Kendra drew closer and slowed. Her face was tight, her horse lathered. I sat taller and gently tugged the reins. Alexis reacted as if reading my mind. She slowed and without instruction from me, pulled to a stop beside my sister. We both panted from the exertion required to ride at speed, especially over such distances. The emotional drain affected us no less.
�You are in a hurry,� she said, still trying to catch her breath. �Why?�
�To catch up with you. We�ve made a mistake.�
Despite her panting, she managed a slight smile before saying, �I know. That�s why I�m here. Tater is taking Elizabeth to Crestfallen where she is going to convene a council of the king�s advisors. She wants to form a temporary ruling body and appoint Prince James as Prince Regent until his father either dies or recovers.�
That information came as a total surprise. The king had been able to continue his rule if only because all was well in the Kingdom of Dire and little direct intervention by him was required. The revelation indicated Elizabeth now believed otherwise. �Then what?�
�The Prince Regent will be informed of everything we know.�
�Even us?� I asked.
�Everything.�
�I don�t understand what�s changed.�
�Ten mages are what. Three from our own palace. While they were supposed to be helping us, they were helping themselves.�
Kendra and I were regaining our normal breathing, although my mind hadn�t quite recovered, yet. There were so many variables, so much new information�aside from the fact that only the day before I�d watched an entire city destroyed by a creature most didn�t believe had ever existed. It was too much to take in at once.
Kendra leaned closer as if to keep anyone nearby from overhearing her, despite that there were no others in sight. �Answer this. What if the king�s sickness was caused by the mages?�
All the ideas I�d had while riding to warn them flooded back. I�d been right, but only just. Kendra�s question revealed so much more. When coupled with what my thinking had determined, we had not finished anything�we�d forced a volcano to erupt.
We climbed off our horses and walked towards Mercia as we talked. Kendra was taking the lead, and it somehow became my duty to follow and listen. It was not a reversal of roles, but never before had she acted in such a strong manner.
�There is more,� she said, sounding excited and apprehensive at the same time. �Now that the dragon is free, the others cannot draw her essence. I�m not sure how it worked, but it somehow depended on them preventing her from depleting her energy.�
�Her?�
�It is a she. The dragon normally keeps that energy to herself, and essence is the wrong word. There isn�t a perfect name, but life-force is closer. It is sort of like our spirit, our consciousness. All that was drawn from the dragon while a prisoner made her weaker. Too much drawn from her and she would have died.�
�That�s why the Blue Woman was so concerned.�
�And why the mages went to Mercia. The dragon�s life-force was diminishing because of an unknown being drawing it away. Me. I was drawing it away without even knowing. The mages and others didn�t know what was happening, so they called an emergency gathering and somehow discovered it was a person but didn�t know who I was. They set traps all over because they knew I�d come to Mercia. The trap with the Kondor in the mountains was only one of many.�
A sense of strangeness and jealousy filled me. I had my small magic, and it only seemed right they would search for me. Kendra had none of my powers. The situation was reversed in a way that confused me. I�d hidden my powers to prevent just such a discovery, but instead, it was Kendra they wanted�and she flaunted her newly acquired powers.
We passed a few people on the road and warned them, but all already knew something was happening, even if they didn�t know specifics. Bad news travels fast.
I asked, �Elizabeth has other plans?�
�She wants to lead an army to Mercia and the port. Prince Regent James will order it because he will need to know what is happening and that there is no danger to the kingdom.�
�How long will that take?�
�You�re asking for a reason to stall?� she asked.
�Three days for her to get back, two for the conference to appoint the Prince Regent, at least two more for the army to prepare to march, and four to reach Mercia. That is eleven days,� I told her.
�What is the significance of that?�
�You and I have to survive eleven days with none of my magic, against ten mages and probably spirits, ghosts, sorceresses, and witches�and all they command.�
We reached a stream that flowed across the road, no more than ankle-deep. Over the years, locals had gathered small stones and gravel to make a firm crossing for wagons. We knelt and drank our fill while the horses did the same. They ate tall grass beside the stream while Kendra was distracted, lost in her own ideas. I said nothing. She was lost in thought and would work out whatever bothered her.
She finally turned to me, her face pale. A twitch had developed in her left eye. �I�m going to try something. Don�t be alarmed.�
Her eyes closed. The twitch was still there, but she ignored it. She drew in a deep breath and knitted her eyebrows. She stiffened with a jolt, and her eyes flew open. Her head tilted back a little, and she stared at the sky.
The dragon flew into sight.
�You called it?� I asked.
�Yes. I didn�t know if it would work.�
�Tell it to change directions a little to the right,� I suggested.
The dragon turned to the left. She said, �Like that?�
�I said to the right, but maybe dragons don�t know their directions.�
�Not her,� Kendra snorted. �My right or hers? I assumed you meant hers.�
�So, you can control it?�
�Control her? No, not really. She seems to obey my suggestions, but it�s not like we�re talking or anything like that. Don�t ask more questions right now because I�m scared enough to pee myself. A dragon just did what I told it. Damn.�
Not being able to hold back my ideas, I grinned.
�What?� she snapped at me.
�Just thinking. There are ten mages and who knows what all sort of spirits and nasty things against us. Just the two of us�and one great big nasty dragon that tears apart whole cities.�
�Not funny.�
�Is too,� I said then dropped the subject before she hurt me. Still, the core of my joke was true. It appeared the dragon was always near Kendra and always ready to defend or protect her. Perhaps it understood that she had freed it. Four hundred years gave it a long time to think. The dragon continued to fly until out of sight. I would bet it remained close to Kendra, even if we couldn�t see it.
A woman carrying a heavy sling made of a quilt walked rapidly in our direction. She had to bend at the waist to walk because of her load, and when her eyes raised to find us, she veered off across a pasture at a walk-run, which was as fast as she could move. Kendra drew her horse to a halt and turned to watch. When the woman saw her do that, she dropped the quilt, and whatever was inside, then she sprinted for the trees.
�Scared,� my voice so soft it was not intended for my sister.
�Of us,� Kendra responded.
Why? The answer came easily. There was fighting ahead. Well, perhaps not fighting so much as killing. I turned and looked behind at the vacant road, and then ahead to find the same. The few people who had been traveling earlier were gone.
�We need weapons. I only have my sword.�
�Bows. And a few strong recruits wouldn�t hurt, either. Where can we get them?� Kendra asked, but she was always more practical than me. I stated a need, she figured out how to fulfill it.
A farm drew my attention. Instead of the usual one or two room house and leaky barn, it was two stories tall, a rarity. The barn was large enough to hold two of the houses, and the fields surrounding it were plowed, some planted, and others fallow. Sheep grazed with goats and a few cows. Nobody was in sight.
My first thoughts were that in a city, people seldom displayed their wealth with fancy outsides to their homes. When marauders, conquering armies, or even common thieves chose their victims, they went for the money. Most of the wealthy people I�d met lived in very plain buildings on the outside, little different from any others. It was only when you went inside that you found the chandeliers with crystals to reflect light, walls painted by masters, and statues carved so well they took your breath away.
The farmhouse defied good sense. That made me uneasy. Still, we needed a place to spend the night because we wouldn�t reach Mercia before dark.
I pointed. �Let�s go there.�
After the slightest hesitation, while she probably considered all I had, but in far less time, she nodded. We turned down a lane and rode boldly, or in a manner I hoped appeared bold, right up to the house. Not even a barking dog greeted us.
The doors to the barn were fastened open. No animals were inside. We rode to the front of the house while watching for the slightest movement in one of the many windows, another ostentatious sign of wealth. Most farmhouses had only a single small window if that.
�Wait here,� I ordered, happy my voice hadn�t betrayed my fear. I dismounted and hammered a fist on the door. When nothing happened, my hand gently lifted the iron latch and pushed, my other hand gripped my sword. The door swung open, and nothing else happened.
I walked inside to find a sitting room with a dining table and kitchen beyond and motioned for Kendra to follow me. The house felt empty. There is a difference when people are there. It might be the smallest of sounds or smells. Yes, it was probably smells or lack of them. People have odors, their breath smells, the fire cooking their food smells, and more. The bottom floor felt empty.
At the top of the stairs spread a landing and four doors. Behind each door were sleeping mats and personal items for three or more, all but the last one. It was the largest, and only a single person had slept there. A man. It had the stink of sweat, a pile of dirty clothing caked with mud and earth. None of the objects in the room was feminine.
One wall held an assortment of weapons on pegs, one of the objects of our search, but we�d never expected to find a hoard like the one hanging there. A war ax, two broadswords, a pair of spears, various knives, and four bows, all different. I went to the bows. Two were so old the wood would snap at a pull. Two were newer, one a longbow, the other a common variety for hunting. Quivers held long and shorter arrows. I gathered them and noticed more pegs�without weapons. Almost as many empty pegs without as those with them�and that struck me as odd.
The hair on my neck tingled. I moved to the nearest peg and looked carefully at the top before running my finger along the surface. Near the end was a layer of dust. Closer to the wall was none. They had held weapons recently, probably this morning, would be my guess. A lot was missing, and that told me the people who lived here were expecting trouble and were armed.
I flew down the stairs and found Kendra still snooping. She held up a single sheet paper. �It has a name. Braun. There was a general who served Elizabeth�s grandfather with that name before we were born. He lost an arm in a battle and was awarded a tract of land and gold for his service and bravery. I read about him in a book. He was a hero.�
�Hold these,� I thrust the bows and quivers at her. My feet pounded on the bare wooden floor to the owner�s room again. The pile of dirty clothing drew my attention. I grabbed a shirt and carried it downstairs. There was one sleeve sewn to the body of the shirt so it wouldn�t flop while he worked. Obviously, a man with one arm missing.
Kendra went back to the small desk and pulled ink and quill, then searched for more paper. She found another letter and turned it over to use the back. A few quick words explained our theft, and we departed, careful to latch the front door. However, we also took a pair of heavy blankets for each of us. We also raided the kitchen for a sack of food. At the barn, a cask held grain for the horses, and we filled a leather bag, then we rode back up the lane.
�They�re watching us,� she said. �There were dirty dishes and a bowl of soup. It hadn�t been there a full day.�
�No, I don�t think so. But a good general would have a safe place nearby where the family could hide.� Then in a concession to the feelings we shared, I continued, �He might leave one of the older boys to watch the place instead of remaining where he�s sure to be attacked. He�d run to safety when needed.�
�That�s what we�re going to do,� she said. �That farmhouse will attract anyone from Mercia, especially those looking for us.�
�Or for riches to steal. Do you think the mages are actually looking for us?�
She cast me one of those looks again. �Well, they were earlier, and nothing�s changed, I suppose so.�
Ignoring her snide remarks, my response was cool and agreeable, �I guess so, too. Tater�s rubbing off on me. I�d rather sleep in the forest tonight than in that comfortable house. Searchers will look in the house before anywhere else.�
We knew the forests would end soon and we�d face the open expanse of desolation where nothing grew. I pointed Alexia to a small path that took us off of the road. After a few steps, I slipped off the horse and went back and smudged the hoofprints with my palm, carefully working the soft mud until it appeared as it had before we turned. The final hoofprints on the road also got my attention, and they were eliminated as well as possible. Then I walked over them as if a traveler had walked that way. My attempts might keep our departure hidden, especially in the dark. A few more innocent travelers on the road would help hide our prints too, but I saw no sign of that happening.
The trail took us up the side of a rounded knoll, where a small meadow spread out. There was no running water, but from there we had a clear line of sight to the road in both directions, while the tops of the trees growing on the lower slope of the knoll protected us from sight. Kendra fed the horses grain from the sack and staked them for the night where they could eat. I found a deep firepit with two rows of rocks piled high around the edges. A small stack of cut firewood sat beside it.
That told me others had watched the road from the knoll. Nothing said who, but I could think of no reason an honest man would be there�excluding us. Still, it was perfect for us, or for highwaymen. We wouldn�t chance a fire, but it gave us a place to spend the night where we might see our enemy before he saw us. What more could we ask?
Kendra and I sat together and watched the empty road. Near dark, a single man on a horse rode past, heading away from Mercia. The horse had big hooves, useful in working the fields, so they didn�t sink into soft ground, no saddle, and the rider was dressed as a farmer. Kendra said, �He�s scared.�
�Something bad is happening behind him, or he would walk that horse.�
�He�s coming from where you and I are going in the morning. Maybe we should have stopped him,� she said.
�Do you think we could have?�
She shook her head. �No, he�d have turned into the fields and escaped. Do you have a plan?�
�Yes, but you won�t like it.�
�Tell me,� Kendra said, turning to face me, her expression stern.
�I plan to do whatever my sister says.�
She didn�t answer for so long I thought she might not. Then, without any humor in her voice, she said, �I�m afraid we are going to kill people. That is the only plan I have.�
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Kendra�s prediction that we were going to kill people came out of nowhere, and it sat on my mind like the dragon crushing an outhouse. It was so unlike her. She was the kindest, most gentle person I knew. Those words coming from her created an impact like being struck with an ax. Once, she had berated me for killing a field-mouse that had made its way inside our apartment. For my penance, she ordered me to devise a trap that would catch any future mouse intruders without hurting them. I did it, and I suffered the guffaws and insults of other boys my age for months as I carried my tiny captives outside for release.
I went to the horses and returned with the bows and quivers. Enough daylight remained to inspect them. There are graveyards full of soldiers who did not care for their weapons or inspect them before a battle.
Both bows were in good condition, but the pull on the longbow was almost too much for me. I handed the smaller, hunting bow to Kendra and watched her examine it as well as any archer would. She pulled an arrow and sighted down the shaft and spun it to ensure it was straight. The tip was metal, and sharp. She selected another and repeated the process.
We sat on blankets, but the night was still warm, even without a fire. Only a gentle breeze caressed us. Our positions were such that I watched the north road over her shoulder while she watched the south. Once finished inspecting the weapons, we remained silent until I pulled a raw carrot and crunched it. She cast me a warning look, but I continued, and just to let her know who was in charge, I chewed with my mouth open.
�We should talk,� she said between the noise of me chewing.
I sat the carrot aside in favor of a thick slice of cheese.
She took half and waited as she watched the last of the light fade. �We�re not going to Mercia, you know.�
�There�s nothing left there,� I agreed.
�We bypassed a small city called Andover. I suspect many of those who fled in the last few days went there.�
�The rest?� I knew she was directing the conversation to where she wished.
�The port.�
�So, we are going there, too?�
�Andover first. Then the port,� she said as calmly as if ordering morning tea.
After waiting for her to continue, I prompted her because she seemed to be thinking about other things. �Why are we going to either?�
�We have to locate ten mages and anyone who worked with them�before they find and kill us.�
That sounded ominous. But it also brought up other questions. �How will we find them? If mages no longer have their powers, what danger are they?�
She rolled her eyes at me, in the old familiar way that said I was not paying attention. �They still have their powers, just not a source of the essence to draw upon and use them. The dragon can still be captured again, and without a doubt, they are devising plans to do that.�
�Then, keep the dragon away from them and foil their plans. We don�t have to go there to do that.�
�If only it were that easy. Listen, there are things you do not yet know or understand. The mages and their supporters are bad people. The king�s illness is a direct result of their activities, I believe. He wished to remove all mages from the kingdom. Elizabeth told me about it. Just as he was about to make that proclamation, he fell sick with the mysterious illness and remains so.�
�You�re sure?�
�Without a doubt. Then comes the crime of penning an animal in a cave for centuries. Can you imagine the anguish the dragon endured? How it woke each day wishing it would die? How its life was being drawn from it and used by mages and others?�
�Including me?�
She shrugged and asked, �If you had known what you were doing, would you have used magic?�
�You mean draining the life from that poor creature? Of course, not.�
�A person cannot be held responsible for things they do not know. Those who did know and continued to do so, and even helped imprison the dragon are responsible.� She was getting angry, and her clipped words told the story. �And now that they have experienced all that power, more than any king in history, they will not give it up.�
�They have lost the dragon, the essence they drew upon. If you look at it one way, it�s over. Killing the last dragon would end the possibility of them regaining control.�
Kendra leaned closer, but instead of agreeing with me and muttering a few nice words for my insights, she punched my shoulder. �Think!�
I had been. At least, thought so. There must be things missed by my simple calculations.
She said, �The dragon is a she.�
It seemed prudent to wait for more information before risking another punch.
Kendra threw her arms wide in frustration at my limited abilities to predict where her mind would go next. �She. Female. Eggs.�
�Escaped dragon,� I countered. �No eggs. No male.�
�Eggs were collected while she was held, prisoner.�
�Male sperm. None.� My wit and understanding of basic breeding facts exceeded hers.
�Wyverns. Related species.�
She had me there. �Really?�
�Maybe. We don�t know, but it is a possibility they can breed their own dragon�or half-dragon. They kept the dragon in a suspended existence and might have done the same with fertilized eggs.�
�That�s bad,� I agreed. �But it would take years and years to mature a hatched egg, and that gives us time.�
Kendra flashed a smile that told me she was going to destroy that argument somehow. �There is more you haven�t figured out, yet. I can still hear the wyverns. Remember them?�
�Of course.� We had just talked about cross-breeding them.
�Think! I hear them. Only two creatures, dragons, and wyverns are inside my mind. It seems logical that mages can draw essence from wyverns, too. Probably not as much. That�s why they didn�t allow them to go extinct. They are the backup plan.�
She was right. On all counts. A mature dragon probably provided a much larger pool of essence, perhaps a more powerful one, too. But a wyvern was so closely related, and they also touched Kendra�s mind. Perhaps three or four could equal the essence available from a single dragon. Or a hundred. It didn�t matter.
We might also be wrong on all counts. Wyvern essence might not be able to be used by mages, but the odds said otherwise. Like anything else, essence was neither good nor bad. The people using it decided that.
A mage might cure sickness, feed the poor, cure blight from crops or reduce famine. He might also use it to help a king rule and provide benefits to the population, water in a drought, protection from enemies, and relief from natural disasters.
But the opposite was also true. A mage or sorceress wishing unlimited wealth and power could use the same essence for personal gain. The mages in the palace had lived in as much splendor as any king. They wore the best clothing, all made by other�s hands. They ate the most expensive foods, imported and prepared for them. They wielded power above any king, with none of the onerous and mundane duties of ruling required of a king. Their only requirements were to attend balls, appear at royal gatherings, and provide occasional bolts of lightning to impress the crowds.
Sure, they also regulated the amount of rainfall, but those services might only be needed once a decade. Bands of roving marauders were a thing of the past in Dire, but if they became an issue, a mage would drop a tree on them or bury them in a landslide. Then, he had another decade of endless luxury to enjoy.
�Well, you sure quit talking,� Kendra laughed.
�You convinced me. No mage or sorceress will willingly give up what they have.�
�What about you?� she asked in a genuinely curious tone.
It was a good question. It was like a gambler who carried a spare block of sixes hidden up his sleeve. With that, he could win any pot. Knowing that gave him the confidence to never have to use his cheat. My small magic gave me that sort of mental edge. Not having to use it, and not using it, were advantages to me in all situations.
Would I miss that power? Of course. Could my existence continue as it had? Maybe, there would be adjustments, but the use of my magic had been seldom and slight. �It will change things. Given a choice, my wish would be to keep it.�
�We should sleep, now.�
Her abrupt words jarred me and assured there would be no sleep for me for a long time. The moon rose, mosquitoes swarmed, and bats swooped. I liked bats. Each mosquito they ate was one less to eat me. Farmers often placed bat-houses under their eves and near ponds kept for watering their stock. Mosquitoes had become a problem in the palace, some said because of the old moat which was fed by a diverted stream. A bat-house for right outside my window was nearly finished, a secret project in case it failed. If it worked, both Kendra and Elizabeth would get one.
To avoid the pests, I pulled the second blanket over my head, and all of me was safely underneath. Sleep came quickly.
Kendra woke me as she tried to move silently in the early morning foggy air. If she had moved naturally, my sleep might have continued. She had both horses ready, their saddles cinched tight, and our few belongings ready. The new longbow and quiver hung on a loop from my saddle. Her blankets were rolled and tied behind hers.
The road was unseen through the dense fog, common near the sea.
We mounted, without taking time to eat. The city of Andover couldn�t be far, and hot food would be there if we were lucky. As always, the fog seems to absorb all sounds, so the morning was unnaturally quiet.
The road was again empty of travelers. It made me uneasy so as we rode slowly, I unfastened my belt holding my sword and slid the quiver onto it, then adjusted it, so it rode next to, but behind my scabbard. I carried the bow in my left hand�it was that sort of still and silent morning. Sounds seemed to be absorbed, leaving a vacuum of quiet.
As Kendra had said last night, we were going to kill people. Maybe today. Of course, they might be thinking the same thing about us.
I said, �Can you hear the dragon or wyverns right now?�
We rode side by side, knee to knee. �Yes. The dragon is up ahead, but close enough to be here quickly if needed.� She paused. �I don�t know why I said that. But, it will come if called. The wyverns are off to our right, a long way. They are upset and scared.�
�There may be mages searching for us in Andover.�
�Wearing your quiver like that is a good idea so you can reach the arrows quickly, even if you dismount. It is also a warning to anyone looking our way.�
�Maybe you should, too.�
Instead of answering, she changed the subject, which was almost becoming normal for her. �Remember each time the Blue Lady came to us? How did she know where we were?�
�That�s something I�ve never considered.�
�She came to us three times. This might be a mistake in the way I�m thinking, but in my mind, are the dragon and wyverns, but there are more creatures, too. Unfamiliar things. Alive.�
�Can you sense me? I mean, tell when I�m close?�
�No. But ahead is probably Andover. There are three different things in my mind. Small. Distinct. Beyond, in what is probably the Port of Mercia, there are six more of them.�
�Describe them,� I said.
She rode in silence before speaking as if to a child. �Wyverns sound like bees buzzing, the dragon is a large drum, and within all of that are pinpoints of sound, like the chirp of birds. When concentrating, the direction of them is clear, the distance is unsure. Maybe after getting closer, the chirps will increase and give some sense of distance. Once we find one, I�ll know what they are.�
�Mages,� I decided, with no further information. Six and three made nine, and we�d been warned of up to ten mages waiting for us. One might have died or departed on a ship.
The fog began to lift. We�d left the trees behind and the branch of the road to Mercia, too. We followed the main road, and a smudge on the horizon was probably smoke instead of fog. Winters can be brutal in Dire, and each building would have one or more fireplaces, some three or four. All those emitting smoke as homes were warmed on a foggy, damp spring morning left a pall visible from a distance, well before individual buildings could be seen.
Kendra declared, after a long silence, �The three chirps are definitely getting stronger.�
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After Kendra said the three voices in her head were becoming more distinct as we approached Andover, we didn�t speak. My left hand gripped the bow tighter, and each person that came into view was suspect. More people used the road, worked outside, and did all the normal things expected, however, there seemed more of them. If the refugees from Mercia fled here, the city was flooded to overflowing with people�and it seemed that way.
Children played in the streets, dogs chased them and barked at us, cats lounged in the morning sun, and cattle grazed. Nearly every house and building surrounded by vegetable gardens and fruit trees. The haze of smoke had stained the rock buildings a uniform ash-gray. Since the landscape was barren and rock abundant, the locals used it for construction.
Kendra slowed and asked a woman carrying a large basket, �Where is the market?�
A finger pointed, then the woman strode off on her own mission. We rode slowly, my eyes taking it all in, not from the perspective of a visitor, but as a warrior. I watched rooftops, alleys, and corners. My mind calculated paths suitable for escape. Kendra dictated where we would go, and how to get there. She would tell me when we were close to any of the three chirps we needed to investigate.
Until we located one, the visions in her head might be anything, including birds. However, we didn�t think so. The horses moved easily down the crowded street paved with blocks of uneven gray stone. Every house held six, eight, or more people. The shops were crowded, the noise intolerable.
After two more turns, we located the market square, and it too was overflowing with people. A vendor at the edge sold fried meat pies, a favorite of mine. We bought two for each of us but didn�t dare leave our horses in the mass confusion for fear of never locating them again. We had no reason to enter the market itself or try to navigate our horses in the sea of humanity.
Kendra pointed to a stand of trees that was a small park for children. We rode there and stood at the edge, reins in hand while we ate. Children played, shouted, and otherwise were as they should be. One asked me to join in a game, and at another time I�d have taken him up on it.
Kendra said, �One of the chirps if that is what we�re going to call them, is close. I want to ride down that road over there,� she pointed.
�How accurate do you think finding them that way will be?�
�Who knows until we try.� She kicked her heels to her horse as if shutting off more conversation. She swerved to avoid a hand-truck laden high with cabbages, forcing the small man to turn aside and a few cabbages rolled off and down the road. Despite his curses, I pulled a small coin and tossed it to him as I rode past to catch up with her.
She slowed two streets away and jutted her chin at a building. It was two stories high, as were most in the area, made of gray stone, and above the door hung a swinging sign of a dancing bear. It was an inn. A short alley with a similar sign, however with a horse led the way to the stable.
Kendra never hesitated. Once in the stable, she paid a boy, and we entered the great room of the inn from the rear door. Without a pause to look around, or at the dozen people inside, she walked confidently to an unoccupied table and sat. Our bows were with the horses, but my sword was at my side.
My sister sat with her back to the wall, in the corner where the massive fireplace stood. A dour woman of thirty swept crumbs from our table with a dirty cloth quickly wiped at most of the accumulated surface grime. �Ale,� I said, not waiting for the question to be asked, and needing time for my sister to examine everyone in the room. She looked past me, her eyes pausing on each until she found a plump man with piggish eyes. Instead of sitting behind me where I couldn�t see him, he sat only two tables off to one side.
�Is that him?�
She nodded, turning her head slightly away from him to prevent drawing his attention if he should look. He appeared average, as tall or short as most, brown hair, wide features. His age was perhaps forty, but if he was truly a mage, any of his outward appearances might be a creation of his imagination and magic. He talked with another man, one that caused me more worry.
The second man was taller, thin, and younger. He sat stiffly, like the military officers in the palace. His eyes continually scanned the other patrons. Once, as he shifted, the butt of a long knife hidden under his coat was exposed briefly. He was a fighter, at the very least. However, he was probably hired for protection.
The mugs arrived, and I declined food. The meat pies would hold us for a while. I tasted the sour ale and regretted not ordering wine. Meanwhile, the mage finished his mug and ordered another as the same dour woman walked near.
�He�ll need the outhouse, soon,� Kendra said. �Without his magic, it should be easy for you to take him captive and escort him into the barn.�
�The other one is there to protect him. They are not friends.�
�I can see that. You get the mage into the barn, and I�ll be along right after, but I will keep the soldier away, too.� She reached into the jacket she wore, and her fingers searched one of the small buttoned pockets sewn inside. Her hand returned to the table and inside was a bit of paper folded into a small envelope.
There were several small pockets inside that jacket, and each contained something of value. One was a slow poison, another a quick-acting one. Sometimes she might need time to get away before someone fell ill, and others might want it to react before he could harm her. There was a powder that put one to sleep when absorbed through the skin, and others. Each packet was colored to prevent mistakes.
The one she held was pink and white striped�the sleeping powder. Her hand brushing a bare arm would transfer enough of the sleeping powder to have a man sound asleep in a dozen moments, but better yet, he would grow drowsy instantly. Her other hand opened a green packet, which when mixed with liquid would prevent the action of the first packet from affecting her.
She dipped her fingers into her ale and splashed enough to wet her entire hand. The green packet contained a white powder. My eyes roamed the rest of the people as Kendra readied herself. There were no suspicious characters if you disregarded a few petty thieves, a gambler who obviously cheated, and a man who simply had the appearance of one not to trust.
No sooner had her hand dried than the mage she�d identified shouted for another ale. The maid delivered it almost before the words were out of his mouth, and as his hand reached for her backside, she slipped away untouched. Laughing his disappointment away, he downed half his ale, and his eyes went to his lap, a sure sign of what was to come.
I beat him to it. Following him would be a giveaway to his bodyguard. So, I stood and headed for the rear door and the outhouse I�d noticed on the way inside. Three steps took me to the edge of the building and around the corner to a thick shrub taller than me. After a quick glance to ensure the back was devoid of other patrons, and that I was out of sight for anyone who might live nearby, my knife filled my hand.
My imagination worked out the details inside the great room. As the mage stood to use the outhouse, so would Kendra. She would step up to the warrior and place her hand in his as she introduced herself, making sure to move her hand so as to spread the powder around for quicker results. As she continued to prattle about nothing, he would grow sleepy, and she would excuse herself and join us in the barn.
The rear door opened and banged closed. The mage staggered past the corner where I waited, and a few steps beyond before my arm went around his neck, the blade in my other hand pressed firmly to his neck. I turned him to the barn, and we entered.
The stable boy mucked a stall and froze in fear when we entered. I asked, �Are our horses ready?�
He nodded vigorously.
�Good. Now, I want you to go to the last stall way down at the end and don�t make a sound. I�ll leave you a full copper coin on this railing.�
His eyes got big at the offer, and his feet scrambled to obey. Kendra strode inside.
The mage said, �I have to piss.�
Kendra said, �How long did you help keep that dragon in the cave?�
�H-how?�
She slapped him across his face so suddenly and so hard my knife almost sliced his neck open. �Never mind. How many mages are you working with?�
He shook his head. He was not going to talk, even while drunk. Kendra reached out and placed her palm on his bare cheek, allowing it to linger and transfer the sleeping powder. The stable boy had released our horses, and Alexis stood only a step away. When the mage�s knees went weak, I knew better than to lift him right away. As expected, he peed enough to fill an ale pitcher.
Kendra helped me heft his limp body up and over the horse. I climbed on behind him, after placing the copper coin promised to the boy on the railing. Kendra rode ahead, leading the way out of town the same what we�d entered.
A constable motioned for me to stop. I did, blinding him with my best smile as I explained the mage was a distant uncle who often downed too much ale and his wife had sent me to retrieve him again. As if to help my story, the mage burped loudly, and the constable waved us on. A believable lie told by an impish scamp was far better than fighting our way out of town.
Once beyond the houses at the edge of Andover, we turned off the road and followed a winding path to a stand of bare rocks the size of outbuildings. At the base was a campsite, unused for some time, but it met our needs.
We lowered the mage to the ground, and I asked. �How long will he sleep?�
�Until dark, at least. Tie him, and we will go back.�
That was an answer I didn�t expect. �How did you know it was him? That blip you told me about?�
�Sort of. Once we entered the inn, there was a sort of radiance about him. Something like the Blue Woman, but thinner, wispy.�
�So, now you think you can find a mage in a crowd?�
�Maybe. If they are all like him. But if we capture another we can pit them against each other and confirm their stories.�
Kendra, and most women, in general, are far more ruthless than men. However, for now, this was her show. The mage was secured with a good rope, not that I expected him to try and escape. He might not even wake up before we returned. My sister took care not to touch me so the man we left might wouldn�t be the only one sleeping by the end of the day.
Back in the center of town, she took several twisting streets, and Alexia followed without instruction. Finally, she slowed and watched a house carefully. It was also two-stories tall, stone, and in a wealthy section of the city. All the houses were built flush to the street with the wide sidewalks in front. The houses butted up against each other on their sides. Any unused land would be behind.
Kendra turned at the corner, and as expected, a wide alley took us behind where each house had some sort of barn, stable, carriage house, or all. They were fenced, but we sat high enough that we saw over them. Her eyes were on one house, so my attention went there, too.
�Can you slip up to the house and see how many are inside?�
In answer, I got my feet under me and stood on the saddle and stepped over the fence. I landed on soft ground and rolled, then darted to the outbuilding. Getting found by enemies from behind was not going to happen because of the fence. The outbuilding held five horses, not a good sign. Three of the stalls had boards with names burned into them. Two were for visitors.
Perhaps that was better, but no way to tell, yet. At the rear door, I listened to a pair of men talking, but the words couldn�t be made out. A window revealed them sitting on large stuffed chairs, intently facing each other.
They were mages. Not because they glowed or by any deed of mine, but because I recognized them from the palace. I�d seen them my entire life.
A ladder stood against the outbuilding and a window on the second story was open. It was perfect. I found a few rags in the barn and wrapped them around the top rails of the ladder. It went against the side of the stone house without a sound. At the top of the ladder, I peeked inside to an empty bedroom.
Once inside, my boots came off, and I slipped barefoot from room to room, all empty. The same two voices echoed up to me, never another. There might be someone else, but I�d done all I could to be sure. If a bodyguard or soldier leaped out when I got down, we�d fight.
I moved down several steps and waited. The staircase ended in the room where the mages sat. My sword was in my right hand, my boots in my left. I threw the boots to the far side of the room, causing both men to look that way as I silently raced up behind them.
My sword-tip touched the bare neck of the closest. To the other, I said, �There is nothing preventing me from killing you both, here and now.�
�Damon?� The one able to turn his head asked.
The other started to turn to look at me. I jabbed him hard enough to draw blood.
The first said, �Have you lost your mind, boy?�
Despite my sword, it was two-to-one, and they had looked down on me my entire life. For them, facing a stranger would be more difficult. I sensed both tensing as if they were going to fight.
In a flash, my sword blade rose, and I hammered the butt of the sword handle down on the top of the head of the nearest, stepped aside, and slashed across the chest of the other. His shirt sliced open, as did his skin. The cut looked deeper than I�d intended.
As the first man slumped to the floor, I reached out my hand and tore the rest of the shirt open from the other as he stood in shock examining his wound.
A few slices of my blade cut the shirt into strips. He was still examining his wound when I pulled his wrists behind his back and tied them. The one I�d hit over the head hadn�t moved. I went to the rear door and waved for Kendra to come inside.
�Anybody else here?� I asked.
He shook his head. His eyes were still on his chest as if he couldn�t believe what had happened. Then he raised them to me and growled. �I will kill you for that. I am a mage, stupid boy.�
�If you had a dragon in chains to draw your magic from you might do it, but you don�t.�
�There�s more than one mug to drink from.�
�Not today, there�s not. Maybe not even tomorrow,� I said while using more strips off his shirt to add to the ones already on his wrists. However, the comment stuck with me. Kendra and I would find out what it meant to drink from more than one mug. It didn�t sound good for me. I knelt beside the one on the floor to begin tying him�and saw his eyes were open and already turning foggy. I�d killed him. I�d murdered a royal mage.
Kendra entered in a wary stance, her knife in hand.
The blood ran in rivers down the stomach of the mage I�d cut. The entire lower half of his body was red. He snarled at her, �You.�
I expected Kendra to berate me for killing one and cutting the other, but instead, she glanced at the dead one and back to the other as calmly as if we did this sort of thing daily. She said, �Yes, me. And you are bleeding to death. Damon, I�ll bet you a silver crown that he is dead before dark.�
�You always take the winning side of our bets. No thanks.�
Her face still had shown no emotion, and that probably scared the mage more than anything. She said to him, �I am going to ask you a few questions.�
�I won�t talk. There are others of us who are coming.�
She sat in the chair where he had. �Well, there were three of you here in Andover. Now there is you.�
That statement got his attention. For the first time, I saw fear.
She crossed one knee over the other as she sat at apparent ease. �Without my help, you will die soon. When that happens, I will call down that great beast of a dragon I control, and just like I did at Mercia, I will have it flatten this house, and you along with it. Did you watch my dragon do that to Mercia? I stood beside the river as it did it.�
�Your dragon?�
�The lady in blue light called me the Dragon Queen.�
�No . . .�
�Listen, I don�t have all day. No, let me rephrase that. You do not have all day. Where are the other mages and what are their plans?�
Her casual attitude and cold tone even scared me. Blood still flowed freely from his chest as he slumped to his knees and then to the floor where he lay in a pool of his own blood. His face was sweating and pale. His hand tried to stem the blood as he looked from Kendra to me, then back again, disbelieving what he saw and heard.
She abruptly stood. �Have it your way. Damon, it�s time for us to go.�
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We walked outside, leaving the wounded mage lying on the floor bleeding to death. At any instant, I expected her to relent and tell me to question him again. Instead, we mounted and rode to the bazaar where she dismounted long enough to buy a loaf of bread and slab of cheese. Then she led the way out of the city, back to where we had left the first mage.
�Are we going to let him die?�
She turned to look at me. �I�m certain you didn�t mean to cut him as deeply as you did, and the other was an accident. I saw his chirp in my mind disappear when you hit him. The other is so dim I can barely detect it. There was nothing we could do to save him.�
�You called yourself the Dragon Queen.�
�To scare him. To know if he recognized the name. He was terrified of it, and that tells us he knows of the dragon and me.�
A shout drew my attention. The soldier or bodyguard from the inn was threatening a man on the street, demanding information about the mage who had disappeared. �Turn your head away and keep riding, Kendra.�
We left the city without incident if you can call killing two mages no incident. When we arrived where we�d left the first one we had kidnapped, he was still sleeping. We staked the horses and made a cold camp. While sitting on my blanket, I asked, �Did the second one die?�
She turned to me, and for an instant, I think she considered lying to spare my feelings. Then she said, �Yes. It was not your fault.�
�Are there any more of them in Andover?�
�No, but where I expected to find ten, there are four missing. Their blips have faded, and I have no idea why. I don�t think they died because I can still see them. That only leaves three strong blips, and four almost gone from mind.�
�Maybe they were injured by the buildings falling in Mercia and are dying.�
�Could be, but I don�t think so.�
�What about the Blue Woman and others of her kind? Can you detect her?�
�Nothing. It could be due to distance. We�ll talk to this one when he wakes, then move on to the mages at the port, and the others if we can find them.�
That told us how little we knew. We didn�t even have names for the blue creatures or spirits, besides calling them �others.� There was still daylight left, and the mage hadn�t woken, so I decided to take a nap. One thing about being my age was that naps came easily, at any time of the day.
I pulled the top blanket up to my chin and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, it was full dark, and Kendra was talking.
�Listen, the short story is your protector has no idea of where you are. I know you are a mage�or perhaps I should say, you were a mage. There is no more captive dragon to steal your essence from. So, you are mine.�
�There are others who will come for me.�
She snorted, �The other two mages in Andover who were from Crestfallen Palace? No, they won�t be coming to rescue you, I�m afraid. Damon killed both of them this afternoon.�
�Damon?�
�Yes, that young man sleeping over there. To tell you the truth, I was not too happy about it. He should have let me have at least one of them.�
It seemed more menacing to lie there and wordlessly stare at him. It certainly didn�t seem like Kendra needed any help. Besides, she knew the topics she wanted to question him about, and I didn�t.
�Both are dead?�
�Well, yes. Sorry. Now, we need to move on to you. I want to know about people, or things, that draw in essence for their use. There is one Blue Woman in particular, who intrigues me. And feel free to share anything about mages that you know.�
�Will I live?�
�That is a point you and me will have to discuss.� When it seemed he might object, or make demands, she held up her index finger to quiet him, then continued, �I should have put it this way. If you do not please me, you will die tonight. That is a certainty. Beyond that, well, who knows?�
He looked at me as if silently begging for help. My face remained impassive.
Kendra said, �Tell me about the mages who went to the Port of Mercia.�
�Some of us did,� he admitted.
�Why? I�m not going to spend all night trying to pull the information from you. It would be easier to leave you here for the crows to peck your eyes out while we go there and find out for ourselves. Talk, or we leave.�
He grew more even scared of her bland tone. Kendra can have that effect on people. He said, �The wyverns cannot produce all the essence we need.�
�Meaning?� she demanded.
�We must get more.�
�Are you intending to recapture the dragon?�
He shook his head. �No, it�s too old. It�ll die in a hundred years or less. We need a new one. A strong one full of vigor.�
�Where will you find this dragon?� her voice was deceptively soft.
�From the eggs. I do not know where that is. My job was to keep the dragon secure and shield her from the Dragon Queen�s release.�
�Ah, yes. The Dragon Queen. Enlighten me about her.�
His eyes darted from one side to the other before speaking as if making sure nobody else overheard him, �She will free the dragon from bondage and destroy the city. . .�
The mage�s voice had faded off at the end as if he listened to his own words and learned something he didn�t know. Kendra said, �Yes, that was me.�
He shuddered in fear.
She said in that calm voice that brought chills to backs and necks, �The Blue Woman and her ilk?�
�The undying?�
�Explain.�
�There are those who abuse the essence of life and draw it to them in such quantities that their bodies die, while they become evil spirits of energy existing only from the nourishment of the dragon. Not real physical beings. Touching them causes a discharge of essence strong enough to kill. Never touch one.�
Kendra slowly turned her head to peer through the darkness to me as if to say, I told you so. No misunderstanding existed between us on that point. I�d touched my last Blue Woman.
She said, �They occur unnaturally, the Blue Woman and others like her who demand essence. Correct me if I�m wrong, but with the dragon free, she and her kind cannot survive.�
�Wyverns. They profess to hate them, but that�s a ruse, so they alone control them. Wyverns are always kept nearby for times when there is no dragon essence to draw from. It is a pale substitute but keeps them alive. . . or what they call alive. They are hateful and evil.�
�The wyverns are like having a water-well beside a stream. If the stream goes dry, there is the well with stale water, but better than none until the stream flows again.�
He nodded quickly. �Yes. Like that.�
�I get the feeling you do not like them, the spirits,� she said.
Kendra had relaxed in her tone and posture, and as a result, so had the mage and I. However, it was he who was falling into her trap, as I�d done so many times before. He hesitated before answering. �No, we mages who still live do not like them. We will not allow ourselves to follow them.�
She seized on his statement, �I knew it. The spirits are nothing but mages who went too far consumed too much essence and changed into something else.�
He hung his head in shame. �You�re partially right. They are mages who grew old in their flesh and transformed into something eternal before their natural deaths. As long as they are fed the energy they require, they remain with us but do nothing of value. They only care about maintaining their sordid existence. If it was up to me, I�d have released the dragon long ago and told it to fly as far and as fast as possible, then a little more.�
Neither of us had expected that response, and there was no doubt about the anger, hurt, and disgust in his words. That brought another thought to mind. The man tied on the ground in front of us was not a terrible person�and that presented a problem. Those I�d killed earlier, and those before, deserved to die.
He said, �Do us all a favor and drive the dragon to the ends of the earth before you return to your home in Kondor. Do not let the dragon go there with you. It is expected, and there are mad mages and more spirits waiting for your return.�
�Return?�
�The dragon of yours came from your home in Kondor all those years ago, didn�t you know?�
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The mage didn�t know us and had assumed we had traveled from Kondor. He seemed to believe a connection existed. Our appearances made him believe that was our home and we�d traveled to Dire. It also meant he knew others from Kondor. A few days spent with him might answer a few of our unanswered questions about our origins.
Kendra didn�t speak as she absorbed the last few statements. When she did, her words were gentle, �Sir, you have provided what I asked for, and you will not die at our hands unless you force it. However, you also present us with a problem. What shall we do with you?�
He either refused to answer or didn�t have an answer.
For me, his candor had purchased his life, but I didn�t wish to face him as an enemy again, especially if he regained part of his powers. But he almost seemed reluctant in his mage duties. That resolved one problem that had been in the back of my mind all the while. Neither Kendra nor myself were capable of killing him�despite our recent rash of doing exactly that.
I looked at Kendra for an answer. She looked back.
We were not going to take him with us. Leaving him here to face a slow and painful death was worse than using my sword, and it would be kinder. �She asked you a question. What do you recommend?�
Hanging his head, he said, �If the situation was reversed, I�d kill you and go on about my business.�
Again, that streak of honesty.
Kendra said, �We are trying to find another way to resolve this. Help us, please.�
�You have no reason to trust me.�
�Still, I�m offering you a chance to live, and you�re not taking it,� she said. �We did kill your two friends today, and tomorrow we are going after more, so don�t think us children who are not capable of doing what we say.�
He squirmed into a better sitting position and leaned as close as possible. �I know my chances of living are slim. There is little to offer you but one thing. If you free me, I will depart for the hills of Brennen and never return to this cursed land.�
�That�s your home?� she asked.
�It is. The ship that brought me here sailed for nearly a month on an angry sea. I have the coin saved to buy passage home. What more can I promise but that you will never see me again?�
Kendra gave me a small nod. It gave us a way out, and if we saw him again, we could kill him then. I noticed how easily thinking of killing now came to me. Yet, I believed myself able to do it without concern. The mage gave us his word in trade for him disappearing, and if that failed to happen, his death was on him, not me.
�Deal,� Kendra said.
She made no threats, no promises, and leaving it that way was more frightening. I said, �Time for me to sleep. We�ll free you in the morning, and you can walk back to Andover, but stay there in the city at least ten days. We are going to the port of Mercia, and if we see you there, we have no choice.�
�If you see me on the road in ten days?�
A fair question. �If you are making haste to a ship I may shake your hand and wish you well. If you are walking in any other direction�well, it is time for me to go to sleep, like I said. Good night.�
However, I didn�t sleep. I lay awake and listened to the breathing of the other two, trying to decide if the mage was asleep or pretending, then the events of the trip overwhelmed me. Kendra now had a dragon for a friend, and I killed men while having no magic powers at all.
I mentally followed our route from the palace and realized Elizabeth, and Tater would arrive back at Crestfallen late tomorrow. I wondered if she would find her father had taken a turn for the better. Without mages to keep him ill, he might be hunting and dancing again. No, once he spoke with Elizabeth, he would probably roust his entire army and march this way if he was half the man he was.
How much can you trust a mage who has lost his powers? Can you believe he will sail to a faraway home? What if he is able to restore his magic in some fashion? All good questions for keeping a man awake.
I dozed in the early morning, after moving Alexia closer to me. She would snort and warn me of anything unusual. My hand grasped my sword before sleeping, and when I woke, it was still ready for use. My stomach growled in anticipation of more fried meat pies for breakfast.
Kendra awoke and spoke softly, �Has he been asleep all night?�
I nodded.
�Don�t say anything. Just be quiet.�
Whatever her game was, she didn�t sound like she was teasing or playing. I remained still and so did she, the difference being she had her eyes closed in concentration. We remained like that for so long the memories of the meat pies were slipping away.
The mage woke with a start. His body stiffened, and his mouth opened in fright, as his face twisted into a mask. The ropes held his wrists and feet, but he rolled to one side, his body strained to break free of the bindings.
Other than Kendra telling me to stay where I was, I�d have gone to him and made sure they were secure. He moaned. Then he rolled again, ending up face to the sky.
I heard the soft rustle of wings long before I recognized the sound. A spot of darkness increased until it took the shape of a bird, then later to a dragon. It flew right at us. Kendra remained still, and I knew she was guiding it.
The nameless mage broke his bindings. He turned to me, a wild expression on his face. He shouted, �You promised.�
�Did you draw enough essence from the dragon to break the ropes?� Kendra asked.
�Yes, what�d you expect?�
I peered at him as I used my magic to retie the ropes. In a soothing, non-threatening tone, I continued, �That was just a question. We still have our deal. I wondered if there was some special process you used.�
�You�re a mage?�
I shook my head. He calmed when no further action was taken, but his eyes kept nervously going to the sky where the dragon had flown. It had passed right by us, and as I looked at Kendra again, her intent became clear. The dragon had flown over the road leading from Andover to the seaport of Mercia, and now it flew along the road where we had been. It was looking for enemies on the only road in this part of Dire.
He reluctantly talked, his eyes still averted. �A mage remained with the dragon at all times. They . . . we drew the power from the dragon and made it available to all.�
I had suspected the answer, or something similar. �You weakened the dragon until it was barely alive and kept it that way.�
�I only did it for about ten years and hated it the whole time.�
The excuse sounded weak. If not for Kendra, he would still be stealing the life�s energy from the creature, only leaving it enough for it to exist. �What happened with my sister?�
The mage turned to her, then back away. �A few months ago, we detected huge drains on the essence, far more than all the mages drawing on it at the same time. We suspected the dragon was ill at first, then discovered a new entity. Her.�
�You didn�t know who she was, or where?�
�And had no way to find out. About a month ago, she drew a vast amount and held it a few minutes, then released it back in the dragon in a burst that almost allowed it to break free of its chains.�
�Chains?� Kendra spat, �You chained it?�
�How else could we be sure it didn�t escape? Are you going to kill me, now?�
A flat silence consisting of three people staring at each other on a cold morning took hold. Finally, she said, �No. We asked for the truth and cannot punish you for that. But also know this. I hate chains and if I�d have known that last night, we never would have made the agreement.�
The silence continued until she stood and walked to her horse. �Damon. Untie him and catch up with me.�
She rode away.
I went to the mage and said as I cut his bindings, �If I was you, I�d do exactly what she told you. I wouldn�t even go into town until mid-day in case she gets delayed.�
Instead of leaping to his feet in freedom, he remained seated, his eyes downcast. I walked to Alexia and mounted, also riding away without looking back.
As we entered the outskirts of Andover, there was a perceptual change. People were on edge. The crowds were still there, bolstered by those who fled from Mercia, but now they furtively looked around with darting eyes. Soldiers who were not noticeably on the streets a day earlier were patrolling. A fistfight broke out on the street and Kendra walked her horse around it.
At the bazaar, we located the same vendor selling his pies. As I paid for six, my curiosity got the better of me. �What�s going on?�
�Plenty. Two mages were killed yesterday, and another has disappeared. This morning a dragon flew over. Not a wyvern, mind you, a true dragon. Did you see it?�
�We camped outside of town to the north, but yes.�
He snorted as he accepted the coins, �All this time, I thought they were myths.�
�Me too,� I mumbled truthfully, with a wave goodbye.
Kendra still sat on her horse and held my reins for me. Her lips were pressed tightly together, her eyes hard. My hand held out a pair of the pies, but nothing passed my lips. She turned and rode through the streets as if not seeing the people scramble to get out of her way. The cobblestones were slick, uneven, and hard for the horses to walk on. We rode, ignoring the glares and rude catcalls. The entire city seemed affected by the appearance of the dragon�and none seemed happy about it. The dead and missing mages didn�t help either.
Leaving the city, we rode into a stiff, bitter wind that suited my foul mood. We again rode knee to knee, moving into single file only when we passed a group of travelers or wagons.
�Did we do the right thing with that mage?� I asked.
�What else, besides killing him, could we have done? Besides, despite all he did, the man seemed ashamed and contrite.�
We rode in silence, with me afraid to ask my next question. It had been bothering me from the first and needed addressing, yet the possible answer scared me. �Will you talk about the Dragon Queen to me?�
She snapped to attention at the question, then visibly relaxed. �It�s just a name, a story told to scare children.�
�No, it�s more than that.�
A boy approaching us kicked a ball in front of him. He saw me watching and picked it up and made motions as if to throw it to me. I raised my hands and the ball arced. Barely touching it, I threw it back. We tossed it between us several times before he laughed and raced away to catch up with his parents.
Kendra said, �I have existed in your shadows of age, magnetic personality, and magic since my earliest memories. Suddenly, I�m being thrust into a strangeness of power so strong it suppresses those of true mages, it overpowered them and allowed a magical creature to escape. It is sort of like being a servant one day and a queen the next. Can you understand?�
There are times to talk�and others to remain quiet. This was the later.
She went on, speaking softly as if not considering her words, but speaking them as they came to mind, �It�s hard. A total shift in perception. In addition, there is the new part of my mind that has awakened. It senses things�and I�m beginning to think magic, or what we call magic, is really just the use of essence.�
She grew quiet, thinking.
The breeze in our face carried the tang of salt, and the stink of death that is the edge of the ocean. Ahead, the road wound along the river, which was joined at some point by the raging torrent that guarded Mercia and would eventually find the sea. There was not a tree in sight. The wind probably carried salt and deposited it to kill all but the hardiest of plants, none taller than my knee.
The road was not crowded with people, but there were dozens to hundreds in sight at any time, some traveling to Andover, others to the great seaport along with us. They carried their belongings. I assumed most had lived in Mercia and had lost everything, but they didn�t appear as lost and morose as they should.
I started watching them, their actions and faces. A few waved listlessly, but still, that action was uncharacteristic of people losing their homes. Then, realization struck. They had been as much captives as the dragon. They had been freed when the dragon was. Now they would find new lives and homes. The gates of the city and the river not only kept invaders out, they kept people inside the city.
Wagon after wagon piled high with goods rolled in both directions, so many the road accommodated them without either direction having to move aside to pass. They were carrying cargo either to the ships or from them to be distributed throughout the kingdom. The road had one side for them, the other for people walking or riding. There was no interaction between them.
Kendra said, �The dragon dominates my mind. It is not sound, but impressions�and sound is the easiest way to explain. A steady roar, not angry or unkind, is there. Along with the roar is the buzzing of wyverns, sometimes louder and sometimes easing. If they are closer, it is louder, but if they get excited, it raises in pitch. Then there are the blips of sound, or impression, or whatever the correct name is. They are the mages. The use of essence and the distance from me change their identification.�
�Can you tell where that mage we left this morning is?�
�He just entered the city.�
�What�s he doing?� I didn�t like the idea of a mage being behind me.
�Only his location is revealed.�
�This morning, you had the dragon fly along this road to look for enemies.�
�True. What you�re really asking is how did I do that? My answer is, I don�t know. I made pictures in my mind. Se was flying low, along what I imagined the road looked like, and she did it. We didn�t talk. But there is a bond. She likes me. I freed her, and she knows it. Now, she wants to be near me, protect me.�
�Where is she right now? Can you tell?�
Kendra pointed her chin. �Over there. Not too far away. She likes to stay close.�
�What is she doing?�
�Eating sheep. This is her third one, and she is still hungry. Of course, she was very weak and thin. She needs food to get healthy.�
�You can tell all that?�
�And more. She is lonely. There has been nobody to care for her and has only had mages and spirits stealing her health for centuries. No companions of her kind, and none like me.�
Kendra looked ready to cry, and my questions could wait, but there was a lot more her answers brought up than they resolved. Seagulls circled and cried for a handout. A man tipped his hat and complimented our fine horses. Later, a woman gave Kendra a startled look, then tried to conceal her interest.
I said with a warm smile, �Nice morning. Was there something you wanted to ask?�
�Her horse. It is like the one Princess Anna arrived on. Did you also come from Crestfallen?�
�We did.� I waited, hoping she would reveal more. Instead, she turned her head and walked away quickly. I resisted the impulse to turn and ride after her and ask more.
Kendra said, �That confirms she made it to either the port or Mercia, so we can assume Lord Kent did, too.�
My thoughts went to Avery, the servant to the Heir Apparent. However, she was right. In the excitement of all that had happened at the mountain pass with those who we fought from Kondor, the thieves who stole our things, the Blue Lady, and the mages we had killed. The other three from Crestfallen had almost slipped my mind.
�Kendra, I have a question or request. Whatever, let me say I�m scared of what is ahead waiting for us. You say there are three strong mages and four weaker ones, but that doesn�t help. Avery, Princess Anna, and Lord Kent are also there. And spirits with reason to hate you.�
�Your question?�
�How much control do you have over the dragon?�
She looked at me with a blank expression that told me she didn�t know.
I said, �There are not too many people on the road ahead of us, and they will move at her approach. The wagons will also move. Have the dragon fly here and land.�
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Kendra said, �You�re scared of what we will face ahead, so you want the dragon to fly and land on the road ahead as if I can order it to protect us? At my demand? Do you believe the dragon is like some great stray dog that can be trained to sit and roll over on command?�
�Can you do it?�
Her anger flared, then diminished almost as fast. �You cannot understand what I feel and how I�m expressing unfamiliar impressions into words to explain when there are no words to properly convey my feelings.�
�That doesn�t answer my question.�
She pulled her horse to a halt, her face turning a shade of red that usually appeared just before she exploded at one of my shortcomings. To my surprise, she dismounted and held out her reins to me. �You had better take the horses off a distance and tie them well. She�s coming, and the horses will panic.�
What had I done? The horses would panic, sure. But what about me? I leaped off and ran them a few hundred paces off the road where a thorny bush looked tough enough to hold them. I triple-tied the knots and ran back to the road.
Kendra stood alone, eyes closed, arms slightly lifted from her sides. Travelers walked wide to either side to move past her. She pointed ahead on the road. People broke and ran. Wagons filled with cargo pulled to the side of the road as the drivers abandoned them.
I heard the air passing over the wings before turning to look. The dragon flew so low over us, I could have reached up and touched a dangling foot. Well, that was more an impression than reality, but it was low enough to see the claws on each toe.
The dragon spread her wings and lifted the front of them, so its speed decreased, and it settled on all four feet as light as a butterfly on a daisy. It turned to face us. I wanted to smile, but before I could, it roared. The sound came from a gaping open mouth pointed at me, full of jagged teeth. The rush of wind from the roar brushed our hair back, and the foul stench of rotted meat gagged us.
It was not a warning or angry roar. It didn�t scare me other than to disgust me with the rank smell. Her actions said the roar was a greeting if we ignored the still-wet sheep�s blood running down her chin and chest, and the red-stained fleece stuck between the teeth.
For the first time, we got a good look at her, the last dragon. My head reached the top of her legs, no higher. Her pebbled skin was grayish-black, with lighter browns on her underside. Her tail was not long and pointed like the wyvern�s, but stubby. The four massive legs gave her a squat sort of look as if she would be slow to move on the ground.
Kendra walked forward.
�Kendra, stop!�
She ignored me. The dragon watched her, and only her. When Kendra was close enough for the dragon to snap her up for lunch, it bent at the knees and rested its chest on the ground. The dragon lowered her chin and placed it on the road.
My sister placed a hand on the side of the dragon�s cheek, and to me, it was similar to when the orange had exploded from the Blue Lady�s touch. One touch from my sister and the dragon�s expression changed to one of a stray dog when someone scratches its belly. The dragon adored her.
Yes, that was the right word that slipped into my mind from an unknown recess. Not love, not affection. Adore. Respect, admire, and worship all were close but lacked a certain something that adore held. A rumble came from deep within the dragon.
Kendra turned to me. �It�s purring.�
Until that moment, I�d have sworn that dragons do not purr. Nothing I�d ever heard indicated they might. Maybe others do not. This one did.
Nothing told me to move closer and try to touch it. Everything in my life warned against that, and only my sister�s presence prevented me from turning and sprinting away. A single glance revealed the road ahead now stood empty. Even the wagons had managed to leave the road and were in the soft sand far to the sides. Not even a seagull flew nearby.
Our horses had calmed and were no longer rearing and bucking, but their eyes never left the dragon. Kendra kept stroking the dragon�s cheek, despite the blood and gore, and she was speaking softly to it, although I couldn�t hear the words.
She finally stepped back and waited. The dragon stood and extended its wings and flew with powerful strokes that raised whirlwinds of dust under it. Kendra stood and watched, never moving.
I fetched the horses and walked them back to her. When we reached about twenty paces from her, both horses balked. No matter what I tried, they would not go closer. Their noses flared, and they bucked nervously.
Kendra said, �Never mind, I�ll walk for a while.�
She walked. We followed at a distance. When we crossed a wide stream, she washed. In the distance to either side, there were stunned people who had been on the road and now remained fearful and stayed away. We had the road to ourselves. But they watched. There would be tales told later this day. Tales of the Dragon Queen.
Kendra finally managed to mount her horse, but it took a while to get it calm enough. We rode again for the port. We didn�t talk. The dragon was again out of sight, but it could return at Kendra�s call. The people were again on the road.
At mid-day, the tips of the tall masts of sailing ships came into view. We were nearing the port. The horses were now used to the smell of the dragon on Kendra, or maybe it had faded. I waited for her to speak first.
�Three mages are here,� she said. �They are strong blips, but now there are also tiny flashes that are partially lost in the buzzing of the wyverns. I think they are the spirits.�
While she spoke, my eyes had been searching the people milling around the decorative stone gate that marked the entrance to the port. Both Lord Kent and Princess Anna waited in the shade the tall gate provided. Both were watching the road as if waiting for us.
We were servants. If they expected to see Princess Elizabeth, that wouldn�t happen for a few more days, at the earliest, and she would lead an army.
�I see them,� Kendra said without turning her head.
We rode on, ignoring them. I looked for Avery but didn�t see him. As we reached the gate, Lord Kent stepped to the middle of the road, as if that action was enough to stop us. Kendra said, �Ride on past.�
We didn�t look at him and didn�t slow. His face turned crimson. He called at our backs, �Hey, stop.�
We rode on.
Kendra said, �Turn left at the next street.�
We�d entered a shabby cluster of wood-framed buildings turned gray by age and the sea. All were one story, but nearer the river stood warehouses and larger buildings. Signs for goods and services hung over nearly every door. I wondered where people lived before noticing most businesses had living quarters at the rear.
�Stop, I said,� came another shout from behind.
�A mage up ahead?�
She nodded, and we rode on, the horses walking faster than the flow of people, and Lord Kent was far too proud and foppish to run after us. I was surprised that he even shouted. The street we turned on held taverns, bars, dancehalls, and gaming rooms. Barkers stood outside trying to lure victims inside with promises of all earthly pleasures, most of which sounded too good to be true, but a young man of my age should not accept what others say�he should investigate for himself.
Kendra seemed almost as interested as me, but we rode on. The river lay ahead, a wide bend with piers and docks on the inside of the bend where the current was less. Dock after dock lined the left side of the street, while pleasure houses of every sort the other. Ahead sprawled staging areas, warehouses, sheds, and storage.
Everything being unloaded seemed to go there for disposition, while everything leaving Dire waited for loading, as well as ship supplies, food, barrels of water, and kegs of ale waited in haphazard piles. Stacks of ropes, poles, boards, sails and a thousand other items were ready for loading, presumably after being purchased and brought from the warehouses.
Men shouted donkeys brayed, and women of all ages called for my attention. The noise deafened. People walked, jogged, and ran. Winches lifted cargo either to the decks or from them to the docks. More than thirty ships of all sizes were at the docks and piers, and not all the spaces were filled.
Kendra rode directly to a pier where cargo was being carried onto the ship by a line of men, each with a heavy sack over his shoulder. She climbed down and handed her reins to a young man who appeared eager to help�for a coin. I dismounted and did the same, as I said, �I will pay another to watch you. If you try to steal from us, you will never see another sunset.�
The idea I could now say things like that, and mean them, scared me. A glance behind revealed Lord Kent must have given up chasing us�for now.
Kendra said, �Loosen your sword.�
I followed behind and did as told. She walked across the loading area as if she owned it, and then out on the pier beside a ship. It sat alongside the pier, tied in several places. It was wide and round-bottomed. Only two masts stood on the deck, and great open hatches allowed the men to descend ladders with their heavy sacks.
A uniformed man stood at the end of a short ramp that connected the ship to the pier. Kendra motioned to the men with the sacks to slow while she stepped ahead, with me at her heels. The ramp bounced as we walked across to where a heavy-set man held a clipboard.
Kendra went directly to him. �Your captain?�
�That�s him,� he grunted and flicked his eyes to the stern, before making another mark on the clipboard.
Kendra headed for the captain, and he watched her approach with squinted eyes. He didn�t even glance my way. She reached out to shake his hand. He smirked and kept his hands to himself, an affront and insult in any language. He shouldn�t have done that to my sister.
She lowered her hand as he snorted in cruel amusement. She didn�t take her eyes off him as she spoke in a soft voice for my ears alone. �Put the tip of your sword to his neck and wait for my direction.�
He didn�t know her or me. Nor did he know that I had expected something like that from her and had been prepared from when first insulted by him. My sword was already whipping out and my wrist turning up, in the thrust position. The pommel came to my chin, the point touched the base of his throat. If he moved, he would die.
�Sir,� she said in the sweetest of voices, �perhaps we should begin again.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
�There is a man on your ship that I would very much like to speak with. I believe he is immediately below us.�
�The mage?� he grunted.
�That�s him.�
�Go on down and talk to him,� he growled, his eyes turning piggish as he held his anger inside. The instant my sword was lowered, his men would attack. Several were already edging closer.
I said, �Sir, it would be more convenient if you would have one of the eager young men who is getting too close to us fetch him for us. As for the others, you might want to tell them how sharp the tip of my blade feels and that they should give us some space. Just the slightest pressure would send this through your neck, and in case you haven�t noticed, my sister also has a blade held ready to gut you.�
His eyes dropped to the blade. Kendra held the sharp edge up, ready to slice across his stomach. He raised his voice, �Dom, go below and get that damn mage up here. The rest of you, who told you to stop working?�
They grumbled but backed off. A few didn�t return to work, and he shouted at them again. Then he looked at me. �Son, you can put that away. If you�re that serious about talking to the damn mage, you must have a good reason. I won�t stand in your way. I don�t like sailing with them, anyway.�
His eyes told me he told the truth. I placed my sword away.
He said, �Besides, he�s already paid me, and I don�t give refunds.�
I said, �I�m sure you won�t mind standing where you are until we�re finished?�
�I was here when you arrived and will be when you leave. Take your time.�
An older man stumbled from a small door, pushed by someone behind. His hair was gray, almost white, his clothing was a long, blue robe that drug the deck, and he was more than angry. He was ready to explode. If he had access to essence, I believe someone would have exploded in a ball of lightning.
It occurred to me that the rudeness shown to him indicated the others on the ship knew he had lost his powers. That came as a surprise. The dragon had barely flown away, so how did they know? And if they did, it seemed reasonable that everyone did.
On second thought, people hate mages. That�s why I hid my abilities. They love rumors of those people who have fallen from grace, no matter what their station. Mages without powers would be the fastest rumor to ever fly across the kingdom�or sail across the sea.
The old man straightened himself and tried to walk in a regal manner in our direction. We waited. He said, �Do you know who I am?�
It was not one of the royal mages from Crestfallen, so we did not. Kendra stepped in front of him. �Not who, but what. You are a mage.�
He pointed a finger at her. �Would you like to turn into a cinder?�
She hesitated, but I noticed a twitch of humor at the corner of her lips. She was waiting for something. �A few days ago, that would have scared me. Now, it does not. But speaking of threats, would you like to meet my dragon?�
She pointed. All eyes turned to the sky and the dragon flying to her. She said, �Damon, we really need to give it a name, don�t you think?�
He said in a flat tone, �You are the Dragon Queen.�
The captain backed off a few steps in sudden fear. I let him go.
She said, �Where were you going on this ship?�
He didn�t answer. His expression said he hated her and blamed her for his loss of power, all true.
Kendra said, �Captain, what are the ports of call for your ship?�
�Palmyra and back here. A regular run.�
�Palmyra? I don�t recognize that,� she said.
The captain said, �The largest port on the northern shore of Kondor.�
The last word said enough. The mage didn�t have the same features as us, but a quick look at several of the ship�s crew told a different story. She waved an arm, and the dragon changed directions and flew directly at us, losing altitude as it did.
She said, �Speak quickly or you will feed my dragon her noon meal. Why were you going to Kondor?�
The old mage was watching the dragon. In defiance, he spat at Kendra. The dragon roared as it believed Kendra attacked. It veered to avoid the ship's masts, and as it flew past the stern of the ship, it�s left rear leg shot out, and the talons speared the mage. It flew on, the mage twisted and skewered by the talons as long as my arm.
Every eye on the ship, pier, and probably port, watched the dragon pump its wings to fly higher and higher until it appeared no bigger than a crow. A smaller spot detached from the dragon�s foot and fell, and fell, tumbling and turning. Finally, it struck the water of the river with a splash of white.
It was as if everyone in the city had held their breaths and let them out at the same time. What they had witnessed would be told and retold for generations. Kendra turned to the captain. �Sir, we will take our leave, now. If you wish to book another passenger for his cabin, he won�t object.�
�His belongings?�
�None of my concern. Come, Damon.� She turned and walked to the gangplank without a backward glance.
The young man holding our horses handed us the reins. When I reached for my purse, he waved me off. �It�s good,� he said.
I flipped him a full copper coin and mounted. No cargoes were being loaded or unloaded, no wagons filled with freight were moving, and pedestrians stood in their tracks. All watched us.
�Where to?� I asked.
She pointed to where the sailors gathered when ashore, a run-down part of the port where people woke daily to find throats cut, the music was too loud, the wine too thin. The activity behind us didn�t resume until we�d turned a corner. We didn�t go far.
A pair of women with most of their breasts exposed stood outside and invited men to join them. Both women probably were more successful long after dark, when the light was poor, and the men had several drinks in them. Kendra and I tied our horses to a hitching ring. She said to the nearest, �Did you watch the dragon?�
The woman nodded solemnly.
�Do you know who I am?�
She nodded again.
�Good. If anything happens to my horses, you will meet my dragon personally. Do we understand each other?�
For the third time, the woman made the same nod. I didn�t think there would be any misunderstanding or problem with thieves and our horses. Kendra walked directly to the double-door and pushed. I followed.
Inside we found a room crowded with mismatched tables and chairs pushed almost together, so there was left only a little space for walking. The proprietor understood that the more people, the more he earned, and he must have been greedy. All the tables were empty, but one. At that one sat Princess Anna in yellow again, Lord Kent wearing a pale blue jacket that matched his pants, and a mage who was instantly recognizable from years of living in the palace. All were smiling as if sharing a joke as we walked nearer.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
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Kendra had walked a few paces into the room but pulled to a stop long before reaching the proffered chair an insolent young Lord Kent indicated. He appeared the same high-born, overbearing boy Elizabeth had walked with in the gardens, and the same I�d placed a wet spot at his groin to rid her of his presence.
Her eyes roamed the room and rested on a closed door. The three of them avoided looking at it. She smiled back at them, but spoke to me, �Damon pull your sword and kill whoever is lurking behind that door, should he or they emerge. Then run outside to protect yourself. My dragon is about to do to this building what it did to the city of Mercia.�
My sword was in my hand. I was only a few steps away. Lord Kent and the mage stood to object. �Sit or die,� I barked, my sword ready to speak for me.
They sat.
She said to them, �Do you know me?�
�The servant who spies for Princess Elizabeth,� Lord Kent said with a curl of his lip. �A homeless orphan.�
Princess Anna said, �I believe you served me tea once, but perhaps not. I do not keep track of palace servants.�
The mage looked worried.
My sister paced as they spoke and pulled to a stop near the door we�d entered. She said softly, �I am all of those things.� Her focus was on the mage. �I am also the one who ordered a mage trying to sail to Kondor today grabbed by my dragon and flown into the sky. Then dropped. He twisted and turned, and I could swear I heard his screams for the longest time as he fell to his death.�
�You�re her,� the mage said, his voice hushed.
�Who?� Lord Kent bellowed.
The eyes of the mage never left Kendra, but he answered, �The Dragon Queen.�
�This is all her fault?� Lord Kent asked, confused. �A servant?�
The building shook as if a boulder had rolled down a hill and struck it, or a dragon had landed on the roof, none too gently. My guess was the dragon. The closed door the three had avoided looking at still drew my attention. Sword still in hand I crabbed sideways closer. Now they watched me instead of Kendra, which told me something important was beyond the door.
Kendra realized I was up to a game of my own and kept the dragon quiet, although we heard hundreds of running feet in the street outside and screams as people fled the area. I placed a hand on the door latch and yanked. The door flew open, and a single huge soldier wearing a burgundy breastplate bolted out, already lifting his heavy broadsword as he ran at me. It took both hands to raise the sword that was longer than he was tall, and it weighed as much as a large child.
Mine was already in hand, and as I�d argued with Elizabeth about, reflexes slashed the blade across his breastplate, doing him no harm at all. However, on my return swing, I adjusted the height to below his waist, which was unprotected by the breastplate. He wore stiff leather leg protectors for his thighs, but as his arms were raising his sword, his bare lower abdomen was exposed. I cut across it, so deeply I felt my blade strike bone.
My third slash was higher and removed his left hand at the wrist. It fell to the floor with a solid-sounding thump. The unbelieving eyes of the massive soldier watched his own hand roll across the floor after his foot kicked it. He fell. He was not dead, but from the amount of blood, he soon would be.
But it was not him that concerned me. Still in the small room was another man. �Come out,� I ordered.
He hesitantly did.
Kendra drew in a deep breath of recognition.
I didn�t know what to do. The man who strolled regally out of the room and callously stepped over the fallen man was a man we knew well. It was the king. He was healthy. It was Elizabeth�s father.
Then it wasn�t.
�Stop it,� Kendra screamed at the mage. �He�s drawing essence from the dragon!�
The building shook again. The dragon roared as if in response to Kendra.
The man who had looked like our king for a time was still similar, the same nose, hair, and height, but how I had confused them was beyond me�unless it was magic. I�d met, talked, and performed tasks for the real king a hundred times. No, a thousand. This was not him, but a cousin? Perhaps. However, it had not been a trick of the light or my mind. The man had been the king.
The mage smiled at me, unworried and confident.
Lord Kent said, �How would both of you like to be elevated to become royals? Live on a par like me? The image of our king standing before you will have that power to grant, and more. Perhaps you wish to be an earl? Or duke? Duchess for your sister?�
Princess Anna said in an earnest, convincing way, �Together, we who are in this room today can rule Dire. Imagine what your lives can become with our help.�
�And we won�t have to wait half a lifetime to do those things, either,� Lord Kent said with a grin that continued to grow as he believed the bait he fished with couldn�t be resisted.
The man who had briefly appeared as our king said with a wave of his arm, �Name your titles, and I�ll make it so as soon as I rule Dire.�
Kendra said coldly, pulling me away from the conversation, �Damon, is there a back door?�
�There must be one for the people to reach the outhouses.�
Puzzlement crossed Princess Anna�s face. Lord Kent�s smile slipped.
Kendra said to me, �Go out back. Stand well away from the building. Kill anyone who leaves by that door, and none will enter.�
When I didn�t move fast enough, she screamed, �Damon!�
My feet carried me at a sprint, dodging chairs and tables as I ran. The door crashed open as my shoulder struck it, and I turned, ready to defend it as she told me, but without any idea of what was happening. A timber lay in the dirt for walking on after the rains, and I propped it against the door so it wouldn�t open. The dragon sat on the roof and eyed me as I did what she asked. From the ground, I couldn�t see her folded wings, and from down on the ground, she resembled a huge, hungry frog.
�Hey, girl, remember me?�
She didn�t seem to. Then she reared up and screamed as she brought her forefeet down on the roof, splintering wood and caving in a section. Someone inside pounded on the door I�d barred, but the dragon tore aside a section of roof and disappeared inside the building, like a rat scurrying down a hole. There were more screams and cries, but none lasted more than a few seconds. The side-wall of the building crashed outward, then the entire building fell into a pile of rubble, the dragon standing in the middle.
I couldn�t see Kendra through the rubble and dust cloud. I raced forward. But she was safely on the street out front, waving to attract my attention. I pulled to a stop. The dragon stood taller and reared up on two hind feet again, bringing the front two down hard enough to pulverize the wood beneath them�as well as anything else under them. She used her mouth to tear apart boards and throw them to either side.
She nudged a pile away and snatched a pale blue mouthful, which was a dead Lord Kent and tossed him to join the other rubble she had discarded. Then she found the body of the mage. She shook her head back and forth violently, like a dog with a rabbit, and tossed it. The dragon returned to the patch of blue that had been Lord Kent and placed her right foot on it and shifted her weight until it flattened.
The dragon found the yellow that had been Princess Anna. I turned aside and allowed myself to spew sour vomit instead of watching. When I looked back again, the dragon lifted what was left of her limp body and threw it aside, too. The dragon roared in victory, and I covered my ears. It turned to Kendra, and my heart stopped as I thought it might attack her next, but it spread its wings and pumped them slowly a few times, almost hovering over the destroyed building, before flying higher and away.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
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Kendra stood alone in the center of the street and cried in the way a young girl who has seen her kitten torn apart by a pack of dogs might. There was nobody brave enough to go outside, yet, so the street was devoid of people. I charged across the broken boards and timbers that had been the building and wrapped my arms around her. She fell to her knees, dragging me down with her. And, as if her emotions were catching, I cried with her, long and hard.
When we stood, emotionally drained, a circle of quiet, respectful people surrounded us. A kindly woman handed me a white linen intended for a table. I dried my tears. Another came forward and placed her supporting hands on Kendra�s shoulders.
Not a word was spoken.
The crowd increased in size as more people ventured into the open.
Kendra stood on legs that seemed unable to walk and peered around. Our horses were safe, the other buildings in sight were intact, and now at least two hundred people stood in the street, many of them sailors, or dock workers. All were worried. Scared.
A few chairs and a table had been thrown into the street during the dragon�s rampage. Kendra pointed to the upturned table and motioned with her hand she wanted it upright. When a pair of men did it, she went to it and climbed onto it with her knees to get on top, then stood and made a full circle, looking at the faces, including mine. The crowd watched back, without any talking.
She said in a voice so soft it may have come from a child, �You all want to know what happened here. You deserve to.�
The crowd moved closer and more joined. We waited.
Her voice rose, carrying in the sea air, even to those in the rear, �Evil mages made our king sick. He was dying. The man inside that building looked like him and was probably a cousin or other relative. The mages used their magic to replace our king�s face on that man inside. He was going to pretend to be our king until Lord Kent sat on the throne in a few months, with Princess Anna, his queen. My brother and I were offered royal appointments to work with them.�
Grumbling grew in the crowd. They were angry with nobody and nothing to take it out on. Faces scowled, and more people arrived.
Kendra said, �Princess Elizabeth went to Crestfallen two days ago and will march here with an army at her back. She should arrive in three or four days. There are still mages who were involved in the attempt to kill your king, and there are spirits that exist out of physical bodies. I don�t know how to fight the spirits, but all the mages knew of this treachery and participated for their own gain. There is one more mage still in this city,� she pointed, �Off that way, three streets from here.�
Several angry people departed and headed in the direction she had pointed. Others edged closer to the table Kendra stood on.
One near the front cried out, �Who are you?�
�I am Kendra, a loyal servant of Princess Elizabeth�s. This is my brother, Damon.�
�People say you are the Dragon Queen,� another yelled.
She sighed heavily and shrugged. �You know what? People say I am, but I�d never heard of her until two days ago. And yes, it is true that the dragon that was here does crush buildings when I ask it to. I don�t know how or why.�
A few chuckled. A portly woman near the front asked, �Does the king live?�
�We don�t know. He was very ill six days ago, but I think that was because of the mages. He may be better, now. We will know when Princess Elizabeth arrives.�
�Are you going to kill all the mages?� a man asked as he held a fist into the air.
Kendra closed her eyes and staggered slightly. People moved to catch or support her if she fell, but her eyes opened again. �I hope the killing is finished.�
A seaman near the back shouted, �I saw mages boarding ships that sailed.�
That explained the four blips Kendra claimed had diminished. �Is there an inn?� She slumped to her knees before falling.
A man swooped her into his arms and carried her as if she weighed nothing. Another placed his arm around my shoulder and helped me stagger after them. Only a block away, we were taken inside a building and into a room at the rear. We were placed on the same sleeping mat and covered with a patched blanket.
I woke when Kendra moved. She asked, �Where are we?�
�An inn, I think. At the port.� After looking at the dark window, I said, �At night.�
She used most of the blanket to cover herself and went back to sleep. I gently tugged, pulled, and managed to get a third of it to my side before falling back to into a deep, exhausted sleep. When I awoke again, morning light streamed inside, and I was cold. Kendra had the entire blanket to herself.
However, I felt rested. Renewed. As the recent events swirled around in my head, a sense of pride overshadowed all. We�d accomplished remarkable things and perhaps saved a kingdom and a king. Now, if only I could manage to get partial ownership of an old blanket.
A gentle tap at the door alerted me. I opened it and found a round-faced woman with red cheeks grinning at me. She held a tray of freshly baked rolls and two mugs of milk still warm from the cow. Kendra woke to the scents and sat.
We wolfed down the food and emptied the mugs and wanted more. We entered the common room and found cheese and hard bread available for all patrons. The round-faced woman refused any payment for the meal or room.
A few other people watched us, but none spoke, not to us, or to each other. Outside, our horses were where we�d left them, but water in buckets and pails of grain had been placed for them. The street was unusually quiet, and the people again watched but avoided us.
I said, �Something is wrong.�
�The blip in my mind for mages has only one.�
�There was still one left, remember?�
�No,� she corrected me. �There was one left here�but also the one we left in Andover. He is still there.�
While checking Alexia, I�d been distracted. Now I gave my sister my full attention. �Did he sail away?�
�Those who sailed are tiny, but I can still sense them. I think the one here is dead.�
It didn�t surprise me. We rode down silent, still streets. No matter how hectic the activity, even near the ships, when we rode into sight, everything and everyone came to a stop. They watched us as if we were caged animals from foreign lands. Like creatures from a different world.
Worse, they were scared of us, everyone in the city. If their silence and the way they shifted their bodies to protect themselves was not enough, mothers shielded children, women watched from the corners of windows, and men stepped aside without taking their eyes off us. We rode alone in a city overflowing with people.
Kendra said, �This will never do.�
�We can try to explain.�
She turned to me. �Or, we can ride back to Crestfallen.�
I started to say we couldn�t do that because Elizabeth was bringing an army here but realized there was only one road, if she didn�t cross the mountains, as before. She had no reason to, so as long as we remained on the road, we�d meet her. She no longer needed the army to defeat the enemies of the Kingdom of Dire. The dragon and my sister had managed to do it for them.
Alexis carried me alongside Kendra directly to the city gate, the same as we�d entered a day earlier. I said, �We can save her and the army a long trip.�
At the gate, a familiar figure waited. It was Avery, the servant for the Heir Apparent. He stood alone.
We pulled to a stop beside him.
�Damon. Kendra.� Those were the only two words he said.
I said eloquently, �Avery.�
�A strange place to meet the two of you.�
Kendra said, �We are going to meet Princess Elizabeth. She is bringing an army.�
He smiled. �And your plans after that?�
�We don�t have any,� I snapped.
His insolent smile widened. He started to turn, but paused long enough to say, �I�ll look for you in Kondor.�
�And so he sauntered off, as calm and annoying as the times we�d verbally sparred in the castle. I inquired, �What did he intend by that?�
My sister watched him walking into the crowds near the ships. Avery always acted within his own political rules, which usually meant meanings within meanings. She said, �I have no idea.�
�Me neither.�
We rode in comfortable silence across the desolate landscape. As the peaks of the taller buildings in Andover came into view, she asked, �Somebody asked yesterday. Do you think the king lives?�
�I do. If the mages were using their powers and making him ill, he should be better now that they are powerless.�
�Not powerless. Wyverns have essence, and there are hints of another dragon. We rode on, side by side. The third time our knees bumped, I knew it was on purpose. She would have punched me on my shoulder if we were closer, like when walking.
She said, �We did some good, you know.�
�We only saved one kingdom, so don�t get all uppity.�
�Did you look at the people at the port? The ones like us?�
I had wondered if she had noticed, too. �Can you still detect the mages who got away?�
She turned to me. �They haven�t gotten away yet. They might have sailed to Kondor, but they have not gotten away.�
�What do you think it looks like in Kondor?�
She smiled softly, �We�ll see.�
The End of Book One
Please consider leaving a review on Amazon if you enjoyed this book. Your review allows others to choose what they read and lets me continue writing.
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