The Last Dragon: Book Three
LeRoy Clary
	Аннотация
	LeRoy Clary. The Last Dragon: Book Three
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER TWELVE
	CHAPTER THIRTEEN
	CHAPTER FOURTEEN
	CHAPTER FIFTEEN
	CHAPTER SIXTEEN
	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
	CHAPTER NINETEEN
	CHAPTER TWENTY
	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
	CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
	CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
	CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
	CHAPTER THIRTY
	CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
	CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
	CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
	CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
	CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
	CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
	Acknowledgments
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR. LeRoy Clary
	Copyright


Аннотация
The mages of Dire have disappeared, Magic no longer works, and the royalty in nearby kingdoms are dying, one after the other. The answers lie across the sea in a land known as Kondor. The old city of Dagger lies at the edge of the Brownlands, and both the mages and sorceresses have congregated there. Damon and Kendra follow, with the Last Dragon always nearby.
Damon is captured by slavers and will be sold at the markets in Kaon. Kendra and her dragon are free, but the Brownlands hold other dangers waiting to trap her. What they have learned about magic and the mages so far is mostly wrong. They begin learning the truths that solve many of their questions, as well as what needs to be done.
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CHAPTER ONE 
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Damon

After the battle on the mountain pass between Trager and Vin, we were bound and taken to the desert where the fat Slave-Master growled in my direction, sounding tired and twice his apparent age, �You. The pretty one standing alone. Your name?�
�Damon.� I used my polite voice and offered a weak smile as if that would help my situation as his newest slave ready to be sold on the blocks of Kaon. I ignored his comment on my pretty looks because objecting was like saying I�m ugly.
�Family association or former occupation?� he snapped as he gnawed on a skewer of braised meat and fruit.
I hesitated, then answered as truthfully as far as I knew how, in an imperial tone to let him know I was not his regular slave, �I labor for the royal family of Dire as one of the two personal servants for Princess Elizabeth. You would do well to release me or face her wrath.�
A huge man stood at the Slave-Master�s side, a Kaon warrior by his dress. He snorted angrily and began slowly drawing his blade from where it was tucked inside his wide blue sash. The action was more than an idle threat. The long, curved blade was too massive to swing quickly or with agility, but one two-handed swipe would split an opponent into equal parts to bury. As a defenseless slave who had both of his feet tied together and held no weapons in his bound hands, I had little question as to the outcome if I didn�t soothe him.
I spoke quickly as I spread another false smile on my face, �Perhaps I should have said that I used to work for the princess and I�m certain she would appreciate my release or pay a small ransom. Now, of course, I belong to you and am at your service until you decide what I�m to do.�
The sword returned to its normal position in the colorful sash at his waist without any change in the Kaon warrior�s expression. He stood and glowered as before, his face a crosshatch of scars. I ignored him and kept my attention focused on his overweight boss.
�Negotiating ransoms is tedious and rarely profitable enough to waste my time. Have you any skills of value?� the Slave-Master asked me in a tired tone as dead as his eyes. �Skills that might allow me to sell you for more silver than these other wretches will bring at the auction blocks?�
That was a question worth thinking about�if my remaining time alive permitted. The skills that first came to mind included me skulking around Crestfallen Palace searching for tidbits of palace intrigue or rumors of interest that might be used to blackmail or sway royal opinion to agree with Princess Elizabeth.
I also poured wine for the princess at official gatherings, always keeping her goblet full but not overflowing, and watering it enough so she wouldn�t be affected by the alcohol while negotiating. I also functioned as her bodyguard. And truthfully, I was a foil for her wicked sense of humor in private, her messenger, and often a friend. None of those were likely to increase the price a new owner would pay for me.
There was also the matter of performing small-magic, parlor tricks such as changing the spots on blocks to those more favorable when gambling, splashing wine on a lap across the room to embarrass an enemy, making a floor slippery, so someone fell at the appropriate time causing them maximum humiliation. There were other magic tidbits, most of which were little more than tricks, and some that were simply clever sleight-of-hand. I�d keep the newly acquired mental communication with the waif Anna to myself.
Were any of those skills of value to the dead-eyed Slave-Master or to a potential buyer? If sold, my new owner would have to make that determination without knowing about those magic skills. If I were ever sold, was the operative phrase. I contained my humor while the man with the dead eyes and his minion with the large sword assumed a sale of me would happen at the slave auctions in Kaon. They were probably wrong�if I convinced them of my value, so they didn�t kill me in the next few moments.
�I asked you a question,� he growled.
�Sir, as a former personal servant to a princess, I was educated nearly as well as any royal, and better than many. I am adept at reading, writing, math, history, and the other usual subjects a buyer might enjoy. My real skills lie in providing services to those born above me in social rank.�
�Would I be one of those? One born to a higher social rank?� His double-chin lifted as if encouraging my answer to be positive and praise him.
But there had been the slightest movement around his cold eyes, a twitch at the corners, either amusement or threat. It was hard to tell. My normal rule was never to lie unless I knew for a fact someone didn�t know the truth�and wouldn�t find it out. Getting caught in an obvious lie causes a distrust that is never fully repaired. Not that I was against lying�I was against getting caught. The Slave-Master was getting impatient for my answer.
�Sir, I regret to tell you that no, you are not highborn,� I said, then quickly added, �To your credit, you rose high above that humble birth-station to the exalted heights you now enjoy, probably due to your hard work, ambition, and perhaps a bit of luck.�
To the surprise of all, he threw his head back and roared with laughter.
I managed to take a deep, relieved breath. The stench of his unwashed body gagged me as much as that from the chained slaves at my sides. Fortunately, he believed I had joined him in the laughter, and that made him laugh all the more as his men, and the other slaves looked on in confusion. The two slaves nearest me edged away, probably fearing the worst and not wanting to suffer whatever punishment might come my way, or get blood splattered on them.
The Slave-Master settled himself after our shared laughter and adjusted the long tan robes that perfectly matched the color of the desert behind him. If he chose, he could tuck the red scarf inside his tan robe, move off a few steps and all but disappear against the rocky desert background, a tactic long used by people of the Brownlands. It was said that the Kaon could disappear at will, but most considered it more of a skill than magic. He leaned closer and examined my face closer, then spoke as if puzzled, �You do not fear me.�
It was a flat statement and the manner in which he said it was its warning. I responded with respect, �I do fear you but hope you will not harm a valuable slave and cost yourself a purse full of silver.�
His eyes shifted from me to another slave, one down the line from me who began to chant in a strange language. The man was emaciated, filthy, and sores covered his skin. A guard arrived at his side and ordered him in the Common language to be quiet. The slave lifted his chin high, exposing his neck and prayed aloud in Common for death, raising his voice even louder instead of stopping.
His prayers were swiftly answered. The massive sword moved far faster than I�d believed possible. The guard wiped his bloody blade on the man�s clothing, which didn�t help much because of the filthy shirt the slave wore, and the blood soaking into the material had turned it wet-red. A few steps away the head of the slave had rolled to the base of a tree and lay there looking at us with blank eyes. The guard grabbed the next slave in line and used his shirt to clean the blade further, leaving a red smear across his chest and ignoring the corpse at his feet.
A metalsmith arrived to pound the locking pins from the iron leggings and wrists of the dead slave. Iron and copper are expensive and not to be wasted. Free of the chains, he rolled the inert body aside with a callous kick as if it was a bundle of worthless straw.
Beyond the metalsmith stood a familiar figure, shoulders slumped, fists balled, and our eyes locked. My friend was called Flier, a former cripple who had been captured at the mountain pass with me. Before that, he�d been a messenger in his King�s Army. When we first met days ago, an arrowhead embedded in his knee had made walking almost impossible. It was an old wound, but an operation and my intervention with small-magic had removed it, and he now moved almost as well as when he was young and served the King of Vin, a minor province in Kondor.
Being newly captured at the Vin Pass only last night, Flier and I still wore ropes on our wrists and ankles instead of irons. Our captivity had lasted from the middle of the night until this morning, all of it spent marching to catch up and join the caravan of other slaves. Despite the short time we�d been with them, I�d had about enough of being a slave.
My sister, Kendra, and the two orphan girls, Emma and Anna, that we traveled with had escaped capture because the dragon Kendra freed in Mercia had managed to get between them and the slavers. It protected them, and not even slavers wanted to fight a legendary dragon. The slavers had settled for taking Flier and me. They had lost several of their people in the battle to capture us and didn�t want to lose more in a fight they couldn�t win.
With the flick of a mental touch to Anna, I confirmed the women of our group were safe, thanks to the intervention of the dragon, and it was almost time to return to them. The Slave-Master before me would disagree, but we had different agendas. He wished to sell me for profit. I wished to learn all I could about this new land we found ourselves in, and he was to be my teacher.
The Slave-Master turned his full attention back to me and said, �Convince me you are trustworthy.�
He kept pushing me for the truth�or to tell him a lie and provide him an excuse to punish or kill me. He was testing me. Probing. My problem was that I didn�t know which he wanted of me, a lie or the truth. No, he was smarter than that. He expected me to lie, as the other slaves would. But he seemed to want the other. That settled my approach, risky as it might be. �I am sorry to inform you that I�m not trustworthy. Not in the least. If you remove my ropes, or if I manage to free them, you�ll never catch me again.�
The guard at his side reached for his sword again. He didn�t appreciate my repeated impertinence. The Slave-Master laid a hand on his wrist to restrain him. �If our situations were reversed I would do the same, but I�d lie about it, so I didn�t piss off my new master. Are you very smart or stupid?� He turned back to the guard, who now attempted to harm me with his fierce stare after being rebuked by his boss, no matter how gently.
The Slave-Master saw the flush of anger in the look the Kaon warrior sent my way and said to him, �This one may be worth a dozen others at the auction block, maybe more. Hell, I might keep him for myself. Guard him with your life�for if he dies or is harmed in any manner, the same fate will befall you.�
The guard didn�t seem thrilled by the task assigned to him. His scowl deepened. I decided to cheer him up with a friendly little wink, just between him and I. The Slave-Master saw me do it and laughed again as he stood and sauntered towards a huge tent where three beautiful young women dressed in sheer, revealing, clothing anxiously waited with false smiles that were on their lips but did not reach their eyes. Another guard walked a single step behind the Slave-Master, his hand on the hilt of his sword. I suspected his hand was never far from it.
At the touch of my mental urging, the guard tripped over his own feet and lunged ahead, his shoulder striking the back of the Slave-Master, who spun and growled, �Clumsy oaf� for all to hear.
That action meant my small-magic was working, which further meant the last dragon alive was somewhere nearby. Without the Essence provided by the last dragon, or to a lesser degree by the Wyvern, magic wouldn�t work. If the dragon was near here, Kendra and the girls were with it, all of them probably situated high in the wooded foothills where they could watch Flier and me without fear of discovery. I resisted the urge to wave at them and turned my attention to the other slaves at my sides. They wore only enough filthy rags for minimum modesty and scant protection from the sun.
All were dark-skinned like me, adapted to the Brownlands. Our black hair was worn long and thick. Our features were thin, our eyes dark. We were people of Kondor, as any could plainly see.
Of course, my sister Kendra and I were raised in luxury in the Kingdom of Dire and considered it our home, where we served Elizabeth as her servants. We hadn�t even known of Kondor a lunar month ago, so didn�t consider ourselves one of them, despite the obvious connections. The guards and the Slave-Master were even darker-skinned than those of Kondor, their bodies heavier and more muscular than our thin and willowy frames, although we tended to be a little taller. Also, since my capture at the Vin Mountain Pass the night before, we traveled with Kondor at our backs, the opposite way we wished to go.
With my small-magic intact, that would present few problems if I chose to leave. I was no mage but convincing a guard at night to fall into a deep sleep presented few obstacles to one with my abilities. Concentrating on using my magic while untying the knots on my wrists would be easy. The leg irons would be hardly more difficult.
Not that I didn�t want to escape, but the problem was that I had no plan for staying free. Escaping and being caught again was far worse than not escaping at all. The guards carried whips and swords for a good reason. The time would come to leave but on my terms.
I�d demonstrated my skill with the knots last night to Flier during a rare break in our forced march. When the guards were not looking, I�d loosened the ropes and scratched my head with my free hand, an act of telling my friend not to worry, and also one of extreme stupidity. The guard might have turned at the sound of an insect or reacted at a bat flying too close and seen me. To satisfy both of us that I could communicate with Anna at any time, I�d mentally asked her to have my sister fly the dragon in a few circles above our camp. It had.
I could have *spoken* to her, but seeing the dragon raised my spirits. Kendra controlled her dragon, and I had my small-magic. Life was good. All but the part about being a slave in a foreign land.
We were ordered to sit in the dirt and when I didn�t move fast enough, the Keon warrior elbowed me in the stomach. I sat with a thud and determined to move faster next time. The metalsmith returned with the unique clanking of prisoner chains tossed over his shoulder. He knelt in front of me, chose a set of leg-cuffs the approximate right size and snapped them in place. A few strikes of his hammer set the brass or copper pins. A short length of chain between them prevented me from running. He then placed smaller cuffs on my wrists, all without saying a single word or so much as grunting in my direction.
A single chain dangled from my left arm, and the metalsmith used a soft-link to attach me to the last slave in line. It was my friend, Flier. I couldn�t have asked for a better outcome. We were the last two in line, and when we departed, perhaps the man in front of me would be sleeping so soundly he wouldn�t notice our departure.
I gave Flier a confident nod of my head. Two guards were watching us closely, the one that normally guarded those prisoners last in line, and the one recently assigned to keep me from having �accidents.� There were ten emaciated and filthy slaves in the line in front of me, and through the underbrush, I�d caught sight of another �chain� of slaves. There might be more chains and more slaves.
While escaping was foremost on my mind, there was a reason that it was not of the highest importance at the moment. The slavers were Kaon, a race that lived deeper in the deserts of the Brownlands to the west and north of Kondor, and they were raiding Dagger and Vin for slaves. Kondor was rumored to be ruled by mages and sorceresses instead of a proper king. It was a powerful kingdom, far larger and more prosperous than Dire despite much of it being Brownlands. That made me wonder why the Kaons were �allowed� to take slaves there. It seemed in direct opposition to the rule where those in charge dealt in magic. A few lightning bolts appropriately directed by any mage would end the slave caravan and leave behind steaming, burned bodies to rot in the desert sun.
As for our situation, the brass pins holding together the iron cuffs were the weak link, in both fact and literary pun. They were not hardened, as were the iron of the chains. The metal worker�s hammer flared the ends of the brass pins, holding them securely in place. A smaller rod of iron was used to drive them out when required, usually either at the sale of the slaves or with their demise.
However, in my case, with a little help from magic, and knowing that metals contract when cooled, freedom was only a magical spell or two away. I just needed something to push the copper pins free once they were cold and smaller in diameter, perhaps a piece of a stick would do. The same problem arose as before. I could get us free. Getting us away and staying that way, was the real problem. Besides, I wanted to learn from the Slave-Master about Kaon, the desert, and most of all, about Kondor.
The fed us a pitiful handful of grain, less than I�d feed a small donkey, and then we were allowed to lie down on the bare ground to sleep. However, as I made myself comfortable, the metal worker arrived at my side again and drove out the pin that attached me to an unknown slave in front and to Flier in the rear. He motioned for me to stand. Then he drove home another pin, replacing Flier where I�d been.
I was alone. The Kaon warrior, the one appointed to guard and care for me, strode in our direction, caught my eye, and jutted his chin at the tent where the Slave-Master had entered. I still wore leg irons with a short chain between my feet, and his shove from behind as I passed by him, which forced me to fall forward awkwardly. My chin struck the ground as he chuckled.
Had I thought more quickly, I might have used my fingernail to draw a line of my blood to see if the Slave-Master was good to his word about the guard sharing equal injuries. He pulled my arm to stand me up again and pushed a second time. I rolled with the shove and walked through the thick brush. A blackberry briar trailed across the path, and I stepped over it, but in doing so, I used small-magic to lift it higher as the guard stepped behind me. He tripped and stumbled forward, taking three or four long steps before falling. I dodged, and he missed striking me. As he sprawled face-first in the vegetation, I paused a step away from another guard, one laughing, but not at me. I didn�t dare laugh�or even smirk.
The laughing guard motioned with his hand that I should enter the tent. I pushed aside the curtain before the first guard could catch up with me again. The late afternoon desert light that reflected off the sand was blocked by the loose weave of the tent material the tent it was made of. Any movement of air flowed through the tent. Four tall poles the diameter of my wrist held up portions of the roof in peaks.
Layers of carpets, some large, others small, different weaves and colors, and all expensive covered the sand floor. I know about rugs. Some are for walking upon in dirty boots when returning from the stables; others are for feet in the finest slippers in the best houses in the kingdom. In front of me was the latter. No, more than that. They were among the finest I�d ever seen.
I pulled to a stop. My feet were filthy.
The Slave-Master sat on a stack of pillows as large as his biggest guard. He roared, �I sent for you. Why are you not approaching and kneeling before me? Have you no manners?�
�These carpets deserve respect. My dirty feet shouldn�t touch them.�
�I suspected you were telling me the truth earlier, but this was a small test. You have indeed served the wealthy. Others would have traipsed across the carpets without knowing the sin of doing so.� He pointed to one side, where a rack stood behind a small curtain. The dirty boots and shoes of others were there, and on another shelf, several pairs of soft slippers were waiting.
Since I wore no shoes, I found a pair of oversized slippers and put them on. From the corner of my eye, I noticed him impatiently waiting for me, so moved slower. Not to piss him off but because another trap was brewing, I suspected. I approached, but not too close, and bowed formally and deeply as if he was a royal member of the wealthiest kingdom. I didn�t rise until he cleared his throat to give me tacit permission. My rusty chains were dragging on the carpets as I moved, but that didn�t matter. I�d passed at least two more of his crude tests.
�How may I serve you?� I asked.
He had an arm around a plump woman with hair as white as any I�d ever seen. It might be real, but her eyes were dark, as were her eyebrows. My guess was she dipped it in something to make her appear exotic. For me, the effect was unsettling and not at all attractive. It was the opposite for the Slave-Master.
He said, �Did you learn to play blocks in Dire?�
�When I had the coins in my purse to lose.�
�Meaning you usually lose?� He snorted, a guffaw of sound without humor.
�No. Meaning, I only play when I can afford to lose what I have. Only fools believe they always win.�
�I always win.� He sat upright, all humor drained from his face. The single guard in the room tensed, awaiting orders to slay me.
But the Slave-Master had a �tell� that I�d already spotted. A slight twitch high on his cheek. He was testing or prodding me again, however as his slave. I saw no profit in the continued action. Still, he wanted my reaction, so I told him the truth, �Then you either cheat, or your opponents allow you to win. Not much sport if you know the outcome before the first tiles are passed around.�
�Ha, you believe you can defeat me? I am known far and wide for my game.�
�Oh, I can defeat you. If not tonight, then another, if you do not cheat. But I�m the better player.� I lifted my chin at the offer of that challenge, one I hoped he couldn�t pass up.
He raised a hand, and a small gaming table was rushed to be placed directly in front of him, too far away for me to reach, but he wouldn�t have to move from his soft perch at all. I remained at my distance as the tiles were displayed in the pre-game ritual, then his hand spread them to mix their locations. I was still two steps away. I didn�t move. He hadn�t invited me.
�Select your tiles,� he commanded.
�First, the rules.�
�The rules are always the same,� he roared.
�Not the game�s rules. Yours. Mine. If I am to allow you to win, like so many others, by how large a measure should it be?�
�You will not allow me to win. My skill at the game will be all I require.�
�How can I play if I have nothing of value to wager? No matter how good my hand, you can raise or call and eventually you will win a game as thin as air. Is that how you wish to play? Is that how you earned your reputation?�
He slowly shook his head in disbelief at my audacity. Slaves didn�t speak to their masters that way, and never to someone as important as a Slave-Master.
�I value my freedom,� I added. �You value me for what you can sell me for. Suppose we determine a fair price at auction and you �loan� me that value for the sake of the game?�
He hesitated. �That would be a poor bargain on my end, I�m afraid. If you have a couple of good hands before I win any, you could buy your freedom with my money. If I win, it is my own money I win. That is not much of a wager.�
�Not so,� I argued. �I cannot buy my freedom with your money. First, I must win enough to pay you back all that you loan me, then win that much again to buy my freedom. In other words, I must be twice as good a player as you for that to happen. Are you scared that I may be twice as good as you?�
�But it is all my money we are playing with,� he argued.
�No, it is not. You loaned me money, and if I lose, I still owe it to you�or my future master does. That way, you can be paid twice for selling me. If you play well enough.� I still hadn�t moved closer to the game table but suspected the last taunt would earn me either a whipping or a seat at the game.
He relented. �You might be right. If you can defeat me, you are worth far more than all of those others huddling in the cold outside. The way you�ve put this is a challenge and a way for me to earn a gold coin or two instead of some small silver. Don�t think I don�t see your other game.�
�Yes, sir.� I hung my head respectfully. Inside, my feelings were the opposite. The gross man deserved no such treatment but it seemed the best way to manipulate him.
However, the Slave-Master was also conniving and scheming now, perhaps even more than me. He glanced up and snarled at his guard, �Get this man pillows and something to drink. Red wine, I think.�
I preferred white, but this was not the time to quibble. I wasn�t going to drink it either way. Wine and gambling are poor companions. While the dragon was close enough right now to share her Essence and give me my small powers, it might not remain so close, and I�d lose my magic when it went hunting in some distant place. Dragons eat a couple of large deer, elk, cows, sheep, or other animals every day. It might have to do a little hunting to earn a meal, or since the day was ending, sleeping. I didn�t know what happened to my powers when it slept, but I intended to play fair.
I said, before moving to sit, �There is one more thing we need to clarify. You said that if I defeat you, I�m worth more than all the others outside.�
�I did say that.�
�If I win, I�ll pay you twice the original loan, and I�m a free man. Is that what you said?�
�That�s not . . .� He paused and smiled evilly. �No, that is what we agreed to, I guess. You left the ending open if you win, and you twisted the wager to your favor. It�s my fault because I didn�t think you were so devious. I heard your words but didn�t look beyond them to your ultimate intent. No matter, I�ll agree with your silliness. Too bad none of my guards can provide competition for me, or you�d go back to the chains.�
I started to sit and pick up my tiles but paused and remained standing instead as a last thought came to me. �To know who is truly the best, we will pay a dead-man game, right? We will play until one of us is dead or out of money, as they say. Not who is ahead when you choose to sleep or end the game, but who is out of money. No matter how long it takes. That way, winning a part of the money on the table does neither of us any good, and we know for sure who is the better player.�
He laughed. �Sure, why not? It seems I have less to lose and more to gain. Besides, if one of us leaves the game because of death, it will be you.�
�As long as you win, that�s true.� I ended the conversation with a low, gracious bow sure to impress him, then moved to the table. When I glanced his way again, there was almost, but not fully a smile on his lips. Yes, he was a fool and believed he would win. I fought to control my grin. This would be fun.

CHAPTER TWO 
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Princess Elizabeth

�Please excuse the interruption, Princess Elizabeth,� the ship�s purser said in a mannerly way. �The captain sends his regards and asks if you have any requests of him or the ship?� I�d been musing over our situation and sorely missing the company of Damon and Kendra who had departed to take the overland route to Dagger.
The normally arrogant purser on the Gallant had quietly approached as I stood at the rail overlooking the still burning city of Trager in the distance across the wide bay. His manner was respectful, as always, his eyes tired from remaining awake and on guard against citizens of Trager hoping to flee by boarding our ship during the fiery night. Panic had erupted as the city burned, with residents fleeing in all directions.
The captain sending the purser to ask me the question was not as outrageous as it might at first appear. The ship ran a regular route from Trager to Vin, to Dagger which was the capital of the Kondor Kingdom, and then returned to the Port of Mercia located in the kingdom my father ruled. If the captain intended to continue the lucrative circular trade route, he would please me�and thus my father.
�I wish to continue sailing to Vin if we can sail past that damned unmoving storm that has prevented us from going there.� I didn�t mention that Kendra had determined it was a mage-storm, created by mages located on ships located at sea behind the storm, to prevent me from reaching Dagger.
He nodded curtly. �I�ll tell him.�
That was unfair. I was also tired from staying up all night, as had the entire crew and all the passengers on the ship. We were out in the bay, where the ship sat lightly anchored so that it could be quickly pulled, and the ship could take to sail to safety if needed. In the distance lay the smoking ruins of what had been the port of Trager, only yesterday. Much of the city had burned this time, those portions not already blackened, and from the safety of the ship in deeper water, we�d all watched a city die. For our safety, the captain had moved the ship out into the bay during the night when the fires had first erupted�a wise and prudent move.
There were three things to be scared of during those dark hours. Foremost, were the approaching flames that could have burned and sunk the ship, followed closely by the rampaging dragon that knocked over buildings and could have just as easily stepped on, and broken our ship. Candles and lanterns had ignited the dry wooden buildings as the enraged beast trampled its way through the city. The last item was the most dangerous of all. It was escaping from the panicked residents of a city on fire, people who were looking to survive the night in any manner. While most had fled to the safety of upper Trager through the closed city gates intended to keep them down in their squalid lower part of the city. Many had appeared as frightened mobs at the harbor piers, and the hoped-for safety near the water, and possibly boarding a ship that could move to deeper water. The Gallant was the only one in port.
�Sir,� I called to his retreating back. The purser spun and hurried to my side again. I gave him no time to speak. �I apologize. I too have been up all night, and my temper is short. Tell our good captain that my wish is to sail out of the bay and into the open sea, again sailing south to Vin. If that endless storm is still there, we�ll decide what is best to do at that time.�
He bowed slightly and turned on a heel, as only well-trained people did when they faced my father at court. Two items stood out about the purser. First, he was always polite and exceedingly good at his job. Second, he was well-trained in courtly manners, unusual for a sailor. His history would make an interesting story.
The wind shifted, and the air that had smelled faintly of smoke changed to a choking mass of gray that burned my eyes and throat equally. I held my scarf to my nose and mouth, to filter the acrid smoke, for what little good it did.
Shouts from the old Bos�n drew my attention as he ordered men aloft as if the smoke never entered his lungs. Other sailors manned their stations near the rigging, as four mounted their spokes at the anchor windlass. A young crewman who regularly dealt with the passengers held his arms wide as he moved us to the stern like herding polite sheep, where he roped off the deck for the working crew.
The clatter of the anchor chain sounded as the topmast sail dropped into position. The Gallant had been unleashed, and the motion of the deck changed. Nearby, I heard a muffled cough. The personal guard that my father had assigned to protect me tried to conceal himself and his tasks at every opportunity. Now he wanted my attention.
Will, was his name. Short for William, or Captain Pershing, late of my father�s Royal Army. I did not personally know him but knew of him. He�d served my father well, earning a lifetime title that would only expire with his passing, however, while Will was alive he was treated as if royalty, given lands to farm, and servants to help. Sometimes appointments like his are bestowed to commoners for extraordinary service. None dared question his service to my father, the king. The wrath of my father would descend as quickly as the blade of an executioner.
�I see you hiding over there,� my voice was soft, intended for his ears alone.
�You heard me cough but didn�t see me. Damn this smoke.�
I faced the direction of the voice, and even though my eyes could not see him well, I spoke as if I could, thinking that might confuse him slightly. Toying with one so skilled at deception and blending into the background had its rewards on a boring sea voyage. �You have two masters, Will. What orders did my father give to you after I hired your services? And do you think me such a fool that I didn�t realize he thrust you at me as if it was my choice to hire you?�
�Damon, Kendra, the cripple, and both little girls left the ship before the dragon attacked Trager.� He ignored my question as he filled me in on what my friends had done.
�Before?� I heard my confused voice.
�Yes. I saw them safely off, in a large rowboat. The dragon didn�t attack until sometime after they were gone.�
Pausing to consider the strange tales concerning my friends, I said, �Do you think the incidents connected?�
�Why would I think that?� he asked, seeming genuinely confused at why I would ask the question.
To cover my slip of the tongue about Kendra and the dragon, I said, �The two things happened the same night.�
He said, after a slight delay, �The dragon looked like the same one that killed the Wyvern in the afternoon. It is more reasonable to think the true-dragon is demented, hungry, or angry. Maybe it believed more Wyvern roosted in the city and it hates them. How could the escape of your servants and the city burning be connected, if I may ask?�
�They couldn�t,� I snapped too quickly for my ears. Then I quickly added, �Is the smoke clearing?�
�Not over the city, I think. But the ship is pulling away from the shore. I think we will see and breathe easier in a short time.�
I fixed him with what I hoped was a stern and officious glare. �You evaded my question. What orders from my father that I do not know about are you following?�
A momentary breeze cleared the smoke between us. He was not smiling. �I am to ensure your safety above all else, even my own. If required, in my opinion, I have his orders to bind you, throw you over my shoulder, and carry you on foot all the way back to Dire.�
At last, the truth. Will would carry me across the sea on his shoulder if required. The words sounded like the king, my father. He�d also given me instructions to locate and speak with the king of Kondor, if possible. If not, perhaps I could get a message to the king without the knowledge of the Council of Nine. He�d given me other tasks as well, and I had managed to get Damon and Kendra aboard the ship, too. He would be proud.
�I hardly think that will be necessary,� I said with a snigger.
He said, �We both hope so, but I gave my sworn word.�
�You will do as I order?�
His answer was immediate. �With my life . . . as long as it does not conflict with your father�s orders.�
I faced away from him to hide my smile. My father had his servants. I had mine. Kendra and Damon were going to try to reach Kondor by going on foot, taking a land route around the storm at sea. Perhaps from there, they could provide help for me, or even disperse the mages who were preventing the advancement of the Gallant. That the mages were so intent on preventing me from reaching the King of Kondor was becoming more evident with everything we learned, but not why.
A council had replaced the king, all the rumors said, but they didn�t say if the king was dead or alive. My father had nearly fallen into the same trap, and he sent me to offer the help of Dire in defeating the mages, should the rightful king still be alive. He was a distant cousin I�d never met, but no matter. My job was diplomacy until more information became available.
However, until reaching the capital of Kondor, the fabled city of Dagger, I could do nothing. As the ship moved deeper into the bay of Trager away from land, the smoke dissipated, and Will disappeared, as well. The sailors set more sails in the light breeze, the ship leaned to port, and the bow pointed at the opening that would carry us out of the bay and into the open sea.
I went to my cabin, a generous term for a space barely large enough for a bed, and smaller than my shoe closet at Crestfallen. I stored my clothing and personal items in the adjoining cabin. The people sent with me by my father on the mission included a scribe called Soren who thought well of himself and rumor said he deserved that credit.
Lady Grace was too polite, and barely royal, but the title was inherited even though she worked in the castle library as an administrator. I�d known her since childhood and trusted her with my life. The last was Soren, a minor scribe, but said to be more proficient than those twice his age. They were assigned as if I couldn�t tender a deal on my own or write it down. Each of them brought cases of scrolls, empty sheets of paper, pens, ink, and even bound books to refer to.
�And of course, there was Will in the shadows. My personal and secret protector. I�d expected him to travel with Damon and Kendra. I had hinted he should, and look after them also, but he had one job above all others, which was to protect me. So, he refused to leave my side, or my door, or my back where he might be concealed at any moment. It made me self-conscious. If my butt needed scratching, Will would be there to see it.
He would also defend me with his life and what more could I ask? That all sounded optimistic. All of us had an important job to do in the strange land across the sea. After trying to nap in my cabin and failing, I returned to the deck and found it clear of smoke, more sails up, the deck again open for passengers to stroll and stretch their legs after being cramped in their tiny cabins. I walked outside and faced the wind, letting it blow my hair back from my face. Then I looked ahead to clear blue skies.
I turned to my right, to look off the starboard side of the ship and my eyes found the line of dark gray clouds sitting on the far horizon to the south, flashes of lightning like tiny lightning bugs in summer. I glanced up and found a single Wyvern circling high above. I had no doubt the mages controlled it. It was watching me, or so I believed since the eyes were far too weak and the Wyvern too high to tell�but it was my impression.
From the circles it flew, it was watching the ship, but that also meant me. That the creatures were being controlled in some unknown manner was becoming more obvious. I believed they provided the power for the mage�s magic to work like the true-dragon provided Damon his small-magic abilities, only it took far more of them to provide the same amount of Essence.
The thought of Damon and his small-magic always made me smile. I remembered the cocky young royal who bored me with his childish tales of how he would someday defeat all the enemies of Dire by commanding the great generals. At my signal, Damon had drawn the moisture from the outside of a bottle of wine and concentrated it on the material of the boy�s satin pants, at the groin, so it looked like he�d peed himself. As quickly as he noticed, the dull meeting was over.
Once, Damon had made a young royal, one who believed himself a great dancer, trip at a ball to the delight of every observer in Crestfallen. There had also been a girl my age who had tried to move in a boy I liked, and Damon had forced her to spill wine down her front. He�d performed such acts to protect and help me since our first meeting, often with hilarious outcomes. I felt the grin growing and tried to restrain it.
I missed him! And his sister, my best friend.
I felt as if the circumstances of becoming an adult were closing in and the fingers of them were tightening around my neck. They started to squeeze. I felt faint. And then, as if I was a child that sat again on my father�s knee as he instructed me in how to properly behave like a princess, I drew a deep breath, steeled my mind, and prepared to meet whatever challenges came my way.

CHAPTER THREE 
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Damon

As the morning star found its way above the eastern horizon and escorted the sun above the peaks of the far mountains, the Slave-Master and I were still playing the same game of blocks with my freedom at stake.
He said, �Why are you called Damon?�
�I am an orphan, along with my sister. That is the name she used for me, so it is now mine.� I contemplated my next move at the game of blocks quietly, my eyes never leaving the assembled blocks on the small table in front of us.
�Do you speak the language of Kaon?�
�No.�
�A damon in our language is a minor demon or irreverent god. It is a clever being who often appears unexpectedly and uses nasty tricks to have his way. A trickster. Is that who you are, Damon? A trickster who does horrid things to have his own way.�
Instead of instantly denying it as my impulse suggested, I gave it some thought. The first thing that came to mind was that everyone encountered who spoke Kaon would think of me in that way. Perhaps until arriving back on the shores of Dire, I should change my name and be called by another, one more respectful. It was something to think about but not now. His revelation had already distracted me from the game, which was probably his intention. His definition might even be a lie to disrupt my winning streak while I fretted. I snapped sternly, �The name fits.�
He laughed in a way that made me wonder if he was teasing about the name or if Damon meant what he said. I didn�t trust him at all. I�d have to ask one of his guards what the word meant and hoped the Slave-Master hadn�t instructed them to agree with is definition in advance to trick me.
Everyone else, including his almost naked women and muscular guards, were asleep. The Slave-Master was a formidable and determined player, bluffing only enough to keep me honest. The equal piles of coins he�d originally distributed had ebbed and flowed across the board all night. Once, near midnight, he�d had me almost broke, but two sixes on my tiles had won a small pot for me, then another larger pot followed, and eventually, I had most of the coins moving my way as the tide of the game shifted to me.
Then, the tide changed again, and the coins returned to his side. Part of that was my fault. I�d wagered too much on a middling pair of fives. His stack grew to twice the size of mine, but as luck is fickle, the next hand had three threes dealt to me, a winner most of the time. I raised his bet, and he called. A portion of his pile returned to my side. We were nearly even again.
The night had passed without much talking. The Slave-Master was used to winning, and he was a fierce competitor. I chided him about losing, and his eyes became flat, his attention redoubled, and he won three hands in a row. I shut up.
He yawned and said, �Will you trust me to keep our piles in my keeping until we can continue our game tonight? You can count them to make sure you have the same amount when we continue to play the game this evening. Right now, I need some sleep.�
I shook my head. �No.�
�Then, you can place the money into two purses and keep them on your body if you lack trust in me.� He didn�t sound offended.
I used the same flat tone as him. �No.�
�No? What the hell do you mean, no?� he screamed loud enough to wake everyone in the camp.
I raised my eyes to meet his and said softly, �I understand that I am your slave outside of this game. Within the game, you agreed to play dead-man�s rules. That means we don�t stop until one of us wins and the other is out of coins. If you wish to forfeit the game, please say so and accept you are the loser and that I have earned my freedom.�
His face grew red with anger. He slammed a fist down. �I didn�t expect the damn game to last all night. I can�t stay awake. Besides, we have to move the camp and prisoners today. There is a lot of walking before we reach the slave houses in the city of Prager.�
I fixed him with my best stare and refused to flinch or stand. To make my position clear, I slowly dealt the next hand and examined my tiles as if interested. When I met his gaze again, I said piously, �Yet you expect me to go out there in the desert sun and march in leg-irons all day after being awake all night, and then play my best game against you tonight? Hell, you�ll probably ride in the shade on top of a wagon with all these pillows and carpets where you will sleep the day away. Then you will play when I�m so tired I can�t stand upright without help. No.�
He had the decency to look chagrined because I was right.
I continued, �Send your guards and slaves on ahead, if you want, but if you try to quit or suspend this game, you had better kill me now because if you do not, I�ll spread the word to every kingdom that has a scribe to read what I�ll tell them about you. The Slave-Master of Kaon is a cheat at blocks and does not keep his word. Never gamble with him and spread the word to everyone you know.�
He drew in a huge breath and allowed it to escape as a low whistle. �At this rate, the game could go on for days.�
�You should have thought of that before accepting the rules.� I wouldn�t allow him to wiggle free. A hundred times during the night I�d been tempted to use magic to change the spots on the tiles and had resisted. Adding or removing one spot would have given me the game a dozen times over, yet I�d held off to be fair. I hadn�t found him cheating once, and I could honestly say the same for me. We were perfectly matched.
Besides, he knew nothing of my sister and her pet dragon waiting to swoop in a rescue me�which meant he was overmatched. With her help, I could go free at any time, but he didn�t know it. However, there was the integrity of the game to consider. I would beat him fairly.
He turned to the nearest guard and ordered the camp broken down and moved. He ordered them to remove the tent over our heads, and if necessary the carpets and everything else. If the game was still in progress, they were to depart quietly, leaving only the small table we used, and we would catch up. Then, he turned his attention back to defeating me with renewed vigor.
They struck the tent. The carpets were removed, rolled and loaded on wagons. We moved only enough for the last one to be taken from beneath us. I ignored the slaves and guards, all of which were staring in fascination at the crazy pair of us, neither as much as looking up to see what was happening.
He was more than a good player. He was very good. He was prideful in his skill at the game. Aside from that pride, he had few detriments, and his pride was how I�d use him to get my way when the time was right. He also had a �tell� when happy. Twice he had powerful hands that might have ended the game, but I forfeited the pots early and lost minimal amounts because of it. Watching for his left cheek to twitch was not cheating. He was free to do the same to me as part of the game.
Gradually, the stack of coins again shifted my way. Gradual because greed always loses at games of chance, so I had to play conservatively. We had both played cautiously early, protecting the coins we had rather than risking them on aggressive bets. He saw the subtle shift in my style and played a little more aggressively, which was a poor choice for him. Twice he lost hands he shouldn�t have played. The game reached a point where one good deal would allow me to take the remainder of his coins. His face grew redder as he realized the squeeze game I now played. I took no risks and bet only small amounts or folded my hand unless I had a sure winner. He won a few coins here and there, and I did the same. However, I took all the larger pots, or I didn�t play. He grew frustrated.
Near midday, he glanced at the only three remaining coins in front of him. His hand was probably marginal, but he lacked the coins to continue playing if he lost them. He slid all three to the center as a final challenge. A bluff. I saw no sign of the facial tic that indicated he held any power tiles, so I carefully matched his wager. When exposed, his hand was poor, mine worse. The pot was small. Instead of scooping up the winnings, he settled himself back and said, �Why?�
�Why?�
�You knew you would lose that hand. You held nothing but played, anyhow. That is not like you.�
I said, �Perhaps I misjudged.�
�What have I missed?� He settled back, pulling away from the table as he considered what happened. His voice was as cold as a mountain stream in spring. �You knew I�d win that miserable hand and yet you played anyhow, drawing my full attention at the prospect of a winning hand. Are you trying to delay the game by letting me win small amounts, so it continues forever? If it is your plan, that won�t work.�
�I admit that I did it to distract you, but not to delay the game,� I said.
�Why? That makes no sense.�
I placed my tiles in front of me, face down. �Your only bodyguard who remained here to protect you was taken prisoner at the point of an arrow while we played that hand. He is now tied with strong rope and is weaponless.�
The Slave-Master nodded once. He accepted my explanation without even glancing behind to see if it was true. He knew it was. �So, you were playing two games.�
I lowered my eyes to the table. �This one is not over. You are a good player.�
He didn�t turn as my sister advanced into the clearing with the massive guard hobbling in front of her. His hands, legs, and ankles were tied. She used my sword to prod him now and then and to remind him of who was in command.
�Are you ready to leave, Damon?� she asked.
�No,� I muttered. �I have a game to win.�
�If you lose?� the Slave-Master asked.
I looked at him, his dark skin glistening in the heat. �I gave you my word. The rules remain the same.�
He bent over the table and examined his new tiles. I watched for the tic but decided it could be from a good hand or from the respect I gave him in keeping to our rules. He ignored Kendra as if she was not there. I didn�t see or hear the girls but assumed they were close.
Kendra said to me in the tone equivalent to a sisterly eye-roll, �You�re going to sit there in the hot sun and play that silly game all day?�
�If that�s what it takes. If I lose, you will have to leave me here as his slave.� I saw the rebuke coming from her and shook my head. �Sorry, I gave my word.� Then, I turned my attention back to the game. He won several small pots; I won a few larger. The distribution of the coins remained the same until well into the afternoon when he adjusted his position, and I noticed the tell again. He had a strong hand and intended to play it hard. He stood a chance of earning back half the coins on the table in one hand.
However, as luck often provides, I had four fives. Only four sixes in his hand could defeat me, and I held one of those sixes along with my fives. In short, there was no hand that could defeat mine. His hand might be strong in normal circumstances, but mine was better. He wagered conservatively, hoping to draw me in so he could later increase the wager and take more of my money.
I did not know his hand, only that mine couldn�t be beaten, so his didn�t matter. I let him bet to match my wager while fighting to keep my face placid. Even the hint of a smile would warn him, and he would throw in his hand. He raised again, and I hesitated theatrically before finally and hopefully appearing reluctant to match his wager. As I wished, he pushed all of his remaining money to the center, nearly half of everything we played for was now there. I matched his bet. He displayed a very good hand with a confident smile. His tiles would win nine out of ten hands.
I showed mine. The blood drained from his face, He stood and stretched his legs. When his voice finally sounded, it was almost a reluctant grunt. �You are free.�
�Thank you,� I said while fighting the smile that threatened to fill my face. �Half the coins are yours to repay the generous loan. The rest are yours to buy my freedom. You are an honorable man, and I assume you will not attempt to capture me again.�
He scowled as his eyes fell to the bodyguard trussed up near the edge of the clearing, �Am I also free to leave?�
�Soon. We may keep you and your guard here for a short while, just to make sure there are no problems. And to ask a few friendly questions. Just conversation between old friends.�
The Slave-Master spat in the direction of his guard. �You can keep that worthless scum for yourself. He�s no good to me letting a slip of a girl like her to take him prisoner.�
The guard hung his head in shame. His eyes were damp.
I said, �Sir, there are two things you should know. First, is that my sister can probably defeat any two of your men in a fair fight, she can defeat any three of them in one unfair. Second, she has unseen help at hand when she requires it, which is not often. Kendra, will you call your backup?�
She smiled. I heard the sound of leather wings before the Slave-Master, but when he did, his head tilted upward, and he watched the dragon approach. It made a dainty landing at the other end of the clearing if the weight of ten cows smashing the earth can be dainty. The ground shook. The leaves and dust from the great wings took a while to settle. When it did, the dragon stood on all four legs peering at us. It sniffed, then snorted as if it didn�t like what it smelled. I didn�t like the smell of it, either.
�I stood no chance at winning, did I?� the Slave-Master asked dejectedly, while his eyes remained locked on the dragon. That was not a criticism, but just good sense. He�d never seen a dragon, probably didn�t believe in them, and to his credit, he hadn�t run off in panic at her appearance.
�The game of blocks was played fair, sir. Only how I left your caravan was at risk.�
�That�s not what I meant,� he growled.
I watched his face again, looking for the same tell as in the game. When I didn�t see he was bluffing, I said, �You had no intention of allowing me to buy my freedom.�
�I did,� he wailed, but it didn�t ring true.
But the facial tic was back. He was lying and expected me to believe him. He was not done playing with me, yet.
I said, �Here is what�s going to happen. You will send word with your trussed-up guard to release the slave called Flier, and he will be escorted back to where we are. Unharmed. I will purchase his freedom at a fair price that you decide.�
�In return for what?� he said, the slyness in him returning.
Kendra stepped forward. �In return, you will not be the evening snack for my dragon today. You will also answer our questions fully, and we will release you unharmed. When we are ready.�
�She�s right,� I agreed. �We don�t care about your slavery or where you�re taking these wretched people. At least, not yet. We do want to know more about that, and other information about your homeland and the rulers. And mages. When we�ve educated ourselves to our satisfaction, you are free to join your people. You have my word.�
�If I don�t cooperate?�
Kendra must have communicated with the dragon in the way we were slowly becoming used to. It stood on its hind legs and roared, then stomped the ground, its forefeet landing uncomfortably close to me�and to the Slave-Master. The nearby bodyguard strained to roll away and break free, his face pale and scared as the feet landed.
�Send him to get your friend. I agree to do as you ask,� The Slave-Master drawled as if agreeing to do as we asked. He was lying again.
I didn�t believe the Slave-Master at all. However, Kendra cut the ropes free from the bodyguard, all but those on his feet. She replaced the knife in her scabbard and said to him, �I can kill you a dozen ways before you take a single step. Do you believe that? I am a Dragon Tamer.�
Her use of the term was not the first time I�d heard it from her. Others had briefly called her the Dragon Queen, but that didn�t sit well. She decided �tamer� better suited her relationship. I knew she didn�t know what either meant any more than me, but it sounded more ominous. It was one of the many things we needed to know and understand�but not today, at least not yet.
His hands shook, and his voice trembled as his eyes remained on those of the dragon that looked back. He was so close the stench of the dragon had to be overpowering. Rotted meat and a reptilian body that hadn�t been washed since last rain, whenever that was. He stammered, �Y-yes.�
She continued speaking to the guard, �The Slave-Master requires the presence of the slave known as Flier. You will find him and return him here. Treat him well. Now, I�m sure you�re an honest man and all that, but just in case there are any problems, my dragon is going to fly above as your escort. She will protect you. She will also tell me if there are any problems or if you betray me, in which case, I�ll allow her to snack on as many of you slavers as she wants. But you will be first.�
His trembling increased.
Kendra was not finished. �My dragon now has your scent. It knows you. There is no place in Kondor or the Brownlands where you can hide that she cannot sniff you out. I want you to know that. If I order her to kill you, she will find you. If I were you, I�d cut my throat�however, my dragon also enjoys food that has been dead a day or two. She will eat you one way or another.�
�If I send your friend back?�
�You will not send him back because if he is attacked or harmed in any manner, you forfeit your life. Being a reasonable man, you will return with him to see that he arrives here safely, and I will then release you from this bond. If he is unharmed and arrives here alone and promptly, I give you my word to allow you to live. I will have no reason to be upset with you, and I may even toss a coin or two your way.� Kendra talked in a businesslike manner as if negotiating for the purchase of a wooden bowl in a public market. The directness of her discussion intimidated the bodyguard far more than if she had shouted and brandished a knife.
The guard�s eyes were still on the dragon. He nodded once. That was enough. Kendra cut the remaining ropes on his legs with a slash of her knife and stepped away. The guard backed off, then turned and ran. My sister looked at me and then at her dragon. It unfurled its wings and flew.
The Slave-Master said, �Gods, what have I done to deserve this?�
Kendra turned to face him.
He scooted back, putting a little distance between them.
She advanced and asked in a reasonable voice as if speaking over a friendly dinner, �Do you like children?�
�I-I suppose so.�
She looked at me. �Ask Anna to bring Emma here.�
*Anna, bring your sister and join us.* The mental touch was unreciprocated, although I believed Emma could have heard me as well if she allowed me to touch her mind. However, I couldn�t blame her for being reluctant to touch my mind.
They emerged from the edge of the forest, wearing their backpacks, and smiling. They rushed me as if we hadn�t seen each other for weeks.
Kendra sat facing the Slave-Master. �Do you ever think about the lives you ruin?�
�Farmers in my homeland need field-hands to work the crops. Cities need cleaners and servers, so they don�t live in filth. The army needs slaves to advance as the first line in battle.�
�You didn�t answer my question,� she persisted. �We agreed you would be honest with us or face my wrath. Tell me, do you ever think about the lives you ruin?�
�No. Never.�
�What about the lives of those who miss them? A wife? His children? Parents? Friends? What you do affects them as much as the men you take for slaves.� Kendra was growing angry.
He curled a lip and said, �I take women, too. Those are not my problems. I supply laborers. Nothing more.�
Kendra scooted so near to him he drew back again. Her voice grew so soft it caressed the air, �Do you realize how very lucky you are today?�
�Right, I�m a prisoner, I lost at blocks and had to turn a valuable slave loose, so I�m lucky,� he snarled the words as he spoke while trying to intimidate her.
For me, it was a test of wills between them. I was standing with the girls at the side of the clearing and watched their interplay, knowing the Slave-Master would lose the contest�but he wasn�t aware of it. Not yet, but soon.
Kendra said, �Yes, you are lucky because my stupid brother gave you his word. However, you need to consider this: You accepted his word about not harming or killing you. I led you to believe I gave mine too, but I didn�t, did I? And beyond that, my two little sorceresses who are now playing games with my brother promised nor implied anything.�
He spun to look at them, their sweetness and innocence clear.
However, she said before he gathered his thoughts, �Do you know that the small one, the one with the impish expression, once faced down my dragon? And another time, just using the power of her mind, she struck at the mind of a full-grown man so hard he was unconscious for a full afternoon?�
�That little girl?� the Slave-Master asked. His voice didn�t tremble or break with fear because he clearly didn�t believe her. He was interested.
�It�s true. She struck a blow inside his mind so hard that he woke up stupid and remains so to this day.�
I snorted in both humor and amazement at the tall tale she told about me until she spun to face me. She snapped, �Is there any part of that story that is not true?�
I simply shook my head in wonder at her turn of a word. Worse, maybe I had woken up stupid after Emma�s mental attack. The humor in the situation evaporated. The Slave-Master turned to Kendra and said, �Ask me anything. I�ll tell you the truth if you give me your word I�ll be set free if I satisfy you. Do we have a deal? You can go your way. I�ll go mine.�
She threw her hands into the air in disgust. �You are also a very stupid man, has anyone told you that?�
He shook his head in denial, his eyes narrowed, but said aloud, �Nobody has ever told me that who is still alive.�
Kendra climbed slowly to her feet. �Allow me to explain how you are stupid. You are so arrogant you do not listen. You think you can use brute force to have your way. Two can play that game, and you will be the loser.�
�So, you say. But you have not faced my anger.� His voice rose near the end and his face contorted.
�Tell me the truth, and I�ll set you free. I give my word. Those were your words to me. Your requirements. Is that still the deal you offer? Is that the best you can do? Because I will readily agree to it, however, an instant after I set you free as agreed upon, I will order my dragon to stomp on you into mush with one of her great feet. If you somehow remain alive, will you then agree that I was honorable and kept my word that I set you free but did not specify a time before recapturing you?� She flashed an evil grin his way. �Perhaps you want to reconsider.�
He smiled in the same way. �I would expect no less from you�and I have done what you suggest a hundred times. I lie, cheat, steal, and collect men to sell into slavery. I fight, swear, drink too much, sleep with other men�s wives, and once bit off the ear of a man and swallowed it to make him angrier. That�s the difference in us, little girl. You threaten me with violence. I have lived it.�
He was right.
I stepped closer to them. I looked at the Slave-Master. �Hear me well. You and I already have a bargain, and I will keep my part. After Flier is delivered here, you will be set free by me. What that agreement has not stated but you will understand now, is that after your release, should you return with men to attack us, or if you accidentally stumble across us at a stream crossing, or we spy each other across the vastness of a busy city market, you will die.�
Emma stepped beside me. She screwed up her little face, pointed her index finger between his eyes for so long sweat beaded on his forehead. Then, without an utterance, she shifted her finger to point at a small pile of dried leaves between his feet. It burst into flames, rising to his knees in an instant�and threatened to burn higher.
The Slave-Master leaped aside; his face drained of blood. Emma moved her finger and pointed it at his left eye. I held my breath, too scared for him to order her to lower the finger while knowing full well her finger had nothing to do with the flames she created with magic. I�d never used my magic in that way, which was to deflect reality and suggest my finger was a weapon. I wondered what else I�d learn from the little girl.
�Stop her! Ask me what you will,� he cried. �But get that finger away from me.�
Kendra glanced at me. Her worst threats, anger, and all the rest hadn�t scared the Slave-Master. He would have betrayed me, but in a way that kept his reputation intact. The easiest way would have been to kill me and leave my body for the ravens to peck and worms to eat.
However, now he stood and watched the last of the few leaves burn, and he said, �What do you want to know? Ask me anything.�

CHAPTER FOUR 
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Princess Elizabeth

Even a princess of Dire can feel lonely. I found myself thinking as I stood and watched the restless sea to the south. The ship rolled over or through the gentle waves with little movement of the deck. I felt my throat constrict, not from any physical force, nor from magic. It was all in my mind. The fear of failing as a princess. Failing myself, my father, and my people. There was also the fear of a storm at sea. With Damon and Kendra off the ship, for the first time, I felt totally alone with an overwhelming task in front of me.
Despite my personal feelings, I held my chin higher, as any princess learned to do as a child. Life as a noblewoman often meant putting aside my wishes in favor of the needs of my kingdom. Aside from the endless food, expensive clothing, and luxury apartment, there were barriers to my life�some as difficult to navigate as the ship through the coming storm.
Will stepped quietly to my side as if appearing out of thin air and paused beside me as if innocently brushing a piece of lint off his jacket in case anyone watched the two of us. He stood far enough away that it didn�t look like we were together, but just two travelers who are leaning on the same railing. From the side of his mouth, he said, �Are you feeling well, Princess?�
That question further depressed me. I�d thought my feelings were hidden and snapped at him, �Do I look ill?�
�Yes, you do.�
There had been no equivocation in his response. He spoke softly, and the ring of truth had angered me. But an odd thing happened. That small exchange raised my spirits, if only because he had the good sense to tell me the truth when I asked him a question. As a princess, people had always told me what they believed I wanted to hear my entire life. Will stood at my side and spoke the truth, as only Damon and Kendra normally did. I gratefully said, �Not ill, just scared.�
He moved aside without answering as if he understood my needs, and I believed he did. The next time I looked around, he had disappeared again, but I felt his eyes on me. It wouldn�t do to pick my nose or scratch my behind even if either needed it. However, I stood at the railing knowing he was watching over me like a mother duck over her ducklings.
That idea of being watched might have insulted another. For me, it was reassuring. While traveling with a small royal entourage, Will was the exception. He did not owe allegiance to any but my father, and thus to me in a secondary fashion. He didn�t travel as one of us, didn�t wish to advance himself in any way, or impress anybody, and as a result, he was the only one aboard I totally trusted. Aside from Damon and Kendra, of course, but they were ashore and headed for Dagger via a land route if such existed.
The Gallant did not sail out of the Trager Bay and turn south as it would normally have done to reach the small city of Vin, the next port of call. Instead, it continued to sail directly east, away from Trager and also away from Vin. The captain knew and had already faced the endless storm to the south that lay between the ship and Vin. No headway would be made attempting to sail in that direction.
A man, a salesman of rare spices, stopped at the rail and watched the same storm from a few steps away. �I�m glad the captain has the good sense to search for a way around. I�ve never been so ill as the last time we sailed into that.�
�He�s a good man,� I muttered.
�Some call him a coward.�
I turned to face the dour little man. He never smiled, and his remarks were often rude in the past, but usually in the abrupt way used by those who sell their products for a living are. It was not intentional, just part of the trade. �I don�t.�
�Nor I,� he said. �Safety at sea is always a concern. An overzealous captain may get us there sooner or sink the ship. I can swim, but when land is not even within sight, what direction am I to paddle?�
He had a point. Of course, the sun would provide the direction, but despite those who believe they know everything, much of the day a swimmer who lived on land would not know the direction. With the sun high in the sky, it was hard to tell, and a person might swim in circles.
I turned away and observed the few others venturing from their cabins. A woman and man, both friends of Damon, glanced my way, then averted their eyes in the usual manner of those who rarely interfaced with royalty. Their action assured me they were of a lower class.
There had been another man who also watched me, but he had disappeared while on our last voyage. Will gave me no information when I asked him about it, but his hesitation before answering was suspect. Some thought the man fell overboard. I thought he might have had help from Will in getting over the railing.
The ship made a slight turn in the direction of the storm after the sailors put up more sail and pulled ropes taut. The purser stood on the deck above where the wheelhouse was located. His eye met mine. I gestured for him to come. He did, slipping down a ladder and crossing the rolling deck as easily as a cat might.
�May I be of service, Princess?�
He was a stuffy, prideful man, but had his uses. �The extra sail?�
�Ah, the Gallant is a fine, fast ship. Slim at the waist and tall in the sails. The captain is trying to outrun the storm. The winds are higher near the storm�s edge so that we can sail faster.�
According to Kendra, there was a pair of ships on the other side of the storm, each with two mages. They were creating the impassible storm, preventing all ships from Trager sailing to the ports of Kondor by blocking the narrow passage. Without even knowing about the two ships, the captain might have stumbled on a viable solution.
The Gallant was a smaller ship than the usual cargo vessels in the nearby waters, with a narrower hull and more sails, as the purser had said. She was built for speed to please passengers and carried little cargo. If the mages were aboard a normal vessel, especially a fat cargo ship, the Gallant might easily outrun them and then turn and make her way south where the sea was wider and the water calm.
�Why are we sailing closer to the storm?� I asked.
The purser glanced around and moved a step closer as his voice lowered. �There are rumors that the storm is not natural. It does not move. Some say a mage caused it. If so, he must be on a ship.�
I feigned surprise. �And if we manage to sail around the storm? What will the mage do then?�
The purser�s arrogant demeanor wilted. He obviously hadn�t considered that outcome. His eye went to the bridge on the higher deck where the captain would be. �I think I�m needed.�
As he raced back up the ladder, I had little doubt that he was going to rush to the captain with a new question about the mage. No matter, the captain should be planning ahead. That was the function of his position, much like her father�s. He didn�t so much as rule, as he anticipated problems and solved them before they became major obstacles. Captains of ships are similar to kings; only their kingdoms are smaller and float. The job is much the same.
I left the deck and went past the door to my private cabin, and the next, which was for the storage of my belongings. The third and last was a cabin located on the port side for my aides to work in, an office of sorts. They were inside, maps spread, notes jotted, ink drying. The three of them were hammering out the details of a possible pair of treaties. They debated, contrasted, and argued every word, much as they would when we met with the ruler of Kondor. They had one treaty for a king to sign and another for a committee, a Council of Nine, depending on who we dealt with.
The three worked on verbiage, as well as what might be demanded, and what Dire might relinquish. There were lists of gives and takes. If we gave this, Kondor would agree to that. It was all going to be presented where we gave little and received all, however, those in Kondor would have their interpretations and demands. My staff tried to anticipate all eventualities and account for them.
�Princess,� Lady Grace said as she attempted a curtsy in the limited space despite my instructions to the opposite. The ship was no place for royal manners. She still wore a purple-yellowish bruise on her forehead and a cut under her eye from a fall during the last storm.
�How are you faring?� I asked.
Soren answered with the taint of disapproval in his tone, �If only Kondor would allow us to draft the entire treaty without their input.�
I�d never heard humor from him but laughed as if misunderstanding. By myself. He didn�t, Lady Grace averted her eyes to remain uninvolved, but clearly disapproved of him speaking like that, and Timor, a younger version of Soren simply looked confused. I said, �The ship is turning into the storm again. I don�t expect us to face what we did before, but you had better be prepared and have everything secured. No doubt, we will find some rough seas.�
The eyes of all three changed. The last time the Gallant had sailed into the same storm it had barely escaped. The people on my staff had never been to sea, and the mention of another storm instilled fear. I searched for calming, but true, words and failed to find them.
I went to my cabin and did as I�d suggested they do. Everything was placed where it was secure, and if possible tied down against the rolling of the ship. A knock at my door relieved me of endlessly preparing for a storm I didn�t wish to face.
When I opened the door, a man stood in the passage. He had boarded in Dire and sailed with us. His age was older than most on the ship, perhaps fifty, his hat was being wrung in his nervous hands, and his voice came slow and stilted, in a soft voice hardly above a whisper. �Princess, there are rumors.�
�There are always rumors,� I snapped. �Are you here to share some of them?�
�May I step inside? There are eyes and ears everywhere on this ship.�
I threw the door to my cabin open and stepped back. Why allow a man into my private quarters to spread rumors? I couldn�t answer that. However, it was too late. He closed the door as I curled the fingers on my hands into fists, just in case.
He noticed the action. �Princess, I mean you no harm and suspect you have been trained to fight to defend yourself and you would quickly defeat me.�
�You said there are rumors.�
�Some believe a mage is creating the storm to our starboard.�
I didn�t know if he had any useful information or not. We were feeling each other out, deciding what, and how much, to share. However, I was unwilling to provide fodder for his rumors if that was all he wanted. �The mages are blamed for everything.�
He swallowed hard; his eyes moved from mine as if he wished he�d never knocked at my door. Then, in a gesture of honor and pride, he squared his shoulders and looked me in my eyes. �Princess, I have been a loyal subject of Dire, as was my father and his. The rumors I carry may not be of substance, but if I did not bring them, and any harm came to my royal family, I could not forgive myself.�
He sounded sincere. A nod of my head allowed him to continue.
�I travel in my work, to all the southern kingdoms. The mages in many lands are killing kings, they say. They, the mages, take over and rule as councils or advisors.�
He seemed to believe as we did, but he was still holding back. �Mages have always supported the crown and helped Dire. You believe something has changed.�
He tilted his head as he heard footsteps in the passageway and didn�t speak until he opened my door a crack and peered out to be sure we were alone. Then, after a deep breath, he said, �There is one mage nobody knows, but there are whispers�he�s a very young one with ambitions of his own, ambitions beyond those of any king. He orders the other mages to do his will. Or they die.�
�They go along with that?� I asked, astounded at the idea.
�Not all. The same rumors say nearly half the mages in the known world that were alive two years ago are now missing.�
�Missing?� I mused while trying to understand both the basic concept and how it related to events in Dire. It seemed all too plausible. �What do you know of this young mage? How did you come across this information?�
He pulled back just enough that told me I�d gone too far with my rash questions and scared him or broached a subject he didn�t wish to discuss. A flash of fear crossed his face. His hand moved to the door.
I moved to place my foot against the door, so he couldn�t open it. My voice turned cold. �I don�t know who you are, your name, or why you are here except that you say you are loyal to my father. I will not share anything you tell me, nor will I spread your information about unnecessarily, but it�s probably best if you do not share any personal information. I�m sorry I asked about your source. You must have a good reason for what you�re doing.�
He visibly relaxed but his eyes remained on my toe blocking his passage. As if my words convinced him to add to his story, he softened his voice to a whisper. �My little brother was taken from us years ago. The mages did it. They came to our farm and left with him, and it nearly killed my mother. Now, he somehow manages to touch my mind when I sleep. At first, I thought they were dreams, but no, it�s him. Sometimes, months go by without contact, but then there are times he comes to me in the night, almost every night, especially in times of turmoil. He says to warn our king of danger. I am not crazy. It really happens, but you can send me away, and I�ll leave.�
�I know something of mages, magic, and many things that are better unknown. We understand little of it and try to live with what we see and understand what we can. I believe you.�
He was relieved, but his voice stayed soft, more of a hiss than a whisper. �He told me to speak to you in private and tell you what I have said. There is one more thing he wants me to pass on to you, the most important part of it, he said, but I have no idea of what it means, only the words he placed in my head.�
�Tell me.�
The old man hesitated for a brief instant, then plunged ahead as if he too was a ship sailing into a dangerous storm, �The woman dressed in blue light is, in reality, the young mage who is behind the chaos.�

CHAPTER FIVE 
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Damon

Kendra and the Slave-Master had come to an uneasy and unspoken understanding about which of them was the toughest of them. I stayed out of it and decided I liked the image of Damon in the Kaon language. A demon. Of course, I needed to find out more about minor and deceptive demons, but overall, it suited me. My entire life had been a deception hiding my skills of controlling minor acts of magic.
Their debate revolved around which of them was the nastiest, the hardest fighter, and the strongest. Personally, since I had known her my entire life, I gave the edge to my sister, although the Slave-Master seemed to have more practical experience at being crude and mean. It was like watching a pair of warriors after each had finished two full bottles of wine and were trying to convince the other of their prowess with the opposite sex. Some of their tales undoubtedly held kernels of truth, but the trick was in knowing which kernels and how many.
Anna had grown bored with their talking and wandered off with her sister and threw a stick across the open meadow where the slave camp had been set up. Emma chased the stick and tried to match the throws of her older sister, and the stick always fell short. I watched both in fear and anticipation of either of them using magic. Neither did. Not yet.
Kendra settled next to the Slave-Master on the desert floor and asked, �You are from Kaon?�
He snorted with derision, �No, I was born in Frampton, a land to the south of Kondor. Far to the south.�
�How did a nice man like you become a Slave-Master?� she asked. �I�m sure you didn�t wake up one morning as a child and say to yourself, I think I�ll grow up to one-day wreck homes and destroy innocent lives.�
He paused, a slight smile twitching the corners of his lips. Then he spoke, �There was once another Slave-Master. I was his slave. He captured me while I was drunk and in bed with two evil women. They had taken pay to exhaust me and pour wine down my throat until near sunup. He took me prisoner without a fight, and I was destined for the auctions where I anticipated my sale would set new records.� He flexed his biceps.
�You escaped?� she asked, not laughing or even acting like she heard his attempt at humor any more than he�d paid attention to hers.
�No, not escaped. Running away does not suit me. Instead, I killed him during the second night of my captivity. Then I killed each of his three guards without waking the others. I placed my chains around the neck of the metal worker who tended the chains and told him that if he freed me, I would let him live and keep his job. He struck the pins, and I kept my word until forced to kill him a few days later over an incident with an ugly woman and a few tankards of sour ale.�
�The metal worker went with you when you escaped?� Kendra asked.
�Went? Escaped? Hell, we didn�t go anywhere. I had a string of slaves to get to the auction houses of Kaon to sell and profits to be made for my purse. We became partners until he became unreasonable with that woman. I killed her, too, but that�s another story. I don�t wish to make myself sound like a crude man.�
I needed to change the subject or vomit. �Tell me about the government of Kaon.�
He scowled at me for interrupting his stories, then shrugged before answering, �It�s fine. I mean, it�s not like I ever met the king or anything. Just saw him a couple of times.�
�The king?� I asked.
�Yes. I forget his name, but a big guy. Eats like a pig, they say.�
Kendra said, �Ever hear of the Council of Nine?�
�Kondor,� he said instantly and with distaste. He spat to one side. �The men from there are weak, and the slaves sell for minimal. But, there are plenty of them, and they are easy to take. Some even volunteer. It�s better than starving, so it�s easy for me to gather them up.�
�They agree?� Kendra asked before I could.
He said, �Now that you know all that, am I such a bad person?�
�You are,� she said and ignored his crude laughter. �Tell me about Kaon.�
He looked ready to refuse, then abruptly changed his mind. �What do you want to know?�
�I�ve barely heard of it. Where does it lie? To the north is Dire, yet you hint it is up there when I know differently.�
He nodded as he used a stick to draw in the sand. �Maps would help. However, I know of Dire. Not directly, but from maps. Your kingdom backs up to mountains that cannot be crossed.� He drew a rough U-shape in the sand.
�That is Dire, but what of Kaon?� Her voice had grown sharper.
�Traveling across the land on this side of the sea will reach the southern end of the land that borders the sea. That is Kaon. It follows the western coast north, on the other side of those mountains that protect Dire from the likes of us, and our Kaon warriors.�
I pictured it in my mind as well as his drawing. �Do the mountains go all the way to the sea?�
�They do.�
Kendra said, �So, my home is protected from invasion from Kaon, and from slavers like you, even though it is the nearest kingdom to ours. The sea is the only way to reach us. I suppose we should thank the mountains for our security.�
Her smile was almost a snarl, but his was equal. He said, �Yes, you are well protected in your land, cut off from the rest of the world except by a sliver of a seaport.� His smile grew to an evil grin before he continued, �Unless, of course, there is a Waystone or two nearby.�
The mention of a Waystone stilled her as much as if she�d been frozen by a winter storm and spring hadn�t yet thawed her. Then her eye moved to catch mine. I heard Anna complaining that Emma was now throwing the stick farther than her but used magic to do it. I was torn as to who should get my attention.
�What if there is a Waystone?� I asked.
He turned to me. �Then, even if you close off that little port on the river the mages can reach you. They can wink into existence, do their dirty deeds, and wink out again before you know they�ve arrived. Although to be honest, there is usually only one of them at a time. I think Waystones have limitations.�
�The Slave Master had accidentally passed us information while being just a little too cute while trying to be clever with my sister. His mention of the Waystones, and his foreknowledge of how that information would strike us was intentional. In his eyes, it was obvious he wished he could reach out into the warm air and snatch the words back.
That�s what happens when you try too hard to impress a pretty girl.
Kendra recovered first. �Waystones? I haven�t heard of them. Explain them.�
�They�re nothing. Just rumors and lies.�
She leaned closer and said, �Tell me.�
He was uncomfortable, and his voice came stilted and awkward as if they scared him. �Big rocks. Mages like them and some people think mages live in them. I know that sounds silly, but I�m just telling you what I hear.�
�Live in rocks?� Kendra asked. �Why would someone do that, even if it is possible? Why not in a beautiful little cabin on a mountain lake instead? That�s what I�d want.�
She had deflected his words back upon themselves and added her personal opinion. I�d watched Elizabeth and her practice that skill for endless sessions. First, they questioned, then added a second question before finishing with a personal anecdote. It assured the flow of more information.
�There are stories where nobody is around, and suddenly a mage is there. It always happens around Waystones.�
�There�s more,� she said simply, while leaning closer in a confidential and personal manner as friends sharing secrets might do. �Please tell me.�
For a large man with a wicked past, bad disposition, and nasty occupation, he wilted before the interrogation skills of my sister. �There�s some who say mages fly like birds. They use their magic for it. They know where they are because the can see the Waystones from way up high.�
I�d heard enough. The Slave-Master was hard as iron, killed ruthlessly and without hesitation, and he was superstitious when it came to mages. He didn�t like talking about them�and he didn�t know the information we wanted. Emma was still throwing the same stick and running after it. Anna sat under the shade of a stunted tree and watched, a scowl on her tiny face. I sat beside her. �What�s wrong?�
�Emma is a cheat.�
�How do you cheat when throwing a stick?�
�She�s doing something to it. When she throws, if you look carefully, you can see it speed up, so it goes farther.�
I fought to remain impassive. Her simple sibling jealousy had revealed three things. First, she had no idea that Emma was using magic to increase the distance. She didn�t understand magic in the least. And it seemed Emma was doing something Anna was incapable of doing. However, the most incredible thing was that Anna now spoke the Common language as well as me, and even a few of the inflections in her words were mine.
Using just my mind and not my lips, I said, *There are things you can do that she cannot.*
*I know. But she says she is a Dragon Tamer like Kendra, and that makes me angry. I want to be one too.*
I gave her a moment to fume, then continued, *Do you realize we are talking without words?*
She flashed me a know-it-all look she must have learned from my sister. �Of course.�
Emma returned, but Anna was pouting and wouldn�t talk to her. Emma looked at me and said, �No?�
�No, what?�
She grinned and held out her stick for me to take. I realized she still couldn�t speak Common, except for the few words we�d managed to teach her, a thousand at best. However, as of now, Anna spoke as well as me.
I threw the stick, and Emma chased after it, giggling and laughing as I raced to get there first. She beat me by a step, but as she reared back to throw it again, I saw the playful gleam in her eyes. As expected, her throw went farther than mine�with a little help of her magic.
I could have slowed her throw but didn�t. We ran to the stick again, but this time I got there first because I wanted to see her reaction when I used my magic. I comically wound up to throw, bringing both girls to tears with my wild arm waving antics, then I threw it into the air. As it sailed high, I touched the stick with my magic and pushed it along until it passed over the tops of the trees at the far end of the clearing and it disappeared into the forest.
While the girls watched the stick, I watched Emma from the corner of my eye. She finally turned to me and tilted her head as if she had learned something but was not sure what it was. I touched Anna�s mind. *How was that?*
*Good.* She smiled with smug satisfaction.
*You can never tell anybody but Kendra of your powers. You also have to make Emma understand that, too. Nobody must know what either of you can do. It could be dangerous if people find out.*
*The Slave-Master?*
*Especially him. Nobody. Ever. It�s very important.*
*Yes, sir.*
I walked back to Kendra and the Slave-Master and heard them deep into another discussion. However, I also heard the rustle of the approach of Kendra�s dragon. It flew lazily, circling back as I watched as if waiting impatiently. I suspected and hoped the Kaon guard and Flier would emerge from the scattering of trees we called a forest.
Kendra stood and caught my attention. She waited until Flier stumbled into the clearing, hesitantly, as if he didn�t believe what was happening. When his eyes found us, he ran in a shuffling gait. Even from a distance, I could see his raw ankles, and the blood seeping down them.
�Are you okay?� I asked, helping him to sit on a boulder.
His reply was in a defeated voice, tinged with hope. �Those ankle shackles are hard on a man.�
The guard came into view, and I walked to where he stood. �You are free to go. With the Slave-Master or without, we don�t care. You kept your word, and we�ll keep ours.�
He turned and walked away without ever looking at the Slave-Master.
I returned to Kendra and said, �Will you let him go now?�
She shook her head, drawing a look of astonishment from the Slave-Master. �Hey, I thought you were honorable.�
�I am,� she said. �But if I allow you to leave now, that guard will die before nightfall.�
The Slave-Master spat in the sand beside himself and snarled, �What difference does it matter to you if he dies by nightfall today or tomorrow. Either day he will not live to see another.�
�Maybe,� Kendra said. �But I gave him my word. Besides, you might step on a sharp rock or twist an ankle or meet with desert savages who will capture and enslave you. I can always hope.�
He threw his head back and laughed. �Will we meet again?�
�Let�s hope not,� she said.
�You would make me a wonderful wife.� He winked at her.
�I�d bury you in a week,� she said with a sharp smile.
�It might be worth it.� His sneer told his innermost thoughts, but Kendra ignored him. He shrugged and said, �Well, if I�m going to be chasing that damn guard all night, I�d better catch a nap. Tomorrow, I�ll find my slaves and continue on my way�unless you have other plans.�
I said, �Take your nap. We may not be here when you wake, so feel free to leave.�
He closed his eyes, then slowly opened them and glared at me. �We�re about equal in our game. I thought I�d beat you.�
It didn�t seem to matter if he knew how I did it. I said, �When you have a good hand, you can�t control yourself. Your left eye twitches.�
At first, he looked ready to leap to his feet and crush me, then he slowly relaxed. He said, �Thank you. That information is worth more than I�d have sold you for.� His eyes slowly closed and soon he snored. We watched to see if he was faking. When a little drool ran down his chin, we believed him asleep. At least, I did.
Kendra whispered, �Is he out?�
�I think so,� I said. �Nothing but losing at blocks seems to bother him. Take our things and let�s go.�
�What about Flier�s legs? Can he walk that distance?�
Flier said, �I�ll crawl if it takes me away from him,� Flier jutted his chin at the Slave-Master as if he were spitting out a spoiled fruit.

CHAPTER SIX 
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Princess Elizabeth

As a princess with a dangerous and important mission to accomplish, I needed to take a step back and take a deep breath as I pulled myself together. I needed to be calm despite my excitement. The visitor to my ship�s cabin with the information from his dreams about his brother nearly gagged me at the remembrance of my encounter with her�or it. Whatever the blue image was that we called the Blue Woman. The man behind that blue image was responsible for my father�s illness and would have caused his death if Kendra and Damon hadn�t become involved. The entire royal family and court of Dire owed a debt to my servants, as did the people.
The old man standing in my cabin had no idea of what the words he uttered meant or how they would revolt me. I knew their import he as soon as he spoke of the apparition that we called the Blue Woman, the shimmering image from the mountain pass in Dire that had nearly cost our lives. Only a few knew of her. She was evil beyond belief. That she was a projection created by a young mage who was behind the deaths of several kings tore at my insides. He had intended to kill my father, my brothers, and possibly me, even though I sat five deaths away from the throne.
I hated and feared the Blue Woman in the same way some react to snakes or spiders, but it was not the time to make such admissions to the man facing me. Magic had always been scary to most of us. Perhaps that was why I�d worked with Damon so much as he tried to learn to control his abilities. I envied him and his powers, even though we considered them small. While a true mage might render himself invisible and walk through walls, Damon would adjust his appearance and move within a crowd unnoticed to reach the same destination.
The message from my visitor also answered some of the many questions we had, if it was true information and not another trick. I did not know the man. True, I�d seen him board the Gallant in the Port of Mercia, and in the dining room, and at the rail, but that was not knowing him or his history. Still, I found I trusted him.
When I thought of Kendra and Damon alone in the wilderness desert of Kondor where the Blue Woman might appear to them at any time I felt faint. I didn�t know what she might do or tell them. Hopefully, they didn�t do as she instructed. There was no way to warn them short of turning the ship around and chasing after them�which would place me days behind and do no good at all. My knees gave out, and I slowly started sinking.
He placed an arm around my waist to support me. �Can you stand, Princess? Want to sit down?�
I sat heavily.
�You already know of the woman in blue light? You understand what that message from my brother means, don�t you?�
�Yes.�
�Then you know more about my message that I do not. I have no desire to know more, but I hope it is of some help to you.� He reached for the door in preparation for leaving.
�Wait, I haven�t thanked you and have more questions. Your brother, can you speak to him in your dreams?�
He hesitated a moment too long for his answer to be the truth. He said, �No, he only speaks to me. Not all the time. They are just dreams, Princess. I should leave.�
I understood his reluctance to admit anything, and how hard it must have been for him to share what he had with me, and to lie as he had. For him, the dreams were more like nightmares. Even the hint of magic tainted a person. He wouldn�t want his friends and neighbors to know of the communication with his brother.
�The poor man had probably waited during the entire voyage for the opportunity to catch me alone and pass on the information. I owed him more than just my thanks before he fled from my presence. I said, �Listen. The next time your brother comes to you in the night, I want you to try and relay how much I appreciate what he�s shared with me. Tell him he has a friend in the royal castle at Crestfallen if he ever needs one. All he has to do is ask for me. I know it probably won�t do any good to try and tell him�but promise me you�ll try.�
He gave a single curt nod as he slipped into the passageway as quickly as if I�d threatened him instead of offering friendship.
I stood there in the center of my cabin alone after the door closed. The worst thing was that I had nobody aboard the ship to speak with about his revelations. Nobody to trust. Not on a personal level as I had done with Kendra and Damon for the last ten years. The three of us had never been separated for as much as a single day, until this cursed trip. It made me feel alone and weak. I had to act on my knowledge and instinct�and I feared that was not enough to accomplish the tasks assigned by my father.
Not that there was anything I could change, but I wished that somehow, I could have destroyed the Blue Woman when we first met. Then the thought that she might appear before Kendra and Damon struck me again. I couldn�t think of a way to warn them. I felt lost.
Then realized the Blue Woman might also appear before me at any time or place. In my cabin, for instance. Right where the old man had stood. If she did, I�d flee. My mind made up about that; I felt better.
The feelings of gloom lifted as I considered my two friends who were in danger from the Blue Woman or young mage, or anything else. Damon was clever. Kendra smart. Together, they made a formidable pair that could take care of themselves better than most.
Actually, they were more than a pair. They had managed to befriend and heal a beggar and had found two little girls to travel with them, so there were five of them. Oh, the stories I�d hear when we went home. They would explain it all, from the day I departed from Crestfallen to the end of wherever this adventure took us. They would tell me everything in detail, day by day, exactly what happened, or I�d have their heads. That silly threat made me chuckle but somehow expressed how important they were to me.
I left my cabin, in search of what, I didn�t know. I stumbled to the deck and instantly saw the single wyvern circling above had been joined by another. They flew in high loops and circles, always around the ship�and they made no effort to conceal what they were doing. I knew they watched me.
A male passenger who gambled at the tables too much said as if he was my superior, �What are you doing out here alone?�
His tone was slurred, his piggish eyes squinted against the bright sunlight, and if there had been a lighted torch within reach of his expelled breath, it would have flared in response to the alcohol on his breath. I turned away without answering.
His hand reached out and took me by my shoulder. He spun me to face him. His mouth opened to speak again. Before a single word emerged, my anger took hold. As my body swung around, my left elbow drove up under his chin. It slammed his mouth shut, as the balled fist of my other hand short-punched him in the sternum. I�d done it exactly as the King�s Weapons-Master had taught me. The short punch might not sound like much, but it took the breath from him long enough for my next round of strikes.
Another hand spun me the opposite way. It was Will. He had no right to stop me. In a fury, I swung at him, to have something to strike out at. His forearm easily deflected my fist. His turned hip avoided my knee aimed at his groin. He ducked under another punch aimed at his head.
Will leaned closer to me and wrapped me in a hug that restrained my arms and kept my feet and knees from hurting him. I tried butting his head with mine. �Enough. Please calm down and go to your cabin, Princess.�
Like a child, I obeyed while ignoring the accusing eyes of the other passengers on deck. By mealtime, every passenger, crewman, and officer on the ship would hear versions of the maniac princess who beat another passenger and attempted to do the same with a second passenger. Will was right. It was no way for an emissary representing an entire kingdom to act.
I hung my head in shame. Once back in my cabin, I determined what I�d tell Will on our next encounter. He would hear of my anger and how he had no right to prevent me from continuing with the drunk gambler. After blubbering for a while to myself, I stumbled onto the conclusion he�d been right to keep me from taking out my frustrations on the man. Not that I owed him an apology, but he would keep his hands to himself or suffer my wrath again.
The truth was, I was scared. The Blue Woman was only part of it. Behind her was a mage who killed kings and their families, and beyond that were people who formed councils and ruled in place of the rightful kings�people I believed were more sorceresses than not.
How I came to that conclusion is another mystery, but it made perverse sense. A powerful mage created the circumstances for the council to be formed as a temporary measure, much like a regent sitting in for a young king, and eventually it becomes the permanent ruling body. Seating several sorceresses on a council where they could manipulate the minds of the others to do as they wished made sense. It�s what I�d do if I were the young mage.
Now that I had an idea of what was happening, I paced three steps from wall to wall in my cabin and tried to figure out what to do with the information. My problem was that while I now knew more than before, I had no plan, saw no resolution, and in some ways believed I was in more trouble than before.
And I was alone.

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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Damon

I held my finger to my lips for the girls, my sister, and Flier to all remain silent, as we crept away from the sleeping Slave-Master as if playing a game. Or perhaps better, I acted as the tricky demon he said my name meant. I doubted he would chase after us. It wasn�t because he�d given his word. That didn�t count. What it was about was that he didn�t care about any of us. The slaves he had in chains and that he would sell in Kaon were his only worry unless it was being defeated and humiliated at the game of blocks by the likes of me.
He would probably rush to catch up with the guard that had let him down by allowing Kendra to capture him. Then he�d search for his strings of slaves in chains and be on his way to Kaon. The slave markets awaited his delivery and he has slaves to sell. If we ever met again, he wouldn�t try to take my head, but he would want to challenge me to another game of blocks. That was something I understood and appreciated.
When we had traveled over the hard-packed sand and rocks far enough to feel temporarily safe, we were all suffering the first effects of the lack of water. �Flier, ever been here?�
�No.� His voice rasped.
�Any tips on where we can find a drink?� I continued.
He took the time to look at the mountains where the pass to Trager was hidden to my gaze. He noted the various peaks and must have decided he knew our approximate location. He said as he pointed, �The river is over that way.�
�How far?� Kendra asked.
He said, �It can�t be too far. We walked down from the pass to where the Slave-Master released us in half a night and part of a single day. The Vin river on this side of the pass travels south and east, but we can�t miss it if we keep going in this direction.�
I thought of asking Kendra to use her dragon to fly up there and tell us but thought better of it. The dragon might get a drink but wouldn�t be able to tell us about it. We were still so ignorant of so many things about magic in general, our powers in specific, what information we should share and what we shouldn�t speak of with others nearby. It was better to say nothing until we obtained basic knowledge. The question was, from whom could we learn.
I trusted Flier and the girls, but there were simply too many variables. Later, we saw a stand of green trees in the distance and walked in that direction as rapidly as we could. It was a classic desert oasis. As we grew closer, it was easy to discern there were willows, palms, and other deep-rooted plants that grew near water before our hopes were dashed when we arrived to find a reeking mud-hole we could throw a rock across. It contained a stinking brown sludge where animals watered, peed, crapped, and even the rotted remains of a goat lay at the edge of the brown liquid.
My mouth felt all the drier. Flier wordlessly pointed for us to move on. My mouth was parched, my skin pink, and a headache from the intense sun threatened to burst my brain from my head in a splatter of red and gray. My feet felt like the chains were still on them. I lifted my head to find I was probably in better shape than any of the others.
To their credit, not one of them complained. That impressed me more than words can express. Even little Emma walked with slumped shoulders, her toes dragging in the sand with each step, but she trudged on, never falling behind.
We reached a ridge, an escarpment of sandstone no more than the height of a man, but in the distance from that slight vantage, a line of green cut through the brown sand of the Kondor desert. Flier smirked confidently but said nothing as he looked for a way down to the lower ground.
He turned our direction slightly, so we�d encounter the line of trees sooner. The sandy ground turned rocky, peppered with rough rocks from the size of my thumb to my fist. The ground was hard between the rocks. It was as if the desert had been pounded flat and then strewn with rocks large enough to hurt or trip us. In our exhausted condition, it did both.
Flier limped nearly as much as when we�d first met. However, his attitude was growing more pleasant with every step. The line of trees came clearer, and I thought I could smell a hint of water in the dry air. It didn�t matter because the ground demanded my constant attention to avoid the sharp rocks.
When I did look up, the trees were just ahead, and the sound of water reached my ears. �Almost there,� I mouthed hoarsely through lips too dry to form the words properly. When nobody responded as expected, I paused in my anticipation and turned. No one was there.
My wild eyes searched and found four oddities on the ground in the distance behind, small discolorations that didn�t belong. I stumbled a few steps in their direction, knowing they must have fallen from exhaustion. My foot struck a loose rock, and I tried to catch myself, but another rock assured my continued fall. My left knee struck first, and outthrust hands couldn�t stop my face from striking the hard ground.
Slowly, I sat up and examined myself. The knee bled, as did my palms. There was no way to inspect my face, but it was tender to my touch, and rivulets of blood tickled my neck. Standing was unbearable. Four people were waiting for my help, but I was too weak and dehydrated. Dizziness made me wobble on legs that threatened to collapse.
Water. I needed water to regain the strength to help the others. Right now, if I managed to return to them, I couldn�t provide any help. We�d all die in the sun.
Feeling disgraced, I turned my back on them and walked to the shade of the trees, pushed through the undergrowth, and reached the bank of a wide, lazy river. I walked into the water and fell forward, allowing my body to absorb moisture and coolness. Then I drank. My lips slurped until I couldn�t hold more.
I had nothing to carry water, but my clothing was wet. Fearing it would evaporate too fast, I tore my shirt off and formed it into a ball while holding it underwater. Wadded tightly, it would hold water longer. Turning away from the river, I shuffled back to the intense sunlight beyond the shade and then across the rocky ground until I reached Emma. She was lying too still, but as I knelt and rolled her, I saw her eyelids flicker.
My shirt dripped water into her open mouth. I squeezed a little and more fell. She swallowed, and as if the water was a magic elixir, her body stiffened. I gave her more, then said, �Can you stand and walk to the trees? The river is right there.�
Instead of answering with words, probably because she still didn�t speak Common, she looked to where I pointed and nodded. I got her to her feet, and she walked. Flier was next.
He opened his eyes and attempted a smile. I squeezed water into his mouth, and as if it was a tonic, he managed to sit, then said, �I�ll make it. Go get the others.�
He might make it, I decided, if he could stand and remain on his feet, which seemed unlikely. However, once on his feet again, he stumbled after Emma, although he moved slower. I cursed myself for not knowing how to use my small magic to make a container to hold water.
Kendra and Anna were lying beside each other, with Anna�s left leg on top of Kendra�s. They�d fallen together, probably while helping each other. I squeezed water into Kendra�s mouth, but only a few drops emerged from the wadded material. I twisted the shirt, trying to force more water from it. Little came.
Anna weighed half of what Kendra did. I placed the damp shirt over Kendra�s face hoping it would help revive her and protect her from the sun. I got Anna on her wobbly legs. It was obvious she couldn�t walk, so I stood facing her, bent at my waist, and shoved. My shoulder struck her stomach, and I pushed forward until her weight settled on my shoulder as I stood. She was over my shoulder, and I stumbled in the direction of the river.
The water had revived me, somewhat. Not completely by any stretch of reason, but Anna�s weight was slight, and the trees close. I walked on stiff legs to remain upright, and as I reached the trees, Flier emerged. He didn�t speak but gave me a slight nod as he hurried in Kendra�s direction.
I managed to get Anna to the water�s edge and saw Emma splashing her way to us.
*Go help Kendra.* The words appeared in my mind, but there was no time to wonder if they were Anna�s or Emma�s. Since Emma hadn�t spoken to me with mind-talk, it had to be Anna, but my mind was anything but clear. Anna tried drinking too much, too fast and coughed. Emma fell to her knees in the water and placed an arm around her sister.
I took another quick drink and left them there. Soon, I saw Flier stumbling in my direction, Kendra limp and unable to walk at his side. Her toes dragged, and Flier had managed to carry her half the distance. It was clear he wouldn�t carry her much farther.
I half-ran to her other side and lifted the dead weight off Flier. Between the two of us, we moved much quicker and reached the river, where all three of us lay in the cool shallows, drinking as much brown water as we wanted.
Kendra said, �I just want to stay right here.�
�The fish will eat you,� Anna quipped.
Kendra rolled onto her side to face Anna and grinned. �Not if I eat them first.�
Flier laughed and inhaled water in doing so. He choked and tried to laugh some more, but it came out wrong. Anna splashed a palm full of water in his direction, but it struck Kendra. My sister, never one to back away from a fight, splashed her back.
Emma leaped into the fray, and we all splashed and laughed like children at the summer swimming hole. Flier stood, placed his hands over his head and dived into the deeper water. Anna cried, �Teach me to do that.�
�Dive?�
�And swim,� she said, standing and looking like a healthy girl who had not been nearly dead a short time ago.
I didn�t feel like I�d almost been at death�s door either. While still weak, tired, and sore, the water had worked magic on me. The thought of magic made me realize again how little I knew of it. Could I have used magic to form the river water into balls to carry or another magical method to have saved the others? I didn�t know. I suspected any mage worthy of the name would have found a dozen methods.
What I did know were two things. Water revived us in remarkable ways, and our lack of knowledge about magic held us back from possible uses, and perhaps that lack of knowledge placed us in danger. I stood in warm, knee-deep water while considering the dangers of the desert and all we faced.
Food. We had none. Our meager belongings consisted of my sword and not much else. The longbow was gone, as were the other weapons. Ashore, I laid in the shade and considered our plight. It was far better than this morning, or even a short while ago. People said that going without food for ten days won�t kill you. Going without water for one in a desert will. It all became a matter of location and need.
As if in response to my thoughts, my stomach growled. Anna joined me, tired looking but smiling at me as if I was the sun on a winter�s day. In my mind, she said, *You saved us.*
The appearance of the words sounding in Anna�s �voice� in my head didn�t offend or even upset me. It was becoming natural. Out loud, I answered, �We did it as a team.�
�A family,� she said as she scooted closer and placed her head on my thigh. Her eyes closed, and soon she slept. Flier came next, being sure to move quietly after seeing Anna. He sat under a kind of tree I didn�t recognize, his back to the trunk. He closed his eyes and soon slumped to one side and snored softly.
I had too much to think about but didn�t want to wake Anna, so I closed my eyes to think clearly better. When I opened them, the sun was setting, the air was turning cooler, and all the others were sleeping in a rough circle.
I had learned another fact without realizing it. Being sunburned, dehydrated and thirsty, tired a person in a way that a nap wouldn�t satisfy. While closing my eyes again, I did so with the knowledge that I�d sleep all night, even after sleeping much of the afternoon and early evening.
The chill in the air woke me well before dawn. Anna had managed to snuggle next to me, stealing any warmth I might have. In the dark, I found my wadded up, damp shirt. It helped a little when I put it on, but the night was getting colder.
By morning, we all huddled together, teeth chattering, and the two younger ones whimpered and complained. We had no fire-starters, few weapons, and no blankets. Kondor was a place of contrasts. During the day hats and long sleeves protected against the sun. At night heavy blankets and warm fires were needed.
I said, �Tomorrow we will buy the clothing we need.�
�With what?� Kendra asked. �You had the gold and silver when you were captured. Do you still have it?�
�And where will you spend your imaginary money?� Flier added.
I patted my waist where the small purse containing both gold and silver should be and knew the Slave-Master had bested me again. I almost laughed. While I had gambled a few small coins for my freedom, he had already taken my entire purse when I was captured. In effect, I�d been playing against him with my own money�and then forfeited it to him at the end of the game of blocks. He was probably smiling at this moment.
I did too.

CHAPTER EIGHT 
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Princess Elizabeth

As a princess of Dire, when looking back at my life, I felt I�d been a failure so far. With four siblings ahead of me to wear the crown, I hoped that day would never arrive, and the chances it ever did were miniscule. The birth of each niece or nephew, the chances moved me down the royal succession list. I�d spent my life, short as it was, carrying messages, planning balls and determining who would be invited, tracking down rumors in the castle, learning to walk properly, eat, sit a horse, and speak to those of my class. All duties and chores of a princess, and all as important as an evaporating fog on a spring morning.
For the first time, my father, the king, had given me a task worthy of a royal. I was to travel to Dagger, the capital of the Kondor Kingdom, and meet with their king. If he were not ruling Dagger, I�d meet with his successor or Royal Regent. If Kondor had no king, I would seek out the ruling body and present myself as the official representative of Dire with the offer of a treaty that would benefit both kingdoms.
All that was worthy of my talents and skills, and there was more. I would also spy on the mages and return with information that might mean the continued existence of Dire. Yet, I couldn�t even sail past a storm to attempt to meet my objectives. To this point, I was a failure as a royal emissary.
That would change.
The information about the Blue Lady the visitor to my cabin refused to leave my mind. It also made me more determined to defeat the mages who prevented the Gallant from sailing south to Vin and Dagger. The small portholes in my cabin were open to allow a modicum of fresh air inside, and a few small steps carried me to the nearest. I looked down at the water racing past the hull.
The captain had ordered all sails set. A bos�n kept men aloft to adjust them, so we sailed at maximum speed. I couldn�t imagine cargo ships with mages keeping up with us. We would reach the extent of their artificial storm and turn south. It was a good plan.
Then, as if a branch in a tree over my head broke and stuck me, a revelation came. The Gallant was built for speed, but the cargo ships carrying the mages could easily keep up with us�if the mages used their magic to speed their ships along. They could increase the wind, make the hulls slide more easily through the water, or a dozen other things to give them an advantage.
My fist clenched. I wanted to strike something, break or hurt it. Even princesses cry when frustrated or defeated. After a good cry, I wiped my eyes and went in search of Will. He would know what to do.
The wind was brisk outside, first slamming the door closed behind me, then it blew my hair into my face so that I couldn�t see. I reached up and took most of it in my fist and held it away. There were few passengers outside in the bright sunshine. The damn storm still sat off to our right, a dark line of clouds broken only by flashes of lightning. Looking at the sea in front of it, I imagined the white waves curling and breaking, turning back any ship that attempted to pass.
The mages wanted to prevent all interaction with the kingdoms up north while they secured leadership of Kondor, the kingdom that separated the upper kingdoms from the lower. An accident of geography, it controlled both the Brownlands and the narrow sea that was the chokepoint that prevented the Gallant from using the great width of the sea to sail around.
Worse, it prevented me from accomplishing the tasks that my king and the people of Dire needed. A slow form of anger grew inside while my eyes searched for Will. Instead of him, I found the purser rushing in my direction.
�The captain sends me. May I have a word, Princess?�
�You may.�
�It appears we cannot outrun the storm. He suggests we again return to Trager and any who wish to continue to Kondor seek other transportation while the Gallant returns to Dire. A number of passengers have made the request.�
My instinct was to object. My intelligence told me differently. Defying the mages by trying to sail past the storm was silly at this point. A land journey, while difficult and it would take far longer, was an option. Returning to Dire without meeting with those officials in Kondor was not.
I gave him a curt nod.
He spun and rushed off. Will appeared at my side, as always, standing almost out of sight at the corner of the upper deck. He didn�t speak or look my way. If I wanted, he was there to serve. I motioned and called, �Come closer.�
He did, keeping his gaze at the boiling clouds, still in pretense we didn�t know each other.
I said, �The Gallant cannot sail to Dagger.�
�We don�t seem to be outrunning it,� he agreed.
�I believe the mages are making the wind increase to sail their ships as fast as this one.�
His head spun to look directly at me. The surprise on his face was easy to see. He turned away again, probably thinking about my revelation and what the possibilities were. Obviously, he had not thought of it himself, but in fairness, few, if any on the ship had.
After giving him time to digest it all, I continued, �We will return to Trager. Hopefully, the damage to the city from that dragon and the fires are contained, as well as the population. Once there, you will go ashore and find the means for a trip overland. Do not hesitate because of my position. I will sit a horse, walk, ride a wagon, or whatever.�
�Your delegation?�
�Most are not adept to perform the task. They are competent in their own rights, but plan for you, me, and two of my guards. That list may change. Consider the quickest route, plan to hire the best guide, and you may wish to hire fighters willing to rent their swords.�
He turned to face me again. �May I have the rest of the day to think and plan? We can meet here again in the morning, and you can decide if my plans meet your needs.�
�Of course,� I told him and watched him move easily away and into a doorway I hadn�t noticed. I made a full turn and found only a single sailor watching me from aloft. He gave a cheery wave at being caught, but there seemed nothing nefarious in his actions. How often do common sailors have the opportunity to watch a young princess? I returned his wave before going in search of my staff.
There were a lot of decisions to make. Should any of them go? The obvious answer was that all of them should. Each possessed skills in negotiating, transcription, and the study of hundreds, if not thousands of earlier treaties. If none of them accompanied me, and I managed to sign a treaty, but Kondor had its people writing the terms, the result might be worse than no treaty. It might be considered treason when I returned home.
I threw the door to the cabin where they worked and allowed it to slam into the backstop with a solid slap that drew their instant attention. Without preamble, I said, �We�re turning the ship around. Not quitting, by any means. I intend to get to Dagger one way or another, probably by foot�even if it takes fifty or sixty days to walk there across the desert.�
Their faces revealed fear.
I continued, �I would like all of you to go with me but know that won�t happen. If you believe you can make the trip, tell me later. If not, take whatever portion of responsibility you share for the mission, condense it, and present it to me along with alternatives and problems I should be aware of. There may only be three guards and me, so consider our limitations.�
Before any could speak, I left and slammed the door shut behind me.
Instead of waiting for my meal to be served in my cabin, I walked confidently to the tiny dining room and served myself a helping of two kinds of hard cheese, stale bread, and hard crackers. I filled two mugs with white wine so I wouldn�t have to stand up to refill them.
The table barely held my food and drink. People stared at me. I ignored them. A man approached me. He was tall, handsome, young, and full of himself. He gave a slight bow, more a nod of his head. It was a bow that I considered offensive. If you are going to show respect, do it right. The proper way is to bend from the waist and display the back of your neck so I can use my sword to cut off your head if I feel so inclined.
�Princess?�
�Yes?�
He moved to sit. �May I join you?�
�No.� My sharp answer caught him between standing and sitting, an awkward position. He managed to regain his feet before I said, �Have you anything to say?�
�Uh, I was going to chat with you. You know, like fellow travelers who are being friendly.�
His demeanor had transformed from over-confident to simpering fool. �I don�t chat.�
He retreated.
I was not going to become the focus of a tale he would tell his drunken friends�the time he ate and chatted with a princess. There was too much else on my mind. I slowly gnawed the edges of salted crackers and the centers of hard, bland cheese, while downing both mugs of wine before finishing the food. Then I refilled both mugs. It was that sort of day. After taking my seat again, I decided I was not hungry and concentrated on drinking the wine.
�Why are we turning?� a woman asked loud enough for all to hear, a touch of fear in her tone.
A glance at the window confirmed her question. The captain had decided enough was enough. The ship would sail back to port, drop off some of the passengers in Trager and then continue back to Dire. Passengers remaining in Trager could arrange for later ships. Speculation about the turn came from every table, but mine. It wasn�t my place to inform them.
Will sat down at my table, uninvited, and drew glares from the pretty man who had tried to impress me earlier. He said, �Do we know who is going with us and who is not?�
�So far, only the four of us. I�ve given the scribes an option and ordered a concise briefing of what I should be aware of while negotiating a treaty.�
He scowled. �If it were that easy, someone would have printed a little handbook for princesses.�
That sort of attitude was why familiarity was discouraged by my tutors and mentors. I would accept that sort of statement from Damon. Kendra too, if she ever spoke like that, which she wouldn�t unless talking to Damon. I returned his scowl and planned my biting retort but gave it up. Too much time had already passed. Besides, he would brush aside my words and continue as if he never heard them. He worked for my father, only technically for me.
I said, �Do you have any advice?�
�Age twenty years.�
I furrowed my eyebrows. And bit off another angry retort. Will was not the sort to tease. He was answering my question and I needed to remain calm and listen to him. It was probably as hard for him to tell me as if was to hear.
He continued, �I�m serious. I see before me a pampered girl-woman. A spoiled child who is gracious and wanting to please. One who tells her staff, �I will either have my way in the treaty or send you home to be spanked� instead of directing them with orders. In its place of stamping your foot in anger, you need to take charge like a military commander.�
Will was not an ordinary man in word or deed. When he had been my age, he had fought in a war so fiercely he�d been singled out by my father to be awarded a title and lands bestowed on him. Now he was twice my age and had learned courtly manners and absorbed wisdom along the way. I needed to listen. A wag of my finger told him to keep talking.
�I know you cannot age twenty years in a few days, but you can make changes that will help. You will have to become imperial. By that, I mean you will stop being nice and asking people to do your bidding. You will order them. Your tone of voice will be cutting. No matter how servants attempt to please you, it will not be acceptable. If a pillow is slipped under your bottom as you sit, it will be too thin, the material too coarse, the design ugly. You will make those things known.�
�I�m not like that.�
�And there is your problem. I tell you what needs to be done and you revert to responding like a little girl.�
�I did not!�
I heard the childishness in my answer. He smiled in a way that fueled my anger.
�You are a monster,� I spat.
�So, rush home and tell your father I talked mean. That�s what little girls do, right?�
He was pushing me. Attempting to teach me something about myself. I understood that. I didn�t like it. �What should I do?�
He flicked his eyes to the young man who had attempted to sit with me.
�Oh,� I muttered.
�You destroyed him with a few words. Nobody in Kondor, including your guards and especially me, are your friends. You have none. You have only your duty to your king and Dire. Nobody is going to sign a treaty favorable to Dire with a spoiled princess who does not even know her demands.�
�A bitch. You want me to become a bitch.�
He smiled his agreement.
Maybe he was right.

CHAPTER NINE 
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Damon

Kendra said to me, �Damon, the desert sun has turned your skin shades darker already. You look more like one born in Kaon daily.�
While we shivered with cold on the bank of the river through the night, my mind had worked furiously. Without a single coin between us, there were five mouths to feed and proper desert-clothing to buy for protection from the sun, not to mention weapons, transportation, lodging, and a hundred other things. What a difference a few coins rubbing against each other can make�or better put, the lack of those coins and the hardships we�d endure because of it.
The night seemed endless. When the sun finally rose, we were all tired from lack of sleep, cold, hungry, and of course, we were without money to solve those issues. We gathered near the edge of the river where we all drank our fill and allowed the morning sun to beat down and warm us, despite our sunburned skins.
Kendra�s exposed skin was also darker, I noticed. And the girl�s, too. Even Flier was darker, a kinship of birth that bonded us. We darkened with the slightest exposure to the sun. People from Dire with their normally pale skin would turn redder than us, and their skin would have been sore to the touch for days, and probably blisters would have formed if they experienced what we had. For us, I suspected that the passage of a single day would fade even the hints of red in our skin. But that didn�t mean we were free of worry. The sun could easily burn our skin darker, and we�d be sore where it was left exposed.
Flier noticed where my eyes were focused and said, �We need hats for protection.�
�We need a lot of things,� I snapped. His expression of stating the obvious was like me moaning for my lack of coins. It wouldn�t do any good to say the obvious and make everyone feel worse.
�Like food,� Anna said. �I�m hungry. I�d give up a hat for a plate of food.�
I was not sure she agreed with me, but I�d take any help. �Yes, food would be good.�
Emma whispered something in Anna�s ear, and from the frantic antics of her hugging her stomach, it concerned food. Emma�s language skills had advanced at a great pace, but when compared to Anna, she knew nothing. I said to Anna, �Will she ever let me teach her to speak our language with my mind?�
�She�s scared to do it, I think. After what happened to you last time. Scared for you. She�ll come around. But this morning she is angry about everything. If we don�t get some food in her, we�ll all pay the price. When unhappy, Emma makes everyone unhappy.� Anna crossed her arms over her chest as if that ended the matter. Get Emma food, or we�d all suffer the consequences.
The problems with achieving that meal were obvious. We had nothing to hunt with, and nothing in sight to hunt for. We were in a thin strip of vegetation that lined a shallow river flowing down to the sea in the middle of a desert. If I were a fish, I�d want to avoid swimming in that brown water sluggishly flowing beside us. The salty sea had to be better. The river tasted like the dirt of Kondor, as well as looking like a liquid version of it.
Flier patiently let us all have our say, then he continued as if he hadn�t heard any of us, �As I said, we need hats. A hat can protect us from the sun on our faces, necks and more.�
�Why are you so concerned about that instead of food?� I snapped, fighting the rising anger and losing the battle.
He said, �Because it is something we can do something about instead of sitting here and complaining.� He pointed to the edge of the river where reeds grew. �A little weaving of those and we can help ourselves. We have a long walk ahead, and the sun is going to be brutal.�
�What about food?� Kendra asked.
�I don�t know if there are fish, or how to catch them. I see no animals and recognize no edible plants. Be thankful we have muddy water to drink and reeds to make hats. I suggest we all get moving before the sun rises too much higher and cooks us.� Flier had stood while talking and walked to the edge of the river and went into the water up to his knees. He pulled a fistful of reeds, roots and all, and tossed them to the shore. Then another. When he judged he had enough, he joined us and spread a circle of green reeds as spokes after cutting them about as long as my forearm. He deftly tied a reed to one of the spokes and wove it over and under the others in a circle until he ran out of reed. Then he started on the next.
We joined in, copying his efforts. The results varied from round and well-made to oblong and loosely-made, but as each of us threaded the last of our reeds into place, Flier pushed the center of his construction together to form a pointed hat. Reeds tied under our chins held them in place.
The wide hats protected our faces, necks, shoulders, and threw a little shade down our arms, chests, and backs. Emma and Anna bickered the entire time, mostly about who was making the best hat, which of them walked faster, and why Emma was the hungriest. It wasn�t like them, so finally I said, �What is going on?�
They looked guilty of something, but I didn�t know what. I looked to Kendra and Flier�s blank faces, then back to Anna and the oddly pointed hat she now wore. I expected the answer to involve the hats, so I repeated the question, my eyes locked on Anna since she spoke Common, �What is it?�
Anna hung her head and spoke quietly, after receiving a glare from Emma, �She wonders why you treat the princess so badly. And us, too.�
�Princess Elizabeth? She thinks we treat her badly? Why would she think that?�
�The storm when we were on the ship. It felt like it was tearing the ship apart. People got sick we had to turn back to Trager, and now we have to walk all this way over the mountains.� She threw her arms wide to encompass the bleak desert around us. �And now, this. No food.�
Anna was speaking like an adult, trying to explain something she didn�t understand, while trying at the same time to provide Emma�s meaning. She was struggling to get to her point, but we were all interested to hear it.
Kendra said, �The storm almost tore the ship apart, you�re right. People did get ill. We did have to cross all those mountains, and now we face this desert. What should we have done differently?�
Anna lifted her chin and said in a clear voice, �Emma thinks you should all go home to Dire. I disagree.�
�What do you think?� I asked.
She turned to face Kendra. �I think you should have sent the dragon to sink the sink the ships with mages on them instead of smashing the whole city of Trager apart.�
Kendra�s wide eyes and frantic expression matched that of Flier, and probably that of myself. Emma sat, face set in a scowl. Anna waited, determined to take whatever punishment we doled out for her impertinence.
�Kendra?� I questioned softly. �Could you have done that?�
�I think so.� She closed her eyes and tears streamed from the corners. �Now, without using the words to say it, you�re silently asking if I can still send the dragon out to the sea to attack and sink the mage�s ships and probably drown dozens of innocent sailors while doing it?�
I knew she was right, but there was still another side to it. �All sailors can swim. Besides, there will be lots of floating wood men can use as rafts and all ships have lifeboats. Besides, they were more than willing to sink the Gallant in that storm and send us to the bottom. The owners of those ships have agreed to sail with the mages, and they placed the lives of us all in danger. Probably more ships, too, because they are blockading all ships from sailing south. Not just our ship. All ships. Ask yourself how many they are placing in danger�or have already sent to the bottom?�
Kendra sat in the sand right where she had been standing as if her legs would not support her. She sat with crossed legs and back straight, and didn�t answer me, but her eyes were closed. Her brow furrowed as if thinking deeply.
That my sister might be in the process of ordering the dragon to sink two ships finally struck me with almost physical impact. I sat down beside her so hard my butt hurt. One thought kept surfacing: What had I done with my words? Did I have the right? Kendra had always been a pacifist, the last of us to fight, the first to compromise, and the one to attempt a peaceful compromise. She avoided the daily practice with the Weapons-Master at Crestfallen whenever she could, was the first to surrender in our mock battles, and turned her head away when anyone drew blood in practice, which was almost daily.
I had braced myself for her refusal, not acceptance.
It had happened. Without Kendra saying so, I looked at her calm face, trying to understand what was going on in her mind. Anna and Emma remained as silent as Flier, all sensing something important was happening. My sister had changed in the last twenty days; I knew that. I didn�t know how much.

CHAPTER TEN 
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Princess Elizabeth

Will had insisted I must become a bitch of a princess. He wanted me to change my interaction with all those around me as a quick way to enforce my stance and bargaining power. To demand respect, as he said. Like Avery did. He was my example. While it was not in my nature, I saw Will�s point. I was not yet twenty years old. I would have experienced ambassadors sitting across a bargaining table working out the minute details of a treaty. They would think I was barely more than a spoiled child they could mold a treaty around, and they would be right. With my mild personality, they would never take me seriously, and the points in the treaty would be all in their favor.
When reaching Dagger and facing them at a negotiating table, supposing I ever managed to sail there past the storm, I wouldn�t have a staff of people at hand to help negotiate the finer points of a treaty�or to fight for those things that were important. The negotiators for Kondor would see me exactly as Will suggested�and take advantage of the little girl who pretended to be a grown woman. They would not see a competent emissary of Dire sent by her king. They would see me as a coddled princess sent to do a negotiator�s function without any real power.
Will was right. I needed to �age� myself, present myself as a stronger woman with a tougher attitude. That would help, but I also needed to intimately know the details of the proposed treaty�and consider the other information I was sent to learn.
After thinking over what Will said, there was more than just being firm. Being a bitch was not what he�d meant. He had just wanted to draw my attention to the traits I lacked. I needed to be direct and decisive. I also required to know what to demand of Kondor, what to relinquish as offers, and when.
Making a few veiled threats might also help. My staff would need to provide me with that information. But first, I needed to convince them to give me what I needed, and they also needed to understand they were not in charge of the details of the treaty. I was. My staff needed to change their way of thinking about me.
�I think I understand,� I muttered. �At least, I�m beginning to see the problem.�
Will sipped wine and gave me a sly wink; the same kind people give to children who perform their numbers or print their letters correctly for their tutors. It made me feel about ten. And that pissed me off.
I said in a heated voice, �From this point on, you will act and speak to me with the respect my position requires. Do you understand?�
He smiled wanly. �Your temper tantrum does not impress me. Respect is earned not asked for. It just makes me want to turn you over my knee and spank you, which is exactly what the Council of Nine is going to do to you if you don�t make changes.�
I was really angry and started to hit back by shouting and telling him again I was a princess, and he had to treat me better. The truth was, he didn�t have to. But something, some small kernel of what he was saying penetrated and took hold. I drew in a deep breath before speaking. �What should I be doing?�
He smiled again. �Act imperial at all times. Look down your nose. Keep your chin high. You are better than any of them. You will call their best wine, swill. You will spurn the finest gifts they offer. You�ll demand quarters suitable to a princess and will not settle for less. If they are not seated at the negotiating table before you arrive, you will depart because it is not your place to wait for anyone. You are above them in every aspect. Complain about everything.�
I listened, but in my mind, I rejected nearly all he said. It wasn�t like me to act like that.
He continued, �Let me be more direct. How many times has Avery used those tactics in your presence to get his way? In reality, he is only a servant of the next king. He acts like he is the next king or a member of the royal family. Avery has convinced everybody of his power and position repeatedly, and with the increased power that will be coming to him with the death of your father. He has intimidated you and nearly everyone else at Crestfallen.�
�Is it that obvious?�
�To all. Even the other servants. They laugh at how he manipulates you. Only Damon earns respect in that manner because he fights back, but all agree Avery is far better at the game. Damon makes his points, but Avery always wins. You must become Avery. Think of him and how he would act or react in a given situation and you will have a guideline. Exaggerate it, and you may bring home the treaty your father wants.�
�How did you get to be so smart in the last few days?� I asked.
He chuckled and stood. On his way past my chair, his hand brushed across my shoulder, his fingers seeming to linger for a scant moment as if to encourage me to be strong. The action filled me with energy and resolve.
And gave me plenty to think about. He was right. Instead of thinking of myself as a royal princess that was owed respect, I needed to become a leader who demanded it. I normally wore my hair down and loose. Pulling it back and tying it would provide a sterner look. As a rule, I wore little jewelry, but instead of my normal simple clothing, I should at least wear a scarf until we reached port and I could purchase better.
The things Lady Grace had brought for me sprang to mind. Earrings. And broaches. The gold stored in the carved box in my cabin would dress me as well as any royal�and there were gold coins to buy more if I had a place to spend it. Perhaps she had also brought a selection of formal clothing.
But the persona I needed to project didn�t only depend on jewels and clothing. It was the person inside. I tried to stand taller as I rose from the table, attempting to add height and squaring my body by shifting my shoulders back. As Will suggested, I raised my chin. Another passenger, a wealthy man who had nodded my way more than once, reached for the door and pushed it open as quickly as any servant.
Instead of lingering and allowing him to pass first, I wore a haughty expression and stepped ahead as if that was my right�and his place was to allow me to. Somewhat to my surprise, he relented and stood aside, accepting my position.
I felt like apologizing for my rudeness. Instead, I strode out onto the deck and angled my stride to walk directly at another passenger, a younger man who had a superior way of treating others. I held my chin high, as Will suggested, refused to make eye contact, and if he didn�t move aside, I was prepared to meet him chest to chest, nose to nose.
He moved aside with a muttered insincere sounding greeting. I grunted in return and continued walking and thinking. Rudeness was not the same as demanding respect, but there were aspects of it that were similar. People were willing to treat others as they demanded, much of which seemed to be physical as much as mental.
A strong leader didn�t have to identify himself or herself by a title or position. Avery often did it with a smirk. That twitch of his lips said he was superior in every way. No matter what mountain you�d climbed, what battle you�d been in, or how beautiful the girl you�d danced with, he had done more.
He seldom said it aloud. Avery didn�t brag. Instead, he raised his eyebrows, or smirked, or even smiled�but not in humor. It was as if he had called you a liar without words. I�d once baked peach pastries and proudly offered one to him. We were maybe thirteen or fourteen years old. He had said to me as he rolled his eyes as if I�d made a mistake, �I like cherry or apple. Not that this isn�t good, but cherry or apple is better.�
Not that this isn�t good, but it isn�t as good as cherry or apple was the point. If he had baked them, he wouldn�t have used peaches. His would have been superior, even though he�d never baked in his life. Even if he had liked peaches the best, he wouldn�t have said so. As Will had told me, criticize everything.
The purser approached again. �Princess, the captain has requested me to inform you that our arrival in Trager is to be late tomorrow afternoon.�
Never be satisfied. �Is that the best we can do?�
He stiffened. �I will ask the captain if we can put on more sail.�
I nodded but said nothing. That was something my father had taught me. Combined with Will�s instructions to act and sound imperial, the purser had nearly shaken in fear when I asked for more. That sort of power was not only unlike me but didn�t suit me. It made me cringe inside, and I did so as the purser withdrew. But, I also found a glimmer of hope in the exchange. Previously, the pompous purser had almost acted superior to me. Now, I demanded his respect.
I walked to my favorite place to stand on the rail and noticed the old man who had come to my cabin with the information about the Blue Lady. He might have been thinking about his brother who was taken by the mages. He was watching the flickering lightning in the dark clouds to the south. I went to stand at his side but said nothing after nodding my greeting.
�You look worried, Princess,� he finally said as he turned to me.
�I am. There are things to figure out. How to best help Dire and my father, which is to say that I need to help the people of my kingdom.�
He looked off into the distance again before speaking again. While old, his eyes remained young and clear. �It must be hard for you.�
�What?�
�Being a princess and always thinking about others before yourself. For me, it would be a curse. You have very little of your own life.�
A curse. He was right. I glanced around to make sure we were still alone. There were too many ears on any ship, many of them not in sight, but still listening. My voice became softer, and I leaned closer, �Has your brother come to visit you again?�
�He has. I think he understands your message to him expressing your thanks and debt.� He paused, then continued, �But how would I know for sure since I cannot speak to him as he does to me?� He shrugged off his response with a sly smile.
�Of course,� I quickly agreed so as not to embarrass him or expose his obvious lie. He had passed on my message without a doubt. I suspected that the mages had taken only half the children with magic in his family because he shared the gift. �My offer was sincere, you know. If he, or you, ever need my help, know that all you must do is contact me. I pay my debts.�
He bowed deeply. �You are a true princess.�
I watched him depart feeling we�d somehow become friends. It was a much nicer situation than when the purser had departed my side. Which of them was the real me? Could I separate the two?
I could and would. To fail at taking home a treaty would be to fail my father and the people of Dire. How could I return and face them with that news on my lips? I would do what was required. I reconsidered what little information I�d gathered.
Beyond the obvious, was the expansion of the mage�s rule far beyond what we had suspected. Rumor said they already ruled Kondor, I�d seen an example of their rule in Trager, and knew they�d tried to murder my family to take Dire under their control. I pictured the map in the passenger lounge and realized there were only two places on it that were not mage-controlled. Kaon to the north, and the empty Brownlands to the east.
There were no people, or very few of them, in the Brownlands to the east, which left Kaon, an unknown land the north and west, separated from Dire by impassable mountains and reachable only by sea or across the northern deserts of Kondor.
While Kaon existed along a technically shared border, little was known about them. Since there was no way to reach them except via Kondor or a sea voyage, and since the Kaon had long ago closed their only seaport to foreign ships, only old texts and rumor gave clues to them.
That same mental map told me more. If Dire, Vin, and Kondor were brought under the rule of the mages, how could Kaon stand against the three? Once all three were consolidated under a single rule, Kaon could not stand against them�which would give rule of the entire region to the mages.
That implied Dire had an ally, even if we didn�t realize it. Even if the Kaon didn�t realize it.
A smile crept across my lips as I became aware that for the first time, I�d acted and thought as a ruler and warrior. I�d taken the facts of the situation that placed my kingdom in danger and found a possible ally to join in standing against Kondor and Vin if it came to war.
A mission to Kaon would have to follow the one in Kondor. A message could be sent explaining that to my father, but assuming the upcoming treaty was less than we wished, Kaon was my next venture, closed ports or not.
Without arousing suspicion, I needed to acquire information about Kaon, the ruling class, the type of government, why the ports were closed, and how to impress upon them their need to join with Dire in a mutual defense league.
I might not be such a bad ambassador for Dire, after all.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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Damon

Kendra had said to me, �I�m ready to send the dragon to sink the mage ships, Damon. This won�t be easy and will tax my abilities, so I�ll need quiet and safety while I concentrate. I want you beside me the entire time for support, and in case I need anything. You also have to protect me because of the concentration required. Even a bee or snake can attack without me defending myself.�
�Of course.�
She continued without pause as if I hadn�t spoken, �Before you say anything else, understand that neither you nor I know what we�re doing. Magic is new to me. The idea of controlling a Dragon is still unbelievable. Knowing what to do and what not to is beyond what little I�ve learned. It might go well. It might not, but I�m going to ask her to attack the ships.�
That had all been discussed earlier in the morning when the air was still cool and fresh. Now, I sat in the heat and watched my sister lying beside me, both of us on the bank of the river in a patch of shade with her closed eyes as she communicated with the dragon. She had been at it all morning.
What she said to it, or how she said it without speaking out loud was beyond me. No, that was not totally true, and I knew it as soon as the thought entered my head. What she did with the unseen dragon was only a little different than what Anna and I did when we communicated without words. The only real difference was that she did it with a dragon instead of a little girl.
Not only was she communicating with a true-dragon, but she was also telling it to attack a pair of ships at sea, both with mages aboard. People would probably die. However, people had already died at the hands of the mages, more than a few�and we knew there would be many more to follow. We were trying to prevent future deaths�but that wasn�t the heart of my problem.
Right in the center of my thoughts was the one fact that only twenty days ago Kendra and I were mere personal servants for Princess Elizabeth. Our concerns of those days had been to argue about what to wear, who to speak with to learn of new rumors, and what the three of us should we eat for dinner. There were always parties and balls to plan, and who to invite. Occasionally, the king gave Elizabeth tasks suitable for her position, ones usually quickly and efficiently handled. That was the extent of our lives.
That idea of our past childish freedom brought to the forefront of my mind how things had changed. Emma and Anna were now only a portion of our new responsibilities that we�d inherited if that was the right word.
The new responsibilities could be handled. However, there were more considerations. While Anna and I could mind-speak, I knew Emma was more like Kendra, Like a dragon-tamer. She was probably far more powerful than either Anna or me and possibly even Kendra. I suspected Emma was mage-strong but too young to know how to use her powers, or even what they were. Of course, after she had knocked me out with a blast from her mind for an afternoon after I�d attempted entering her head unbidden, what else was there to think? I�d never heard of such power.
Tears still seeped from the corners of Kendra�s eyes now and then, but she hadn�t moved or spoken in so long it started to worry me. Flier had taken the girls into the shallows of the river where they splashed and played and otherwise allowed the two of us uninterrupted time.
Finally, Kendra opened her eyes and looked at me. Now the tears ran like small torrents, but she refused to sob. �It�s done.�
With those two words, she confirmed that the ships with the mages who held the Gallant back had been sunk. There may have been another solution to allow Princess Elizabeth to travel to Vin and then on to Dagger, but if so, I couldn�t see it.
�I said, trying to deflect the conversation I knew was coming, �We need to go on our way. No food, dirty river water to drink and the day will grow hotter.�
�And our legs are sore and stiff from walking yesterday,� she said as she slowly stood and stretched. �Why in the names of any three gods would anyone wish to live in such a disagreeable place?�
That was a good question. It was also possibly part of our problem I realized. What sane person, if given a choice, would choose to live in the intense heat and burning sand of Kondor instead of the pleasant wooded hills and mountains of Dire? No ready answer came. I said, �My legs don�t hurt so much as the skin on my neck, and even my ears are sunburned.�
She scowled at me and smirked as she said. �Didn�t you make fun of Flier and his reed hats?�
�Of course, I did. They look silly, and if we encounter anybody out here, mine is coming off my head.�
�If we don�t meet anybody?�
�I�ll fight to wear mine. When are you going to tell me about the ships?�
She pursed her lips as she thought about it, then seemed to relent. �I can�t see through the dragon�s eyes or anything. I just directed it to the two little blips that told me where the mages were and suggested the dragon doesn�t like them.�
�The blips are the four mages, two on each ship?�
�Not anymore. Two winked out of existence, then a short while later, two more. I also think the dragon was in a terrible fight with Wyverns. Several of them.�
�The dragon cannot talk to you?�
�Of course, not. That would be silly because dragons can�t talk and anyway, they are not very smart. It sends me emotions more than anything else, and I interpret them to fit the circumstance. Happiness, fear, anger, and the like. It likes you, you know, although I can�t understand why.�
�Me?�
�It has an attachment for me, but when it sees you, it always floods my mind with affection, and maybe even love.�
�I don�t get that,� I said. �We�ve never talked, and I�ve never even touched the nasty thing. Even if I could get past the stink, I wouldn�t.�
�Who can explain love?� The evil and snarky sisterly smirk appeared on Kendra�s face as we walked to join the others at the edge of the river. She said, �I don�t know why it likes you either. I�ve tried to correct it, but the beast has a mind of her own.�
�Seriously?� I said. �That�s your best answer?�
�Seriously, I think it is because she understands you try to protect her and me. That gives me two protectors.�
Flier stumbled in the shallows in our direction. From the soaking of his clothing, it appeared the girls had won the water fight. A big smile, the widest I�d seen on Flier since we�d offered to return him home, was plastered on his face. He said, �We need to go. We should have left while the day was cool, but you seemed occupied.�
I accepted the rebuke better than Kendra. For a moment I thought she was going into the river and starting another water fight, or worse. I glanced at Anna. She flicked her eyes in Emma�s direction. I turned to Emma.
�I�m sorry,� she said just loud enough to be heard over the whisper of the river.
That made no difference. If I�d ever heard a sincere apology before, hers bested it. I didn�t know what she was apologizing for. Before we could clear that up, Kendra grabbed her pointed reed hat from the sand and shook it to remove the sand. Once on her head, it rose to a point in the center and spread outward, a lopsided cone. A chinstrap kept it in place.
In another time and place, I would have laughed. She looked goofy and awkward, but before making fun of Kendra, I took note of the shade the hat provided on her neck, face, and shoulders. My exposed skin felt hotter. It was my imagination but no less real. I reached for my hat, the most carelessly made. Anna pointed to it and laughed as it went on. I ignored her. She was a child, and I knew that I looked good in the oblong hat. Sort of.
We followed the river east. The bank on our side was high, the ground was firm, and brown water was there to drink whenever we were thirsty enough to take a drink. Complaining about the dirt or taste wasn�t in my vocabulary, not after our experience the day before.
Flier said, �All of you, keep watch on the desert, the trees, and especially any ridges or hills.�
�What are we looking for?� Anna asked.
�People. Any people. We want to see them long before they see us.� Flier didn�t explain further, nor did he have to. Most strangers would be enemies. That is the way of any wilderness, and especially Kondor in times of political strife.
We remained near the river because the banks contained good footing, free of the hardness and sharp rocks of the desert floor. It held shade from the sun provided by the tops of trees, and partial protection from any who were watching. Flier explained to me as we walked, �It isn�t a case of if anyone is watching, it is who. A person traveling this land will be near the river for the same reasons as us, so that is where they watch.�
�Who?�
�Thieves, criminals who�ve escaped custody, refugees from Trager, slavers from Kaon, rogues or hermits, and soldiers who�ve deserted their armies, to name a few. Out here, all are enemies until we�re sure they�re our friends.�
He had echoed my thoughts as if he could read my mind. I looked at Kendra and found she was listening to his every word. I said, �When will your dragon return?�
�Quit calling it my dragon. She will be here around first-dark.�
�I wish you�d give it a name, so we didn�t have to keep calling it your dragon. A good choice might be if you consider calling her Smelly.� My attempt at humor didn�t fall on deaf ears.
Kendra ignored the giggles from the girls. �I was thinking of telling her that you would make a good evening snack.�
�Momma Beast,� Emma shouted.
�Big Momma,� Anna added gleefully.
I didn�t dare suggest another name of my own or laugh at theirs. Ahead of Kendra, where she couldn�t see because she was turned and glaring my way, Flier�s shoulders were shaking with laughter, but he didn�t make a sound. Smart man.
Kendra had sat in the shade all morning as she directed the dragon to attack the ships, and I shouldn�t have teased when the subject was so serious. Or, perhaps that�s exactly what she needed. Stewing about a hard task for too long never helps. Effective planning for the future is one thing. Dwelling on the past is another. In the first, you cannot make changes. It has already happened, and you can hope never to make the same mistakes again�but you cannot change them. Planning on using those mistakes to decide what to do next was the best option.
Sure, I know all the answers to Kendra�s problems as most brothers think about their sisters. When I knew the same answers for mine, I�d celebrate. Two ships and four mages were at the bottom of the sea, and probably more people, many of them innocent. No, that was not true. If they sailed those ships, they knew what they were doing so I couldn�t say they were innocent�at least not completely innocent.
The inactivity all morning while she directed the dragon had worn on all of us. We needed relief, exercise, and maybe a little humor to smooth our way. The walking was loosening the kinks from my body. My legs no longer hurt.
I allowed my mind to wander, just enough to locate a bit of humor to share, even if it was only to introduce a new name for the smelly dragon. The sluggish river was on our right, the heaviest of the trees on our left, we walked at the edge of both. Beyond the trees was featureless desert and far beyond lay mountains.
*People ahead,* the thought from Anna came to me like a blacksmith�s hammer striking steel.
My first reaction was to shout a warning, but to any watching, that would be the signal for attack. I wore my sword, but my longbow had been lost or taken by the slavers on top of the pass. Kendra had her spinning knives. Flier used a stick as a cane, as his leg was still not completely healed. He�d deny that, but as the day wore on, he moved slower and used the cane more.
*How many,* I asked, then added quickly, *Don�t look at them or tell the others about them, yet.*
*I�m not stupid. There are four.*
*How far away?* I asked.
*Up near that big tree where the river bends.*
*Can you tell if they are friendly?*
She made a mental snort directed at me, worse than Kendra or Elizabeth rolling their eyes at me when I said something stupid. I didn�t want to tip off the enemies that we knew of them, but each step carried us closer and our time might be better spent running away. The tree Anna had indicated stood a few hundred steps ahead, far enough to provide a measure of safety unless we kept walking. I felt the unseen eyes waiting for us to get nearer before springing their trap.
I tripped. At least, I hoped it appeared that I had. I placed one foot behind my other and fell forward, where the soft river sand broke my fall. The others stopped and rushed to my side, all but Anna. She stood and grinned, facing away from the tree and the dangers.
�Are you all right?� Kendra asked, kneeling at my side.
�Do not turn and look because there is nothing to see right now, but there are four enemies ahead. They are hiding behind the biggest tree near the bend in the river. Flier, use your cane to swing while you shout. Kendra free your knives. I�ll have my hand on my sword. Emma and Anna, at the first sign of them, you are to run into the river and cross it to the other side.�
�I can help fight,� Anna said.
One glance her way found a determined girl who was set to argue. I changed my mind, slightly. �Of course, you can. Okay, when they appear, run to the river bank and be ready to run into the river, if you need to. I want you and Emma to throw rocks at them. It might distract them enough to give us an edge. But if they have arrows or rush you, take to the river.�
I got a knee under me and gingerly stood. When I noticed both Flier and Kendra believed my act, the smile returned.
�Limp,� Flier suggested.
We continued, slower than before. It was hard to look anywhere but at the tree, and around it. I warned the others three times but still found my eyes centered on where the attack would come from if it came at all.
*Their excitement is growing.*
Anna�s warning justified my increasing fears. I couldn�t use my magic to sense them and assumed Anna must have a power similar to Kendra�s, where she could not only know where people were but their feelings.
If we were attacked by warriors, meaning ex-soldiers or slavers used to fighting, we were in trouble. Other than that, we stood a chance. I believed my training and my sword would quickly end two from fighting, especially if we allowed them to get close enough to be surprised by my skill. Two slashes of steel at the same time a crack of lightning sounds, and two would be down.
Kendra�s spinning knives would take down another. That was the plan. And as the King�s Weapons-Master at Crestfallen had repeatedly told us, the plan was good until the first arrow flew or the first blow struck.
They rushed at us far too soon. Their element of surprise evaporated with the first shouts.
We were still more than a hundred steps away when four men broke from cover and charged. One held a sword, two of them held crude clubs, and the last a knife as long as my forearm so it might as well have been a second sword. All screamed war cries of their own. Three were normal sized men, all from Kondor from the brief look. The last was a giant of a man, a full head taller and he brandished one of the clubs, a huge trimmed limb of a tree.
All were dressed in rags and ran slowly because of the soft sand beside the river. As the younger girls ran to the edge of the river, the three of us spread out to meet them. Their pace slowed well before they reached us. The sand took its toll, as did their lack of physical training, and each of the men was thin as yearling trees.
�The giant and the man with the large knife were coming at me, and I stepped forward to meet them, my sword moving in intricate warmups, the blade flashed in the sun. Kendra held a throwing knife pulled from her sleeves in each hand and Flier had raised his cane like a club he would swing. The younger girls both held rocks, looking ready to throw. The odds were with us, overwhelmingly so. My reaction was sympathy for the men. I felt I could defeat all four tired, out-of-shape and starving attackers without help.
The smaller man with a club stumbled at Kendra and fell face first into the sand. He did so without even throwing his arms out in front to protect himself. He lay still. The other three turned to look at him in confusion, but then came warily on. Another fell.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Emma rearing back to let another rock fly�and I understood. She was using her magic to both guides her rocks and to increase their speed. The attackers were still twenty paces from us, unaware of what had happened to their leader, but knowing he had fallen and was not getting up.
The giant stumbled to a halt, turning to look at the pair of prone bodies lying in the sand. His club was held loosely at his side as he looked. The knife wielder ignored them and charged at me. In a display of skill and bravado, my arm and wrist went to work without thought. My blade flashed in the sun again as I performed a well-practiced warmup designed to utilize a dozen flamboyant moves only a master swordsman could accomplish.
My obvious skill drew him to an abrupt stop. I said evenly, �Drop your weapons, and you will live today.�
He turned the knife to grip it by the blade as if he intended to throw it.
Kendra said, as she held up her left hand to display the deadly two-bladed knife in that hand, as she drew her other arm back to throw. �Don�t do it. Your knife will never leave your hand.�
The knife slipped from his fingers as if it had sat in the sun and became too hot to hold. Only the giant still held a weapon�his club. My experience with large men, especially large fighting men, was that they seldom had to use their power and size. Their opponents assumed the giant would win and quickly surrendered. Therefore, they seldom actually fight.
However, the smaller men who have to work for respect or to stand an equal chance in battle, even mock fights on the practice fields, is far better trained and more dangerous. Even though he�d dropped his massive knife, I watched him.
The giant held his club as if trying to decide what to do. Finally, he let it slip from his fingers to fall at his feet. The smaller man rushed at Kendra in a move so fast it caught us by surprise, even as a very small knife appeared in his other hand. He intended to grab Kendra and use her as his hostage, probably with his knife held at her throat.
He was too close to throw her knives, so she held up both of her knives in front to defend herself. He leaped at her; his knife held high. However, Kendra was better trained in close combat than most soldiers. She instantly dropped to her knee while raising the knife in her right hand. The attacker flew over her, Kendra�s knife drew a streak of blood as he did.
Her cut was not deep, and he landed on a shoulder and rolled to his feet, spun and charged her again. Then, as I almost reached him, a hollow sound, like that of a dull drum sounded once. I saw the rock bounce off his head and fall to the sand at his feet. The attacker crumpled as if struck by a blow from the giant�s club.
The giant looked from us to the little girls. Emma held another rock, ready to let it fly. The giant figured out what had happened to his three companions and raised his hands to protect his head while shouting, �No.�
Flier strode to the giant after picking up the knife from the small man near Kendra. He used it to cut the lower portion of tunic the giant wore, then tore it into strips. Before the giant could object, his hands tied behind him. Flier moved back to the smaller man and tied him with the last of the strips, and far fewer.
He went to the other two and cut more strips and tied them, also, then came to my side and said, �Take the big one and women and get out of the sun. I�ll bring the others.�
His voice sounded like an officer for the first time since we�d met, and I wondered if he would become an officer in his king�s army again when we reached Vin. But the crack of authority was unmistakable.
�To that big tree,� I pointed. Then to Emma and Anna, �You too.�
The giant walked ahead. Kendra said, �Take us to your camp.�
I had my sword prepared to prod him, but there was no need. We had a lot to talk about. A look over my shoulder found the girls rushing to catch up, and Flier kneeling at the side of one of our attackers. Overall, I was glad to have the giant with us. He seemed the most reasonable, and there was a lot we needed to know. If he was reluctant to speak, the appearance of the dragon at dusk might loosen his tongue.

CHAPTER TWELVE 
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Princess Elizabeth

My position as the Princess of Dire had prepared me for many eventualities, and my father had used me many times to resolve issues in Crestfallen Palace. Some were important. Others were for my education. He often had me investigate minor corruption where he suspected it, from the armorer who sold us inferior weapons to the supplier of tainted meat for our kitchens. He also gave me the tasks of arranging the details of royal balls, as well as attending with him as my escort. In short, I performed the duties of a queen since my mother was long gone.
However, those obligations were also overseen by experienced and trusted servants, and whenever things didn�t go as planned, I had help for the asking�and sometimes before. A bevy of well-trained and qualified servants always leaped to contribute, even though I was fifth in succession and hopefully would never be crowned queen.
In contrast to that sometimes-excessive support I was used to, I now traveled almost alone on a ship to a foreign land. A land the ship couldn�t reach because of an endless mage-storm, so we were returning for the third time to the safety of the Bay of Trager. Once there, I had a vague set of plans, all of which included reaching Dagger in some way and completing the assignments given to me by my father.
One of my staff knocked on my partially open cabin door. It was Lady Grace, my too-polite and soft-spoken servant. Her intellect was above both Soren and Timor, but her presentation was as weak as mine. She asked timidly, �May I come in, Princess?�
I nodded curtly, careful to hold my face stoic. It was an opportunity to follow Will�s instructions. I would not be satisfied with whatever Lady Grace brought before me. It didn�t seem fair to treat such a sweet person like that but becoming a princess bitch was not an easy task for me, and I required practice.
�We have done as you asked, Princess. Two new suggested treaties are drafted, one for a king and one for a Council of Nine. Of course, without knowing their needs and wishes, they are vague.�
�I asked for specifics.� My tone was intentionally even, the statement left open for her to respond.
�You have to understand. We can�t do any better until we know what Kondor wants and perhaps what they will give up.�
Her answer guaranteed that if I entered a bargaining table with what she had written on the papers in her hand, I would fail. Will was right. I not only needed to be tougher at the table, but I also needed to begin acting like a royal representative now. Again, I kept my voice even, but insistent, �Go get Soren and Timor. Bring them here.�
I reached for the papers she�d tried to hand me earlier. When she closed the door behind her, I started to read. My anger swelled as fast as the waves when we turned south. I was on page three when another knock sounded. This time, I didn�t bother keeping my tone civil, �Enter.�
All three of my staff eased inside the room, all looking contrite and ready to defend their work. Obviously, Lady Grace had briefed the others. I held up the papers in my hand and shook them for emphasis. �This treaty you want me to fight for is being bought and paid for by Dire agreeing up front to limit our taxes on imported goods from Kondor? For this, we will receive a promise they do not invade our kingdom? These are the two points you wish me to fight for? I ask you as a group, would you agree to this if you were Kondor? It admits we are weak and willing to pay if we�re left alone. Is that what you believe?�
They had the humbleness to blush and avoid making eye contact, all of them.
�Not good enough. No, this is far too generous to agree to, let alone beginning with. Go back, outline a single treaty intended for no matter who I sit across from, and I will adjust it to fit my needs. It will favor Dire. Understand?�
They stood in stunned silence at the fury in my voice. Soren edged a small step ahead of the other two, but he�d always been outspoken, and in truth, I didn�t like him. �Princess, if I may explain. We are not in a position to request anything of value or demand Kondor give us much. Our purpose is to elicit a promise to keep them from invading Dire, and if the cost is a tariff on goods, that is a small price to pay.�
Timor, the youngest, almost relaxed as his mentor spoke. Lady Grace was more reserved, but she�d already seen a small portion of the anger inside me and remained uneasy.
I kept my voice soft and addressed all three, �If you were at the table with me, representing Kondor, would you see Dire as weak? An easy kingdom to invade and defeat with little effort, if this treaty was placed in front of you for your consideration?�
Soren had the intelligence to nod once.
I continued, �As I said, the three of you will outline a new treaty. In it, you will demand high tariffs and stiff fees for anyone or any goods entering Dire from Kondor. All sales in Dire of any products shipped from Kondor will have to pass through the new office of taxation. We will not permit foreign products to put our local craftsmen out of work so we will tax them heavily. We will restrict all weapons shipped from Dire to Kondor, and in return, we will prevent all weapons from Kondor to enter. Those foreigners will not carry weapons in our kingdom.�
Their faces turned ashen. My demands were as if Dire maintained a huge army, navy, and trade surplus. In truth, our army was small. We had no navy, our trade with other kingdoms was minimal. Dire was all but isolated by the geography of our land.
�You will express in bold writing at the beginning, that this treaty in no way contradicts the existing mutual defense treaties we have with the Kingdom of Angor and the Concordance of Palladium. However, if Kondor wishes our support to protect her borders as she protects ours, we will consider it at a later time. As a mutually defensible treaty, Kondor will consider any aggression on Dire as one on her soil, and of course, the reverse is true.�
They were stunned.
Soren said with a raspy voice, �That changes it all. The existence of those treaties was unknown to us. I have never even heard of Angor or Palladium.�
�They are across the sea and beyond the mountains that surround Dire.�
�I-I thought the mountains were impassible.� His voice trembled.
�You�ve lived in Dire your entire life and are not sure of that? And you have never heard of either, yet you are a chief scribe?�
�No, my Princess.�
I snapped, �What about you two?�
They shook their heads. They did not know of those kingdoms, yet, neither denied the existence of the mythical kingdoms or the treaties I�d lied about. No such places or treaties existed. I was both elated and disappointed.
Soren said, �May we see copies of the other treaties so that we can align this with them?�
�Do you suppose I brought them with me packed among my undergarments? That was one of your tasks, to bring relevant documentation and it seems you�ve failed. My father appointed the three of you to provide me with the outline of a new treaty, and yet you didn�t bother to research the existing treaties we already have in place? Very disappointing.� My tone was still level, but arms were crossed over my chest as I stared them down.
Their faces fell further. Tears appeared in Lady Grace�s eyes. She mumbled something that sounded like, �I�m sorry.�
I drew in a breath and gave them a few instants to think about their situation. Then I continued almost cheerily, �Okay, here is what you are going to do. You will begin a new draft. By the end of today, I will have a working draft in my hand as I�ve outlined. So that I may give up a few sacrificial items during the actual negotiations, you will include several of them, also. I don�t care what they are, even if you have to invent them, but if they are not excluded by Kondor, I want them beneficial to Dire.�
They retreated, almost defeated. I might have had sympathy if I hadn�t read the dribble they were prepared to send me with to face Kondor. Will was right. My anger rose.
I left my cabin in a whirl of rage, coupled with elated and optimistic surges of emotion. While I didn�t know all the answers, I at least knew what questions to begin asking. I was happy that even my staff had believed my lies about the mythical lands of the Kingdom of Angor and the Concordance of Palladium. They didn�t exist. However, if the residents of Dire didn�t know their existence was a lie, how would those in far-off Kondor? I needed to have substance to present to Kondor, and the belief that Dire had two other Kingdoms ready to defend her would help against any aggression or plans they might have to invade.
If I�m caught in the lie? I nearly stumbled out the door on to the ship�s deck. The motion of the ship had abruptly changed. The lean of the ship had increased. I imagined everything in my cabin sliding across the floor to one side. Again, I wondered about getting caught in a lie. It wouldn�t be the last time.
I gripped the railing and promised myself it wouldn�t happen. My people, the people of Dire, believed me. The wind was stronger, and I made my way down the rail while searching for Will. Instead, the ship�s purser emerged from an interior passage, paused after he latched the door against the stiff wind, and turned his head as he searched for something. That �something� must have been me because he headed right at me, nearly running in his determination to speak. His smile was the first I�d seen.
�Princess, have you heard?�
�Heard?�
He pointed. My eyes automatically followed his finger. It wasn�t what I saw, but what I didn�t. There was no line of dark clouds and flashing lightning along the horizon. Quickly, I oriented myself to be sure I faced south.
�The storm. It suddenly went away. One minute it was there, and the next it was gone. We�ve already turned south.�
�The captain sent you to tell me that?�
�He did.�
�Offer my thanks and keep me informed. Please request the captain to inform me of any changes as we sail to Vin.� I held his eyes as I talked, excited as a puppy with a new toy. My manner was not unpleasant, but the purser knew what I wanted. I hadn�t asked so much as informed the purser of what my demands were and what I expected.
My point being, I didn�t have to be rude to be decisive. However, I did need to impress upon people the fact that they needed to heed my wishes as if they were direct orders. I turned back to the rail. Now I had to look past the bow of the ship to see what lay south, as it should be.
Kendra�s name leaped into my mind. There had been rumors while we traveled together, rumors about her that I couldn�t believe. When I�d gone to Crestfallen for help, even more rumors emerged. Some were authenticated, and still hard to believe. The most disturbing was that she had somehow freed a true-dragon from chains and then used it to destroy the city of Mercia that clung to the side of a cliff between waterfalls. It had always been considered a magical place.
Several mages lived there, almost as many as were in Crestfallen. Wyvern flocked to the air above. Tales were whispered by servants and had been for generations. That is until my personal servant, and best friend visited Mercia and destroyed it, by using a dragon, the tales said. Kendra had somehow acquired a true-dragon? A creature she didn�t know existed weeks ago?
While those stories were unbelievable, other rumors told of her killing people who were trying to kill my father and overthrow the crown. They even had a double to replace the king.
A dragon had landed on their building in the Port of Mercia and smashed the building to splinters, along with the occupants. No other buildings were destroyed at the port, just the one. They were the sort of wild rumors usually heard on dark nights that were told by older children to scare or impress the younger ones. The problem was, they seemed to be true.
My servant and best friend destroyed a city with her pet dragon.
There was a whispered name of a Dragon Queen that was rumored to be Kendra, but more recently that name had become Dragon Tamer, and that name-change better fit Kendra. She didn�t wish to be queen, nor to step on my toes or our relationship. That she somehow told a dragon what to do should have been harder to believe�but was not.
I�d known Kendra most of my life and had always believed she would be a better princess than me. Part of me believed she was a lost princess from Kondor, so when the opportunity to travel there presented itself, I�d done my best to make sure she went with me.
The wind blew my hair back, and the air seemed to smell different, better somehow. I watched the horizon and enjoyed the scent and sounds of the sea.
I suddenly realized Will was at my side.
�Princess?� He said softly.
�I�ve been considering what you told me to do and how to act.�
�You�ve done more than consider, from what I hear.�
I paused, fearful at the answer to the next question. �Do you hear I�m a bitch?�
�No. But, I�ve heard you are someone to be reckoned with, which is far better.�
�I don�t know if I can do this.�
When no response came, I turned to ask him why. Will had disappeared again. So fast and so completely, I wondered again if he was a mage or magician. The last statement lingered on my mind. I waited on the deck for a long time, thinking about it. Then I headed for my cabin and the meeting with my staff where they were to bring me a revised treaty�one I wouldn�t approve.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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Damon

Kendra said, �Damon, what are we going to do with them?�
We, the three girls and me, marched the giant who had attacked us into the shade under the largest tree on this section of the river. Only Flier remained at the river with the other three captives. I turned back to see him kneeling over one of them and again wondered at his odd actions. Whatever it was, we�d learn soon. The afternoon was dragging on, and because of Kendra working with her dragon to sink the ships all morning, we hadn�t made much progress before encountering the four who attacked us.
The �camp� the giant guided us to was little more than a cleared space and stone firepit under the spreading limbs of the largest tree in the area. The shade it provided prevented them from baking in the sun, but there were no blankets, no food in sight, and no spare clothing. There was nothing of value and little else.
I�d heard a story once about a thief breaking into the home of a man so poor that before he left, the thief placed two copper coins where the owner would be sure to find them. The point of the story was that the house he�d broken into was so poor, the thief felt obligated to leave the money. This camp felt the same way.
There was not even a stack of firewood. It was as if the four of them arrived at this spot, found the blackened rocks of the firepit, looked up and found us walking in their direction. I said, �How long have you camped here?�
�Dunno. Days and days, I guess.�
�What do you eat?� I asked.
�Whatever.�
�What does that mean?� I persisted.
He looked sheepish. �We took some food from others passing by.�
�Who?�
His eyes furtively shifted to look at a place located behind me. I turned to find three mounds in the distance, distinguishable because of the layer of leaves that covered the barren ground all around us. At least they had provided a minimal burial for the victims. I snapped in anger, not bothering to hide my feelings. �Where is it?�
�What?�
�The food and whatever else you took,� I shouted.
He spoke slowly after hearing each question. �You already got the knife. We ate the food.�
�What else did you take from them?�
�Nothing. They didn�t have much.�
The pause before answering had been too long. He lied, but it made little difference. What we wanted was food, and there wasn�t any. Flier approached, walking behind two of the other men. I looked for the third man and didn�t see him. Flier noticed my interest and gave a small shake of his head as if to tell me not to ask. I didn�t know if he meant for me to be quiet about it or something else, but I remained silent. He would tell us when the time was right.
The immediate problem we had was what to do with three prisoners. If we released them, they could follow us and kill us while we were asleep. Looking at the three mounds in the distance, that was not hard to believe.
We tied them with strips of their clothing. Blood from where a rock struck one ran down from the side of his head, soaking his shoulder. The other walked as some of the passengers on their first sea voyage, wobbling and staggering. The giant�s speech was slurred and slow.
I asked them as a group, �Where are you from?�
�Vin,� the giant answered.
I noticed the startled look from Flier and continued, �Why are you way out here and not in Vin?�
The one with the bloody head and neck asked in return, �You been there lately? If you had, you�d understand.�
�What�s that mean?� Flier moved to stand directly in front of him.
�It means there�s no work to be had and everything worth stealing is gone too.�
Flier said, �There were plenty of jobs the last time I was there.�
�Not for a year, there ain�t,� the man persisted stubbornly. �Ever since a mage showed up with a paper from Dagger sayin� he was in charge of everything.�
Flier looked confused. �What about the king?�
�Died about the same time, we heard. Same was true for anybody that objected. He brought men with him and if you said anything bad about the mage or the Council of Nine, the place where you lived burned to the ground that very night.� The man had grown animated as he spoke. �It�s true. Happened to me.�
�They burned your house?� Flier asked.
�And my stable. Left the horses that I was caring for in it to burn too.�
Flier leaned closer and said, �I thought I recognized you. It�s been years, but I saw you at the stable many times. You cared for our horses and rented us others, and a carriage. What�d you say to make them do that?�
The man looked hard at Flier before answering. �I refused to pay the new taxes. Said they were too much. Recognized you right away. Thought you were killed down there in Trager during the uprising.�
Now our problem was compounded. Flier and the stable owner had a friendly history.
Before I came to any conclusions, Flier said, �How is my family?�
�Hate to say it, but your house and the store you owned in town were two of the first to burn. Your father never did bow down too much, to anyone. I heard everyone was alive and living out near Candle Lake, near the coast.�
Flier nodded as if relieved. �We own a farm there.�
�Will they be safe on the farm?� I asked. �What if the ones from Vin or Dagger go there, too?�
�They also own a fishing boat large enough to carry them all. It�s always been a last resort, a back door for our family to escape through. Besides, the farm at Candle Lake is not the only other place we own where there is safety. There are other places in other kingdoms. We are wealthy, and as politics change, it is beneficial to have options.�
I let that go as I motioned for Flier to join me a short distance away from the empty campsite and once out of hearing I said, �What do you think we should do with these men?�
Flier said with a downcast expression. �You asking the question is telling enough. None of us can kill them. They are guilty of little but trying to survive. Leaving the men here tied to a tree is a slow death nobody deserves. We have to turn them loose.�
�They might come after us,� I said.
�No, they won�t. I know the stable keeper and respect him. Mention we are fighting against the new council, and all might ask to join us. Isn�t Kendra�s dragon due back before long? Have her land it near the river and guard our retreat tonight. They won�t come after us.�
His mention of the three of them reminded me that there had been four. �What about the one you left by the river?�
�Dead. The rock Emma threw hit him just over his ear. He was dead as he fell. I didn�t want her to know what happened.�
I�d thought as much. Emma didn�t know how to control her magic yet and made the rock travel too fast. The force on that rock used to guide and direct it must have been exceptional. I could somewhat guide an arrow in flight, and increase the speed of a thrown object, and had done so many times, but never from such a distance as she had, and not with the same accuracy or increased speed.
I said, to change the subject, �How far to Vin?�
�Late tomorrow, if we hurry.�
We walked back to the others silently.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
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Princess Elizabeth

All three of my staff entered my cabin on the Gallant. As Lady Grace genuflected, so did Soren and Timor. It was the first time they had all treated me with the full respect do a princess. I quickly reconsidered that last thought. They had always treated me like a princess like I expected. However, not one they respected. All were appointed to travel with me by my father, and all had treated me as the vapid little girl of the royal family.
Their attitudes had made a subtle change, even if they were not fully convinced that I intended to make the decisions about the treaty. At this point, they were wary, more than convinced.
I wished I could have heard the conversations about me that had gone on behind closed doors before the trip began, and yesterday. Then I contradicted myself again, which was becoming a habit. No, I didn�t wish that. It would unduly influence the future.
�Please sit and give me a verbal briefing.�
I sat in the only chair, but my indication was for the three of them to sit on the edge of my bed, side by side so I could watch them all at the same time. The meeting would have been easier on them in the cabin we�d had set up as an office and meeting room, but for me, this was better.
�Princess,� Soren began, speaking for all of them, �in light of the unknown information you provided about other mutual defense treaties Dire has, we have revised our input. Those treaties provide a much firmer foothold and advantage.�
He stopped there as if placing a toe in the water before diving in.
I simply gave him a slight nod to continue.
He glanced at Lady Grace for permission before continuing, �As you are no doubt aware, any negotiations are based on the relative power of each side. The stronger side dictates most of the agreement, be it in business, or government.�
He was going to present an outline stronger, but still weak, I suspected. Dire would suffer because the three of them believed my homeland weak. While true, one item I�d learned the hard way from Damon while sitting across from him in a game of blocks, was that what was presented for consideration didn�t have to be true. Damon and I had played countless games of blocks in the last ten years, and he won far too many by bluffing or misrepresenting the strength of his hand.
At first, we�d each won about the same number of games. Then, about five years ago, Damon started winning more and more. Not always but we went from even to him winning most. I accused him of cheating. He assured me he hadn�t. I then accused him of using his magic. Again, he denied it. In anger, I ordered him to explain why he won most games. Was he better at the game than me?
His answer was simple. �You believe that when I have a poor hand, I fold.�
�You don�t?�
I remember his amused laugh at my innocence. �You see five spots on a pair of shared blocks on the table. If I fold, you know I do not have another five-spot-block to go with them in my hand. But, if I raise, you assume I do have it, so you fold.�
�And you don�t have the better hand?�
�Sometimes.�
�Then, you lie.�
�We call it bluffing.�
�So, if I play out my hand I will win?�
�Sometimes. You won�t know until you put your pennies into the pot.� His smirk was so irritating I wanted to cross the table and slap him.
Over the next few years, the winners of our games had evened out again. He won, I won. He sometimes bluffed. Sometimes I did. That was the nature of the game�but there was one more lesson, perhaps the most important. Never, and I mean never, get caught bluffing. In doing so, you invariably lost not only the hand but the game because it usually left you too little to continue playing with.
If the three facing me didn�t believe my bluff, they would never convince their counterparts in Dagger. I repeated Soren�s words in my mind. The stronger side dictates most of the agreement, be it in business, or government.
He was almost correct. In truth, it was the side believed to be the stronger�and that was not always the same thing. It was the same as in bluffing in a game of blocks. If I believed that you held a better hand, I�d fold. At the same time, Dagger would attempt to convince me that they held power.
I said, �Give me a brief overview of what you will leave me to study.�
Soren looked at poor Timor, the youngest and least experienced. No doubt the other two had decided to appoint him a spokesman for them, and he would receive the brunt of my anger. I decided to go easy on him. Not the others.
He started to stand, as would be proper when addressing me, but we were on a ship with limited space in my cabin, and I didn�t want him looming over me as he spoke. I waved him to sit.
�Princess,� he fumbled even my title but gamely drew a breath and calmed himself, �we have brought the information about the treaties with the Kingdom of Angor and the Concordance of Palladium to the forefront and state that we cannot agree to anything which is in conflict with them and our long-term relationships. Further, we must have them ratify any defense agreement because that is a condition stated in our present treaties. They must agree and may even support Kondor by way of this treaty, or they may not. It is their right to know what kingdoms we hold treaties with as a protection for themselves and so they do not declare war on our ally.�
I nodded my approval. They had done far better than I anticipated�but since my father had appointed them, they were the best at what they did.
He went on, �We then defined the mutual support portions of the treaties as well as possible, since we do not have copies with us and were careless not to have researched them prior to sailing, although in our defense, we did depart in something of a rush.�
I allowed him the excuse, knowing he could have searched a lifetime for the nonexistent treaties. I kept my face interested, but not approving.
He said, �The next section of the treaty details the tariffs and extent of each, as well as the ban on the import of weapons made in Kondor. We provisionally added that we believe a tariff will soon be applied to all travelers from kingdoms we do not have treaties with. Those same foreigners will be detained in the Port of Mercia until such taxes are paid, and temporary permission is granted to remain, not to exceed thirty days.�
�There is more, I assume?� Although said with a slight scowl, I was impressed. The more we included taxes, tariffs, and travel restrictions to ships using our port, the more camouflaged the intent of self-protection issue became�the real reason for the treaty. Dire needed to forestall any invasion from Kondor until my father was fully recovered and we had time to prepare for war or an invasion.
�Unless you wish the verbiage changed to restrict all travel by those arriving from Kondor,� Lady Grace added.
I leaned forward, �And for all ships that have made a port of call in any Kondor port in the last year.�
Soren blurted out, �They won�t stand for that.�
I turned to him and in my coldest voice said. �Dire does not care.�
Soren shrank back as if struck by my fist. �Yes, Princess.�
�Also, I want more sanctions. Restrictions and limitations of goods shipped from Dire, as well as travel to Kondor by our citizens, for example.� They were incapable of speech at that moment. I decided to give them a positive stroke. �You will also add that any trade agreement may also open new markets for them in Angor and Palladium, as our existing treaties provide, but do not guarantee. However, being a friend of Dire is a valuable asset.�
They sat wordlessly.
I stood and held up the treaty they had worked so hard on and was now worthless. �I�ll take a good look at this, and in the meantime, you will modify it to meet those additional items we�ve discussed.�
They stood as one.
As they reached the door, I added, �In case you haven�t heard, the Gallant has turned south and is sailing to Vin and then on to Dagger. The storm has passed. We should be there in two days at most.�
It was clear the information was new to them since they�d been locked in their cabin of an office all day working on the treaty. It was also clear there was a new respect in their eyes and attitudes, at least it was new to me.
After they were gone, I thought about the meeting and tried to decide if I�d been fair, a bitch, or a strong woman with a tough mission. In the end, all three might have validity. I puffed my chest out like a baby bird after its first flight from the nest.
Later, while strolling the deck and watching the sea to the south to make sure the storms didn�t reappear, I missed Kendra terribly. Damon too, but not in the same way. Kendra and I were young women who could share experiences that a man wouldn�t understand�or if he did, I wouldn�t talk about them to him. It�s just life. He holds a separate place in my heart that Kendra will never share.
When I was finished walking, I went to the starboard railing near the stern of the ship, where the upper decks were supported by the wall with the door to the inside passage. There were at least three nearby places for someone to stand and be unobserved. As hoped, Will was at one of them, and I moved closer to him, but not too close. If anyone took notice, they would see two people on the same rail, but not standing together.
He looked out to sea, as I did. He spoke without turning his head, �I saw your three clerks leave your cabin. They were intent and didn�t seem too happy.�
�I think we came to an understanding and perhaps I gained a little respect.�
Will smiled, just the merest expression of approval and one I needed to confirm my actions. He continued to look off to the horizon. �No Wyverns in sight.�
That was odd. I�d expected to see many of them. The four mages had drawn their powers of magic from somewhere, and if there were no Wyverns, where did it come from? I didn�t know. We supposed that Essence is there in Wyverns, but in far smaller quantities than true-dragons. �Maybe they all flew away when the mages drowned, and the ships sank.�
�Maybe,� he said noncommittally.
The thing about Will was that while I thought I�d hired him, my father had first, and I didn�t know him well enough to tell when he knew the answers and when he didn�t. Not that I distrusted him. Just the opposite. However, he rarely shared more than the very basics of anything. He usually did when he had something important to say otherwise said nothing. �Okay, there are no Wyverns. What are you thinking?�
He ignored me for a time, as he gazed out to sea. Then, as if he�d gathered his thoughts about him, he faced me. �I�m an �appointed� royal, not one by birth, as you know. I also live apart from the palaces and castles of Dire. I have my lands to oversee.�
�I know all that.� I was not rude but understanding. He was attempting to share something and prefaced it, so I�d understand.
�People talk to me, and around me, that won�t say anything if a royal is near. There is no need for proper speech or the rigid protocol. They understand I�m one of them, only elevated for my lifetime.�
�I assume that they�ve told you many things they wouldn�t share with a royal?�
�At times. I heard someone say that he once overheard mages talking. One said using Essence from Wyverns was like trying to chop down a hundred-year-old oak with a little knife intended to clean fingernails. It can be done but takes a while.�
�Then, how?�
�Essence in quantity only comes from true-dragons.� He made the statement with finality.
I gave him a moment to reconsider. When he didn�t, I added, �All this is new to me, but my information says there is only one true-dragon left in the world.�
Will said, �That would mean whoever controls that dragon controls the world of magic. All of it. From what I hear, that would be your servant, Kendra.�
That took me back, mostly because of what it inferred. It couldn�t be true because Kendra was my friend, my best friend, and I trusted her completely and without reservation. If what Will suggested held any truth, and it did, there must be a flaw in the other information. �It might be that there is another source for Essence.�
�If so, I haven�t even heard a rumor of it,� Will retorted as if he had heard all rumors and my suggestion was silly.
I fought down my temper and answered coolly, �Then consider this. If there is a secondary source of Essence or another manner of obtaining it that is controlled by the mages and sorceresses, do you think they might keep it a secret from the likes of us?�
He didn�t answer for a few beats, which made me believe he was considering my suggestions�even if not believing them. Finally, he said, �You know? There is something that has tickled at the back of my mind. I�ve always wondered why the mages are so public in their activities, but the sorceresses remain in the background, yet they are always nearby.�
�Meaning?�
�It just doesn�t fit with what I know of women. So, I�ll ask you. Does it appear that sorceresses intentionally downplay their powers? And if they do, why is that? Wouldn�t you think one here and there would stand out in her actions?�
Now it was my turn to consider his thoughts. After allowing it to meander around in the forefront of my convoluted thinking, I came to a few conclusions. �You have an interesting point to think about and may have put your finger on something important. However, any thoughts that Kendra may not be doing her best to support me are in error, if there are any. The idea of an alternate source of Essence is a possibility we should consider.�
�I appreciate your loyalty to your servant and want to assure you I had no such thoughts. We share a common problem. Neither of us knows enough about magic, the goals of the mages and sorceresses, or even dragons.�
He�d again singled out the items that stood out above all else. Worse, I saw no way to obtain that information, especially while on a ship. For certain, the mages were not talking, the dragon couldn�t, and the best we could do was to cobble together crude guesses. However, there was one more set of facts that we did know. �The mages are killing our kings and replacing them with appointed councils. That also must factor in our search for information.�
He smiled for the first time in days. �That could be the thread we can pick at to unravel this tapestry of lies, deceit, and betrayal.�
�Well put. Why the smile?�
�Until today, I doubted you. Underestimated you in every way. My perception of you was one of an insipid young princess who was only concerned with the curl of her hair and the color of the gown she wore. Forgive me. I was wrong.�
Again, I looked at his smile and found it genuine. �I resented my father for hiring you behind my back.�
�I resented following around and caring for a wealthy girl who was sent on a mission more suited for a seasoned politician. Instead, I find it concealed behind the innocent young face a clever, intelligent woman ready to defend her kingdom.�
Nice words, but not completely true. I lifted my chin to accept my failings gracefully. �That is not who stood before you two days ago.�
He turned back to the sea, as if something out there drew his eyes, as it did for all who travel by sea. He said softly, �Not to contradict my princess, but it was true two days ago. You just hadn�t freed the lion within you, yet.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

[image: ]

Damon

We gathered together a few steps away from our prisoners and held what amounted to a family council. Since I�d recently been a prisoner, I identified with them. Flier did most of the talking, Emma and Anna remained quiet, willing to accept whatever we decided to do. Kendra seemed in a hurry to both depart and to reach Vin. As for me, I just wanted to get out of the desert sun that reflected off the water and the sand and seemed to suck all moisture from us, no matter how much or often we drank.
Flier turned to face our prisoners, and he cut the bindings from them as he spoke for all to hear, �Listen well. We are fighting against the council and the new rulers; however, it is something we must do alone. If you attempt to follow us, you will die. So that you understand it is no idle boast, I have arranged to have a true-dragon land on the bank of the river in full view of you tonight. If you go near or attempt to follow us, it will make a meal of you.�
The former stableman scowled. �Since when can you call a dragon to do your bidding? I have heard nothing of you training to be a mage.�
Flier shrugged as if he was controlling the dragon, which I appreciated. Instead of saying Kendra�s name, or that Anna communicated with it, he took full responsibility. Our former prisoners would spread the tale to others of the desert that Flier had forecast the appearance of the dragon, thereby further complicating the story. With each telling, it would become a little less believable.
All three girls had already placed their silly-looking reed hats on their heads, and I might have laughed at how they appeared, but we were all standing directly in the sun, and their faces, necks, and shoulders were in the shade. I felt the sweat and heat on my face, not all from the sun as I know how silly I�d look as I placed mine on my head and tied the chinstrap.
As we walked away, I managed to glance behind a few times without being too obvious. The three men were lucky we hadn�t killed them, and they knew it, although two had severe headaches from being struck with rocks. To increase the odds of our survival, we should have killed and buried them or at least left them tied to trees. They probably talked briefly of following us, but the ring of truth in Flier�s tone about the dragon held them back. All in sight behind was the seemingly endless flat of the desert and the river disappearing into the dense growth at the edges.
Fortunately, we had all the sluggish brown water we wished to drink. Unfortunately, we had nothing to eat. Little Anna complained first, then Emma joined in for a while, but after seeing the expression on my face, both shut up.
Flier walked well ahead, increasing the distance between us after warning me he should be there as a scout to search for more bandits, robbers, killers, or anyone else who might want to cause us harm. Our pace lagged, we stumbled, and still, we hesitated to drink any water.
Kendra said there must be a waterhole, well, spring, or clean pond ahead, but if it was there, we hadn�t reached it when I made my choice again. I went to the river�s edge, knelt and scooped the surface water clear of sticks, grasses, and insects. After a brief inspection, I tasted it, just the smallest amount. There was a slight earthy taste, but despite its brown appearance, it was wet and went down smoothly. I could grow to like it if I didn�t have to look at it.
All three girls followed my lead. Although they had all tasted the river water, they wanted to know my opinion, as if they would refuse to drink more of it if I refused. Despite the heat and exhaustion, there were little giggles and even laughter as they took turns and I made up my mind to tease them at the next place we paused, perhaps by pretending to be poisoned. No, that would be cruel. Instead, I could pretend to chew my drink because the water was so thick.
Kendra said on a more serious note, �The dragon is going to swoop down and pass right over us in a few moments. I wonder at the reactions of those behind us. Maybe they will believe?�
I said, �My reaction is to run and duck. Is it going to land on the ground and protect our backs as Flier suggested?�
She shook her head. �I think that�s a little extreme, now. Dragons don�t like to land out in the open where they can be attacked. But you can never tell, so it is going to pass low over that place where we left them and land just long enough for them to get a good look at her. Then the dragon will fly into the mountains and hunt for a deer or goat. It�s very hungry after all that flying.�
�Do you have any idea of what happened to the ships?�
�Not like images or anything. Her response was to fly there as I asked, then my dragon was attacked by at least ten Wyvern. They came at her from all sides, and she was both scared and angry. Five or six Wyvern were outright killed, and she was still scared when she attacked the first ship.�
I said, �You keep calling it her. And you said my dragon.�
�Shut up and listen and wipe that silly grin off your face. She clawed at the first Wyvern, and the mages used spells to call down lightning and created red smoke to hide their ships in. They made other images appear in the sky that seemed to attack her, but finally, she attacked and ripped boards loose from the hull of the first ship with her claws and flew off.�
�The other ship?�
�She learned how to best attack from the first. She flew low and fast to the second and landed on the stern of the ship with her great weight. It was forced down into the water and started to flood, and the dragon went down with it. She felt timbers break and water rushed in before the mages could fight against her. It only took a few instants to sink the rear of the ship; then the rest followed as she flew away. The mage-storm stopped.�
I didn�t want to correct or criticize her in front of the girls but did want to make a point of my own. �If she didn�t send you images in your head, and you couldn�t see through her eyes, how do you know what happened in such detail?�
Emma said as if the question was stupid and something everyone should know. �Because that is what happened.�
�Do you also know what happened?� I asked, intrigued by both the idea that she could, and perhaps she could better explain how she knew. I�d sensed a reluctance in Kendra to discuss some subjects, lately. It may have been a natural reaction to new and strange things or the perception that I couldn�t understand because I didn�t share her unique abilities. Or, it may have been something else, so I watched my sister as the words of the question fell from my lips.
�Of course,� Emma said in the manner all little girls use when speaking to adults about something they believe they should already know. Her left hand was on her hip, her lower lip extended in a pout, an expression much like Kendra often used to use on me�and sometimes still does.
We all laughed at her, but in the back of my mind, the situation had turned more serious. Just how much did Emma know, and what did she hide? We knew so little of her powers. How could we test her to find out the true extent? She was like a puppy in a field of wildflowers sniffing each one. How could we tell which she had already sniffed, which she liked, and a hundred other questions? The truth for us was simple to discern. We didn�t know any answers, let alone what the correct questions were to ask.
Flier waved for us to continue our journey. He was two or three hundred paces in front of us when the dragon flew along the surface of the river, following the twists and turns as if it was a game. It turned to the left, the right, and back again, so low the wind from the tips of the wings caused ripples in the water.
I couldn�t be certain, but it turned and looked at Kendra as if it was happy to see her again. Of course, that might be my imagination. Dragons can�t feel affection for humans, can they?
It flew on as we paused as one to watch it, despite Flier yelling that we needed to move faster. We hurried to make up time.
The footing along the river was solid, dry, and there was a path through the tall grass that told of many other feet passing that way, but because of wind blowing sand most afternoons, we didn�t know whose feet they were. We didn�t even know if they were human.
The river took a wide bend to our right, and where that happened, the trees grew in a thick and tangled mass. Adding water to the desert sand made it bloom. A flock of birds flew as one from the trees, and I kept my eyes on that place. Had they been startled or were they searching for food together?
We moved closer without any indication of a trap. However, I felt eyes watching us. Flier paused and held up his fist, the signal for us to stop. He watched the same place as me.
After what seemed long enough to walk all the way to Vin, a single man emerged and walked slowly and carefully to Flier. No doubt others watched from concealment.
The man wore a battered gray uniform, the pants, and tunic more or less the same color. Flier moved ahead slowly and looked like he called out something, but we couldn�t hear.
�Be ready to run across the river. It�s shallow enough, and we can decide what to do from there,� I said. �It�s easier to defend if our opponents are slowed by being in the water.� While not much of a barrier, it might give us time to defend ourselves.
Flier advanced on the man slowly as he talked, then bolted ahead, arms raised.
�Run,� I ordered, stepping into the water and prepared to help the others.
�No,� Anna called. �Look!�
Flier had reached the man in the uniform, and they embraced, then danced as they refused to let go of one another and spun in joyous circles. I waded ashore and joined the girls as we cautiously advanced.
Flier called to us as he kept an arm over the shoulder of the man, �We were messengers together. We called him Slacker because he always managed to get out of the hard details.�
Both wore wide smiles. The man�s tattered and filthy uniform made him an officer, and his age prevented me from seeing him as a fleet messenger, but not many in their early thirties would. He stood taller than Flier and heavier. Big-boned, some would say. His feet and hands were large, as were his shoulders and long legs. Picturing him younger and thinner brought an image of a lanky runner with a long stride.
I reached out to shake his hand as more men emerged from the trees. Their uniforms were in as bad shape as Slacker�s, with mismatched pants and tunics, a variety of hats, and unkempt appearances. That applied to all but their weapons. Swords, bows, and even spears were polished, sharpened, and oiled against rust.
Five of them eventually stood awkwardly with us, and there were a few glimpses of at least two more held in reserve within the trees. While their clothing was a collection of rags, their weapons and tactics seemed professional.
Slacker invited us to talk in the shade, and we readily accepted.
Their camp was concealed and fortified, and immediately several items stood out. While it was a defensive camp, open to attack from the river, a small ridge created by the river flooding stood behind. A single opening had been cut through the sandstone to allow one person at a time to climb a ramp to the top. The narrow slot of stone could be blocked by the boulders on either side, balanced and ready to fall when smaller rocks were removed from the base.
Above the ridge, which was higher than my head, spread a short wall, tall enough to kneel behind. A small force could hold that position from a hundred attackers�for a short time.
Slacker noticed my interest. �After we slow them down here, we will head into the desert where we have hidden water supplies. A single day out there without enemies having water gives us all the advantage. A man cannot carry enough for a full day. Our plan is to lead them deep into the dry-lands where we will stop at several caches of water, and then we�ll attack them the second or third day if needed. The desert will probably do our work. We have to survive.�
Flier said, �You�ve done it before?�
�Three times, so far. Lost two men and a few were wounded once, but not bad when fighting a larger force.�
�Who are you fighting?� Kendra asked, speaking for the first time.
I noticed with her first words, none of Slacker�s men had said anything. They were not unfriendly, but neither were they happy to see us. Their eyes had the lack of focus that comes with boredom and hardship over a long time.
Slacker said to Flier, �About the same time you disappeared all those years ago, the king also disappeared. I mean, he issued directives and did all the usual things, but nobody ever saw him. About a year later, he tired of ruling, so appointed a Council of Royals to act in his stead.�
Kendra sighed, �And nobody ever saw him officiate or attend a ball. It was as if he didn�t exist.�
�At first,� Slacker defended himself, �we all believed it seemed odd, but nothing for commoners to question. Especially, those of us in the army who were sworn to serve him. We still had our generals and orders to follow.�
I also knew where the tale was going. The ruling body seized control of essential services and those who objected or refused had accidents and were replaced by people supportive of the Council. It was the same story as in other places.
�Mages?� I found myself asking.
Slacker seemed surprised by my blurted question. �Two, at first. Now they are gone.�
I looked at Kendra for confirmation. She nodded, confirming there were presently none in Vin. Then her eyebrows narrowed slightly, and she held her index finger and middle finger pointing down at her foot. It was our signal that she wanted to tell me something in private.
Because of my question, it was probably something to do with mages or their disappearance. However, we�d reached a sunken firepit, obviously to keep the flames from being seen at a distance. An iron grate sat on the rocks containing it, and a large fire-blackened pot hung from an iron tripod over the fire. Food cooked, and to my nose, it was the best aroma I�d ever smelled.
�Hungry?� Slacker asked. �We don�t usually have much, but we just killed a desert goat, and there�s plenty of stew if not enough vegetables. I hope you like water-onions.�
A small stock of clay bowls was passed out as Slacker sent men to watch posts surrounding the area. I had the impression all had lived in this place for a long time. We sat in small groups, but Flier sat with Slacker, and they talked between themselves. A few laughs, more than one disbelieving expression from Slacker was cast our way. Obviously, they were old and close friends. After the impromptu meal, Flier came to Kendra and me.
He said, �These men are rebels. They no longer serve the king or the council. Members of the original army and recruits paid by the council fight against them.�
Kendra said, �What is their goal?�
�To sit the rightful king or his heir on the throne again.�
I glanced at Kendra and said, �Have you figured out that Elizabeth is sailing directly into a trap?�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
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Princess Elizabeth

Soren and Timor respectfully entered my cabin and bowed more deeply than I�d seen for any princess, my brother the future king, or my father. Was it from respect for me or the position I held in Crestfallen? No, they had all bowed or curtsied to my father in the same way during official engagements�but he was the King of Dire. I pushed my thoughts inside and allowed none of what I felt to show on my face or in my actions. Instead, in a soft voice, I cooed, �Have you come to share your revised treaty?�
Timor said, �We have if this is a good time for you.�
�Sit on the edge of my bed and tell me of the changes.�
They were shocked and confused by my instructions. Not at sharing their changes, but of two men sitting on the bed of a princess again. It implied personal relations, and I liked the confusion and uncertainty it caused. Not that they were confused and shocked, but the intimacy of my bed was another weapon for my arsenal. Neither stood a chance of sharing it, but I was entering a mental battle with the fate of Dire in question. If I could make a pair of men quiver like warm honey in summer simply by invitation to sit on an empty bed, there might come a time when I could use it.
Soren kept his eyes downcast as Timor lifted a piece of inexpensive brown paper and read nine additions to the treaty, all favoring Dire. He�d been prepared for my questions and anticipated I might ask only for the changes, not a full review of everything. Glancing at the paper, it was Timor�s hand that penned it. The younger man might find himself vaulting over Soren for promotion if he continued to perform as he had lately.
�Timor,� I said, �those are all items I�d like to see on the final treaty, except numbers three and four. They are merely trade-bait, items for me to surrender while making sure I get my way on the others. However, I need several more of similar scope and perhaps two that are completely outlandish. In giving up those two, the ones you�ve outlined will seem far more reasonable. Eventually, I�ll give in to all of them, and the remainder will be what we want.�
His head bobbed in agreement as I talked, and Soren�s complexion reddened. They�d obviously argued about what to include, and Timor had wanted to add others as I�d suggested. Soren had objected if I read their body language correctly. I wouldn�t mention it, but I�d remember it. There were times when Soren didn�t seem to be doing as I wished.
Timor said, �Between the three of us, we should have those suggestions before dark if you wish to review them tonight. I heard we will dock in Vin just after dawn, tomorrow. Will you require anything else from us for this port of call?�
�No, not at first, however my plan is to go ashore and meet with whatever officials are available. I would like to gently question them and see if there are concerns that might also come up in Dagger. Perhaps one might mention a shortage of grain, or that good wine is at a premium. If Dire can help resolve a problem in Kondor, we will�for a price.�
�Soren snorted in humor as if I�d said something funny, but his eyes were not laughing. He seemed to be performing for me as if he liked what was happening.
I didn�t. He closed his mouth and looked away before my eyes met his. Again, Will had been right. People do not give respect. The recipient earns it. My hand moved in the direction of the latch for the door, and both men bolted as if chased by dark things that come in our dreams at night.
Yes, I had noticed the conspicuous absence of Lady Grace, my personal scribe at the meeting. I also noticed neither man had mentioned her, and that made me wonder why she had not come to my cabin. I suspected Soren had been involved, but instead of waiting, I left my cabin and walked to the next door, which was the cabin used as an office.
I opened it unannounced and found her head down, pen in hand. Timor was already doing the same. Soren was absent. This time, I sat uninvited after gently closing the door. Their surprise at my actions was much the same as a child caught stealing a fresh-baked cookie. They were hiding something.
My smile was intended to calm both. That was before coming right to the point. �Where is Soren?�
� �Uh, he had to meet with someone in the passenger lounge,� Timor said after a glance at Lady Grace to make sure she agreed with him telling me.
�I see. Has he spent a lot of time with this person?� That question nearly caused both to panic. It shouldn�t have. I suspected a woman.
Lady Grace said, �I believe it is a new friend.�
�Oh, that�s nice,� I smiled. �Are you two already working on what I asked for?�
�We are,� Timor said.
�Good. Is there any possibility I could get a crude outline from the pair of you, just the basics read this evening so that I will have it in the morning?� I�d already asked for it but wanted to reinforce my demand. I also wished to point out that two were doing the work of three.
They agreed.
I stood up and said, �You�re both doing a wonderful job for me, and I thank you for the hard work. Soren, too, of course. By the way, does his friend live in Dire?�
�Kondor,� Lady Grace corrected.
�I see. Well, I have a few things to do so I�ll let you get back to your work. Is there anything you need from me?� Thankfully, there was not.
I nearly fled the room in search of Will. It was not hard to find him. I went on deck and called his name once. He appeared from behind the stub of the main mast as if by magic, and as if he just happened to be where he could watch over me, as always.
I pointed to the rail. The pretense of not knowing each other was wearing thin, but only to those who were paying attention. We stood beside each other for a few moments. He allowed me to gather my thoughts. Unfounded accusations should be handled delicately.
I said, �One of my scribes is not revising the treaty in the manner I asked for. He is meeting with a new friend in the passenger lounge instead, someone from Kondor.� I stressed the name as if wanting to clear a bad taste from my mouth.
The corners of Will�s lips twitched. Not a full smile, but the beginnings of one. He said, �You impress me in ways never expected. How you ferreted out that he is not dealing with an old friend, but a new business acquaintance, I�d like to know. But, again, I�m impressed, and the situation is going to be dealt with tonight.�
�You knew? Tonight?�
�I didn�t feel it imperative to handle it sooner, and certainly not before speaking to you. We dock in the morning, and it needs to be over before then. Before his new friend can pass on the information he�s bought.�
�But you already knew about it?� I demanded again, so fiercely my foot almost stamped on the deck of the ship. �You�ve investigated my scribe and the friend?�
�Only for a few days. Since the mage�s storm broke.�
�And?�
He shrugged. �They spoke in whispers, but the air at sea sometimes carries voices to those nearby. Sometimes the walls on ships are thin enough to hear through.�
That was all a lie. He�d managed to sneak within hearing range in some manner and listened to their conversation. �What was said?�
�Soren told a lone �businessman� from Kondor everything you discussed in the treaty. In detail. What you stressed, what you were willing to give up, and the rest. Then he accepted a purse filled to overflowing with coins. The businessman will relay that information to the Council of Nine as soon as the ship docks and your efforts to negotiate a fair treaty will fail�if they have their way. Which they will not.�
I felt the heat rise my neck and reach my face. My flush must have been evident all the way from the bow of the Gallant. My fingers curled into fists. �A traitor? Soren? He sold information to harm Dire?�
�Your father will be disappointed to hear of his untimely death at sea.�
My reaction was to charge into the passenger�s lounge and confront Soren. If he�d done what Will said, I�d be willing to throw him over the railing of the ship and watch him swim. Will�s flat statement that he was going to kill Soren chilled the heat I�d felt a moments ago. My lips wanted to tell Will he couldn�t kill Soren. Not Soren. I�d seen him in the halls and workshops of Crestfallen since I was a child. He was a senior scribe and respected enough that my father personally selected him for this voyage. My mind juggled all the contrasting components as I considered the situation in shock. Then any feelings of fondness for the man moved on.
Soren�s actions endangered me, Damon, Kendra, my father, and every citizen of Dire. My anger at his betrayal grew. I turned to tell Will I agreed with his assessment to kill Soren but found he had already departed and wasn�t in sight. His mind was made up.
I don�t know how long I�d been standing at the rail, but Will had moved like an apparition, like the Blue Lady. It seemed his feet barely touched the deck. He could disappear while I looked at him, but it was skill, not magic he used. The next time he was near me, I�d place a hand on his arm to find out if he was real and to hold him near until I was ready to release him. Being enclosed in my cabin, alone, didn�t appeal, so I remained at the rail and watched the endless roll of the sea.
A young man I didn�t know, but who had caught my eye a few times, came up behind me and asked, �May I join you?�
He was from Kondor, his features were much like Damon�s, and I missed my friend, so found myself saying, �Please.�
He reached out to take my hand in formal greeting. �Frisian. An old name meaning �beautiful sunrise.� I�ve never forgiven my mother for choosing it.�
�I am . . . Elizabeth.�
�Princess Elizabeth of Dire, so I�m told. I�ve never spoken to royalty.�
�You seem to be doing well at it, today.�
�I have heard you wish to know more about my homeland and am offering my help.�
Was Frisian the businessman who paid my clerk to betray me? A knot formed in my stomach. �Your occupation?�
�I�m a trader.�
He said, trader, not a traitor, as I�d thought I heard at first. Still, a trader is a businessman. There were not that many passengers from Kondor who were businessmen on the ship. I glanced around and found Will innocently passing by. He shook his head before I could ask the question.
I couldn�t help myself. �Do you know anyone on the Council of Nine?�
He clenched his teeth so hard the muscles of his cheeks flexed. �No.�
�Are you a supporter of the council?�
He answered stiffly, a political answer. �I am in favor of what is best for the people of Kondor.�
�Would you join me for dinner, Frisian? I do have a lot of questions.�
His smile sparkled in the late afternoon light. We went to the tiny dining room and selected our meals from the meager, cold offerings. A hot meal had become a distant memory. The salted crackers, a selection of three kinds of cheese, and smoked slivers of meat were more than enough when washed down with white wine and good conversation.
I found Frisian understandably reluctant to talk about anything negative concerning the present government of Kondor, but inferences were easy to draw. He favored the rule of the king when he�d earned most of a fortune. For the last few years, he�d been hoarding his profits in Dire, planning to remain there on one of his trips. It all had to be arraigned in secret because he wanted to sail there with two sisters, their husbands, and a nephew. He tried once, but a family member hadn�t understood the wrath of the Council of Nine, and he�d barely escaped with his life.
The story had come out in blips and pieces. He hadn�t said much of it directly but hinted. I thought more of him for not speaking out of turn, even if he was talking to a princess. I did learn that the Council of Nine was often called the Council of None because they were never all seen together. The feeling of the citizens was unfavorable, but those few who spoke against the new rulers were often discovered dead, their homes burned.
He believed at least three of the council were women. It was unusual to find women rulers unless born to it. I hesitated to ask if they were sorceresses, but believe I knew the answer beforehand so withheld asking.
Frisian was an interesting speaker and versed in a variety of subjects. He traded pearls, garnets, opals, and quality iron needles that were strong and sharp. In short, he said he traded, bought, or sold almost anything he could sell for a profit in another land�if he could put it in his pocket instead of packing it in crates or transporting it in caravans.
�Don�t you ever buy something and find you cannot sell it in the next port?�
�Of course,� he exclaimed with a smile I found hard to ignore. �But the port after that might buy it. Ladies, wealthy ones in any land, cannot resist pretty baubles of a kind their friends don�t have and can�t get.�
The time slipped away until well after dark. Finally, Frisian escorted me to my cabin. As I entered, a single candle glowed from a scone mounted on the wall, one I had not left lighted. I latched the door and noticed a small cloth bag in the center of my bed. I picked it up and felt the weight and heard the jingle of coins. The smile I had worn with Frisian slipped away as I realized the bag was filled with coins paid to Soren for betraying me�and Soren no longer belonged to this world. His new friend had ended his life today, also. I had no doubt.
The coin purse was Will�s way of letting me know that while I dined with my new friend, my traitor had died. Probably fell overboard, but not necessarily so. Their deaths may have been staged as a robbery gone bad, or something else.
I spilled the coins on my bed, not because I wanted them, but I wanted to see how much my life, my father�s life, and my kingdom was worth.
I looked at those coins for a long time. There was also a sheet of folded paper. I opened it, knowing what it contained. There was a neatly printed list in Soren�s hand of my demands to be added to the treaty. All of them, but the few new ones, I�d added this afternoon that he hadn�t known about. I looked to be certain. The penmanship was Soren�s. There was no doubt.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
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Damon

If Elizabeth was walking into a trap when the Gallant arrived in port, we needed to rush to Vin and rescue her. A quick estimation of time from when Kendra�s dragon had attacked the mage�s ships and the distance she had to sail, compared with the timeframe of us traveling on foot, provided a guess that she would arrive perhaps a day before us. Maybe more. We�d be too late.
Kendra said as she stood and looked east, �We have to hurry. She needs us.�
Flier began gathering the few items we�d brought with us as he offered a brief explanation to Slacker. �We are on a mission to help the King of Dire. His daughter is due to arrive by ship at the port of Vin in only two days, but she knows nothing about the new council ruling there, or that it seems there are no more kings anywhere in Kondor.�
Slacker exchanged a look with his men. �She is here to support the rightful king?�
�No,� Flier said, �That�s not true. She is here to negotiate a treaty with our kings or the present rulers. The king of Dire suspects there may be a replacement rule and wants to protect his kingdom from the same.�
The expression Slacker wore was not as friendly or welcoming as that of a few moments ago. �She will deal with the council?�
�Of course,� Flier paused in his packing and said, �There is more you should know. The King of Dire took ill and has been unable to rule, so a committee, a council, was set up by the mages to act in his stead. Kendra here ran all the mages out of Dire, and now the king has healed and has taken his rightful place, again.�
Slacker and several of his men turned and cast disbelieving looks at Kendra.
I said, �It�s true. The details can wait. We�re in a hurry.�
�The mages are behind it all,� Slacker spat. �I knew it.�
I couldn�t help myself from adding. �We don�t know all mages are involved, or how much they are. We know a little and assume much. Assumptions like that can be dangerous.�
Slacker still faced Kendra, and while he listened to me, his attention was on her. He said to Flier, �This young woman ran the mages out of Dire?�
�She did.� Flier didn�t add information.
For that, I was glad but saw Slacker and his men didn�t believe him. What Slacker saw was a young woman who moved like a princess. The fewer that knew of her new powers, the better. He said, �What you mean is that she ordered an army or something similar.�
�What I mean is that she did it alone, with a sword in her hand,� Flier snapped back, protecting Kendra and her reputation. I was proud of him.
A shrill whistle sounded in the distance, drawing the attention of all of us.
Every man in the camp leaped to his feet at the sound. One raced to the river and sprinted along the bank where the footing was good. He raced in the direction of the whistle. I asked, �What is it? And where�s he going?�
�Vin troops are approaching again, I suppose,� Slacker said. �We�ve avoided them for months, but they keep after us, sending one company after another. The runner will meet the lookout halfway and return with the information on the sighting so we can plan our response.�
*Run.* Anna�s voice rang in my head with a sense of urgency clear in the single word.
*Maybe it will come to that, but first we will hear them out. Do you want to leave these men here to die?*
*Is this the place you�ve chosen to die?* Anna scowled in my direction as she sent me the question.
Anna was scared, but her defiance and attitude were growing. She was transforming from a little girl to a young lady with ideas of her own�and it had happened within the few weeks we�d known her. Pride swelled in my chest as I said aloud to her, �We�ll talk later. Right now, we have to decide what to do.�
I didn�t miss the exchange of looks between her and Emma, and for the first time, I wondered if they were silently communicating too. If not, Emma had made an accurate guess as to what was going on between us and didn�t approve.
Kendra moved to my side and said quietly, �I�ve already called my pet to help us. It�s in the foothills not too far away. Now, we need to move away a little because I don�t want to talk in front of these men. Didn�t you see my signal earlier to talk in private?�
I had, but the right time hadn�t arrived until now. We moved a few steps to one side while the others prepared for battle. Kendra handed me back my sword as she accepted another from a rebel. She said, �This battle will delay us from reaching Vin if we take part. Your thoughts?�
I buckled the belt around my waist and adjusted my sword to ride comfortably as I gathered myself to disagree. �We are already a day late in arriving to help Elizabeth. The ship will reach port and Elizabeth will do what she�s going to do. We can�t change that. Reverse the situation and put us in Dire. Would you wish the foreigners to run away on their own business or help defend our king?�
�It isn�t the same thing. Okay, we need to have Slacker outline how this is going to go and then decide. We won�t enter a fight we�re going to lose, and we cannot stay here two or three days waiting for the attack when Elizabeth needs us.�
I watched Slacker giving orders to his men in short bursts and with encouragement. We didn�t know how well they would fight. That worried us. It was clear they knew how to obey, and Slacker knew how to command, so that helped calm my worries but going into battle with unknown fighters should be avoided. The runner returned from the river and breathlessly told us there were at least forty of them marching up the bank in our direction.
I glanced at Kendra. Forty. It was time for our small group to depart and avoid the coming conflict. Ten or twelve against forty are poor odds. No, that was not strictly true. A dozen men in Slacker�s unit, plus Flier, Kendra, me, and a dragon evened up the odds a little if we remained, but we�d still be sorely outnumbered.
Slacker�s plan consisted of fighting and withdrawing, fighting and withdrawing again, eventually to where they had hidden water caches in the desert evened the odds more. Besides, we couldn�t leave Flier�s friends to fight alone. They�d taken us in and fed us. We owed them.
Kendra drew in a deep breath, tested the edge of the heavy sword she held and looked sheepishly at me. �We can�t run off. You know that. It isn�t like us.�
Anna said, �Why don�t I get a sword?�
Emma echoed the question.
Even the soldiers laughed. One of them pointed to the ridge with the funnels to climb up. �Can you two run?�
They nodded.
He continued, �First, there will be fighting out here in the open. A few arrows and such. Then our men will rush up there on the ridge and wait. Behind those piles of rocks, you�ll be safe, but there will come a time when we tell you to run again. See that tall mountain right behind us? The one with the pointed peak? You�ll run for that, understand? No matter what happens, you run in that direction. We�ll find you.�
�Won�t they chase us?� Anna asked, her eyes alight with excitement.
�Not at first. They will have wounded to care for, and we�ve set a few traps along the way to slow them. Besides, the King�s Army does only what it is told, so they will wait for the officer to give all the orders.�
�But, they will chase us?� Anna persisted.
�By then, we�ll be far away. We�re prepared for this.�
*Really?* Anna queried me. She clearly had her doubts.
I shrugged. The information was strong sounding, but probably overly optimistic. I considered what to do for a moment. With what little we knew as facts, it was unlikely our small group could travel to Vin without the help and support of the rebels. We�d probably run into two or three more patrols and without help, they would either kill or capture us. However, if we helped the rebels, they might help us reach Vin. Besides, Flier would wish us to help Slacker and his friends. Together we�d be a stronger group than alone.
At a quick guess, there were fifteen of us to fight forty. We held the stronger and fortified positions to fight from�and we had a dragon on the way to help us. We also had a back door to escape into the desert and the hidden caches of water and food. After the initial battle, we would melt into the desert and try to draw our enemies along behind us, where they would quickly drink the water they carried with them. The desert heat would do the rest.
�We will help them.� My voice had emerged cold and clipped, allowing for no argument, if there would have been any. To my relief, Kendra nodded agreement and Flier punched me on my shoulder instead of hugging me.
Slacker said, �Our plan is to hide and use our bows as a surprise attack. We�ll do it when they are in range, all at once. We have shelters to hide behind until they get close. We�ll stand and fire as many arrows as possible, then at my order turn and run to the ridge.�
Once there, we�ll take up positions behind the rocks and use more arrows to slow them down and hopefully hit a few. Even wounding them will help because some will stay with the wounded and reduce the numbers free to chase after us. I�ll have men with great-swords to prevent them from advancing up the ramps. Lastly, we will run into the desert and disappear. Help any of our wounded. We can split up if that seems right, but you new people will always stay with one of mine. Near sundown, we�ll join up at the first water.�
�If they are already there?� Kendra asked?
�There are two more a short distance away, well hidden. Our escape into the desert is the most dangerous part, especially if we have wounded, but it can�t be helped. We�ll move slower, and they may catch up with us.�
Kendra said, �I think I can help us out with that.�
I grinned at the thought of the dragon appearing out of the sky, but before we could explain, a shout came from behind. The army of Vin was moving in ranks along the bank of the river, jogging two across.
�Stupid to run and enter a battle winded and fatigued,� Flier said, echoing the thought of all of us. Moving closer while using the scant cover would have been smarter.
To the untrained eye, it probably appeared impressive, the men in identical blue uniforms side by side, their feet striking the ground at the same time, parallel columns charging right at us. In other circumstances, I�d have laughed.
Slacker called for the first defensive positions and men rushed ahead to predetermined places. I turned to Anna. �Take your sister up that ramp and get behind a boulder. Do not look out. Arrows are going to fly, and one may hit you.�
Emma said, �That is going to be hard, I mean, not looking. Will there be yelling and screaming?�
I appreciated her insight, despite her age. �Yes. It will be hard, I know. I doubt if the first wave will take long and then we�ll be up there with you.�
�What if you�re killed?� Anna asked.
�Then Kendra and Flier will help you escape but understand this: Slacker designed this battle plan in a way that none of us gets hurt. Now, time is short, get up there.�
Emma spun and ran. Anna followed a couple of steps, turned and rushed back to me. She hugged my thighs for one squeeze, then followed. I moved to the side of one of Slackers men. He was too young in my opinion but held a bow and fistful of arrows to go with his wide, scared eyes.
I placed a calming hand on his shoulder and said, �Follow your orders and know that we may have a few more surprises for them. While I had never used the bow I held, a familiar circumstance for me lately, when I strung it and tested the pull, it was neither too weak nor too strong. It held no ornamentation. The bow was a military weapon built for the masses. I fitted my first arrow to the string.
There were others I stuck point-first in the dry sand beside my left foot, where my groping hand would find them when needed without taking my eyes away from the charging enemy. I watched the soldiers approach through a screen of heavy brush, and the officer at their head drew my attention.
It struck me that he probably knew precisely where we were. That told me he had his spies and scouts. If he knew that, he knew the strength of Slacker�s unit and with forty men he should overwhelm the position quickly. He counted on that, and also that Slacker�s men would see the orderly, well-disciplined army and realize the rebels were a rag-tag force, poorly trained and outnumbered four to one. He expected them to break and flee before the first arrow flew.
He may have been right at other times, or other places. Today, he was in for a surprise. �Steady,� I whispered to the boy at my side, but loud enough for others nearby to hear my calm voice. Fifty paces down the row, Flier repeated my instructions to others.
The head of the column was within the range of a long shot by an arrow, but the archer would miss. Distance and wind shift the intended course of an arrow by ten or more steps. Only a lucky shot would strike, and that would warn them. I wanted to remind Slacker to order his men to wait.
I heard him say nothing, but not a single arrow from our side flew. His men were well trained. At this point, the enemy thought they knew where we were, but it was not certain. I heard someone in their group calling cadence. One-two, one-two. Double-time. Hard to maintain for any distance through the soft sand. Several had broken pace. All looked winded.
They were close enough to see their relieved faces as we didn�t resist. They also exchanged wary looks. The column had turned away from the river and now headed right at us but found no resistance or even the sight of us. The cadence caller�s voice sounded louder as if he too was relieved.
Slacker stood behind the base of a huge willow tree, bow in his left hand. He slowly raised a fist and held it in position. I placed tension on my arrow and watched the column approach. Suspecting that our men would aim at the first in line, I decided to let my arrow fly a little higher and strike somewhere in the middle. Why waste five arrows to kill one enemy?
Slacker waited. And waited. The boy at my side was turning whiter with each step the cadence caller made.
Then, Slacker�s fist fell as he shouted, �Now!�
To my satisfaction, neither of the first two in the lines fell. At least three arrows missed as they went wide, victims of the crosswind. Not mine. It did not miss, thanks to my use of magic. My second arrow flew higher and dropped one of the nearest soldiers, but not the one I�d aimed at. He spun away with someone else�s arrow that struck him in his shoulder as mine passed by and struck the second in line right in the center of his chest.
I counted seven arrows had reached their marks before the column broke and the soldiers dived for cover. Despite their training in effective and precision marching, when the arrows flew, they wanted the protection of hillocks, boulders, bushes, or even a fallen comrade.
The officer rallied his men, and a few arrows flew in our directions, although none came near my end of the line. I let a few more arrows of mine loose and knew all had missed. My magic could veer an arrow to one side, but it couldn�t make them go around corners or boulders the soldiers hid behind. Then, they darted forward, a few at a time. If they got close enough, our retreat was endangered.
Slacker shouted, �Fall back.�
We turned and ran for the ramp that took us up to the top of the head-high ridge. Emma and Anna were watching from there, just as I�d told them not to do. Slacker reached the top first and counted his men and us until he was satisfied we were all safely up there. Two men removed the blocks under the boulders poised at the ramp, and they rumbled into place, blocking it. He indicated with a wave of his arm where each should go to mount our second defense.
I still had eight arrows.
They advanced slowly and spread out. Until we revealed ourselves, they had no idea of where we were. As they moved from the bright sun to the dense shade under the trees, their eyes were temporarily blinded. Slacker called softly, keep your voices down and only fire when you have a clear shot. No misses.�
To my left, a rebel that had been kneeling stood up and drew his bow. In the same motion, he released the arrow he held ready, then dropped out of sight again, but not fast enough. I heard the grunt of the man as an arrow from our side struck his shoulder. Another stood, and a pair of our arrows took him. That made nine of them wounded or dead. Almost twenty-five percent of their force. A good officer would retreat and continue to battle another day.
Not this one. His young voice sounded strong as he urged his men closer. Two more were hit. The officer rallied them for a charge to overwhelm us. Slacker waved his arm for attention and motioned for us to fall back again, quietly. The attackers wouldn�t follow for a while because they didn�t know we were leaving, and their charge might not happen right away. All that gave us time to disappear into the desert.
We followed the others out into the emptiness and vastness of soft sand and spread out to confuse any pursuit. The sand prevented anything faster than a walk, and before we reached the first low hill, my thighs burned, and my breath came in short pants. Suddenly, a squad of Vin soldiers stood ahead of us. They had been hiding behind the sand hill we�d just climbed, waiting to trap us.
The young officer must have split his forces, and the men ahead were there to prevent us from retreating, thwarting our plan. They were close to us, a sword in the hand of each as they charged the few steps between us. There was no time for bows, so I pulled my blade and stepped ahead of Anna and Emma.
As always when working with magic, I whirled a little wind and made sure it lifted sand. Not that I always made mini-tornadoes, but in case I wanted to use magic, I had to make sure it was available�especially since Kendra had freed the dragon. Thinking of her dragon made me realize it couldn�t help us in close hand-to-hand fighting like what we faced.
Two uniformed men ran at me side-by-side. Confident of my skills, I used small-magic to tangle the feet of the one to my left, so I didn�t have to fight a pair at the same time. The other rushed ahead, and as his blade slashed in my direction, a deft twist of my wrist deflected it. It was a move I�d used in practice a thousand times and one that didn�t require any thought. Just reflex.
Ordinarily, I�d have then turned my wrist after the initial parry and use the other�s momentum to help me as I flicked my blade, not a full swing, but enough to make a wide slice of his upper body that couldn�t be avoided. The sharpness of my sword would cut an arm or chest, and it would cut deeply.
Not this time. As my blade touched his, a high-pitched keening sounded, loud and piercing. My sword vibrated in my hand. Not shaking, but a small movement so slight it was not seen but felt. The noise was so unexpected, the vibration to unusual, I paused, confused.
The soldier I�d crossed swords with did the same.
We wore the same confused expressions to anyone looking our way. We were stunned at the sensation, the sound, and each other. Instead of attempting to slash my blade across his body, I waited defensively but made no move to attack. He did the same.
The rest of the fighting took place off to my right, far enough away to ignore it. There were too many questions swirling around in my mind to kill this man because he might have the answers to some of them. I considered tripping him with magic, having a bee attack and fly inside his tunic, or temporarily blind him with a flash of light.
I declined all use of magic for the moment. In the placement of his feet, the way he clutched the sword, and his clumsy movements, I knew all I needed about his lack of skill. In contrast, I�d spend part of almost every day in Crestfallen under the watchful eye of the King�s Weapon-Master or one of his stern assistants. Since the sword was the weapon of choice among gentlemen, officers, and most soldiers, at least half my time had been under their instruction.
A flick of my wrist would probably flip the sword from the hand of my opponent, and in the space of a single breath, I could strike him three times with slashes of my blade. However, I didn�t want to harm or kill the man. I wanted to speak to him.
He stood as limp as a wilted daisy in the heat of summer. His shoulders slumped, his face was slack, his blade held low as he studied me as I studied him.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
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Princess Elizabeth

As a princess, I had always set myself apart from most daily interactions with commoners, a bane to all royalty. Their gossiping, friendliness, companionship, and bickering was missing from our dull lives. As such, others on the ship who knew their place in society tended to avoid me, so I didn�t hear rumors circulating on the Gallant unless one of my few acquaintances shared them. The other method of communication was with the ship�s purser, who again cautiously approached from my side as if trying to decide how to proceed.
I turned and presented a welcoming smile as he stood taller at my table in the dining room, obviously nervous.
�Princess, I�m sorry to disturb you, but the captain has asked me to assure you of the safety of our ship and that he will perform a thorough investigation of the incident before reaching port.�
�I have no complaints about safety,� I said, confused and ignoring the heads turned to listen to my every word as if I had something important to say. �I also have no idea what you�re speaking about.�
He swallowed and lowered his voice as he leaned closer. �Haven�t you heard? Two more of our passengers are missing from the ship.�
�Missing?� I asked far too loudly; then recollection rushed back to me. I�d forgotten about Will and his discovery of Soren, the traitor on my staff, and the man who had paid him. Innocently, I�d reacted as if I knew nothing. Nobody watching me, and my surprised reaction could believe otherwise.
He finally decided to get directly to the hard part and spat the words, �One of them is a member of your entourage, Princess. It is the man named Soren.�
�What?� I demanded so harshly all eyes were now on me. �Where is he?�
�We do not know, Princess.�
�Speculate.�
�We�ve searched the entire ship, and he is not aboard.� The purser�s expression and sweat flowing down his forehead said more than words.
�Search again.� I stood and marched, not walked, out of the dining room and out into the brisk morning air. I had a role to play for the crew and passengers. I also felt like the food I�d eaten was going to be spilled over the side. My head felt light, my legs unsteady. A hand took mine. It was Lady Grace.
�Have you heard?� she asked. Her face was flushed, her hand shook in mine. �Two people are missing from the ship, one of them Soren. What�s happening? People keep falling overboard.�
�I need to go to my cabin.�
She clung to my hand as if to protect herself from being thrown overboard. There was no way to tell her of Soren�s nefarious actions without implicating myself. I felt the need to reassure her. As she settled me on my bed, I said, �Give me a while, then I want you and Timor to meet with me.�
�As you wish,� she said as the door closed.
My head spun with wild thoughts, some of which were probably true, I squeezed my eyes shut until they hurt, and my mind couldn�t track one subject without being quickly distracted to another. I vaguely heard the orders shouted by seamen on the deck above as the ship prepared to enter the port of Vin.
Vin was the northern part of Kondor, a smallish city with self-rule. I�d planned for it to be the first test of my new official actions, a trial of how to act in Dagger when dealing with the rulers there. I wanted to search the ship for Will and verify what he�d done.
The truth was, I knew what he�d done. He�d told me already and seeking him out was not only stupid, careless, and endangering our relationship, but it jeopardized my mission. I needed to act like an adult. A princess of the Kingdom of Dire, one who was self-centered, confident, and who had the trust of her king.
A few deep breaths later, my eyes were still shut tightly, but I concentrated on slowing my racing heart. The shaking in my hands diminished. I slowly stood and forced myself to relax. What would one of my station do next?
The immediate answer was obvious. Instead of huddling in my cabin, I�d be stalking the ship in search of the missing member of my support team.
A gentle tap on my door alerted me. I�d told Lady Grace and Timor to give me a few moments, so I swung the door wide. Instead, the man who had passed me the message from his brother, the mage, stood outside.
�May I speak?�
I curtly nodded and instantly regretted my rudeness.
�Princess, my brother is scared and asked me to pass on more information you may find useful. The one he spoke of in my dreams is restless and angry. The release of the dragon at Mercia upset him greatly, and he has heard the dragon has made its way to the Bay of Trager, at the very edge of Kondor.�
�Why would that scare him? And how does it concern me where the dragon has gone?�
�The young one we discussed also became agitated when two mage-ships were sunk. He may be making plans to travel to Kondor.�
I considered the import of the words before answering. �I had the impression he was already in Kondor.�
The man glanced down at his feet, then as if drawing strength from deep inside, he said, �Kaon. He is in Kaon.�
At the sound of another cabin door opening, he turned away to shield his face from being recognized and walked in the opposite direction of Lady Grace and Timor as they came to meet with me. Instead of explaining the presence of the man, I went directly to the subject I should have earlier. �Soren is missing. The Gallant is entering the port of Vin. Before we arrive, I want the three of us to speak to every passenger and crewman we can find. Ask if any saw Soren, who he was with, and when was the last time they saw him.�
Timor said, �We will reach port with the morning tide.�
�Then you�d better hurry. I will begin with the dining room, then move to the passenger lounge, should you find anything of interest.� I started to move past them.
Lady Grace touched my arm to stop me. �Do you think he�s dead?�
�I intend to find out all I can. He was one of us.�
We split up at the door to the outside and went in three directions. I confess, the task was distasteful. Especially so, when I knew the answer before asking the questions. When we gathered in my cabin with the docks of Vin in sight, we had nothing more to share. Nobody had seen the two men fall overboard, none had seen Soren speaking with anyone last night, and everyone on the ship was more than a little scared at the disappearance of two more men.
During the search, I never saw Will. Not once, and I briefly wondered if he too, had fallen overboard. Then, after a brief consideration, realized that the crew must have done a full count of everyone on board to determine that two were missing.
The next question that came to mind was to ask myself why the count of passengers had been made in the first place? Was the crew now looking for missing passengers every morning? Had someone seen something? If they had seen someone pushed over the side of the ship, the captain would have turned the Gallant and searched. That hadn�t happened, but something else must have informed him two passengers were missing and that bothered me. I�d hoped we would arrive in port without the mystery missing people discovered.
I firmly closed the door and faced the remaining two of my entourage. They deserved more than another mystery, but not from me. Not now. �We have no option but to assume Soren is dead. We will progress as before, with Lady Grace elevated to my council. Timor, you will do as she asks, which is what you would have done for Soren.�
Their faces were pale. Neither spoke. Lady Grace had been about to decline the leadership role, but Timor was far too young.
I went on. �Our mission has not changed. I have reviewed the revised treaty and will have more changes, but there is another subject I wish to speak of, and that is me. No doubt the three of you had conversations about me and my changes in attitude.�
Their faces reddened.
�No matter. I expected it. Please understand, I am a princess and have a role to play, as do the two of you. If those we deal with think I am weak they will take advantage of us. That means the people of Dire will suffer because of my inadequacies. For the remainder of this diplomatic mission, you will find me a stern, strong, demanding person. After we return to Dire, that may change.�
Timor said, �There is a rumor on the lips of everyone that mages are making people fall overboard.�
His abrupt change of subjects told me where his fears lay. Magic. Anyone not understanding how it functions is scared of it, no matter if they admit it or not.
�A lot is blamed on them. Not all of it is true. Why don�t we go on deck and watch the Gallant tie up? It will be our first look at Kondor.�
The three of us crowded together with the other passengers. The city of Vin was far different than Trager or Mercia. It was built on lowlands and marsh, where a river split and entered the sea in at least three places. The largest of the rivers flowed sluggishly at high tide, but even so, the bottom could be seen at times. The ship held to the right side of the river where a deeper channel provided ships enough water to float.
The city, however, was mostly on the left side of the river, as were the docks, each extending out into the water like the fingers of a giant hand. They were well maintained, the piers strong and many of the timbers recently replaced.
Two longboats, each with eight men rowing and one directing their actions, met our ship and accepted large ropes from the bow. Our sails came down, and the two boats pulled us to the upriver side of a dock where a small crowd waited.
Vendors already displayed their goods, and the scents of hot food drew my attention since none was served on the ship. A few military types stood in a tight group, much as in any port. Idlers, loafers, the curious, and businessmen watched.
I watched their faces. In appearance, they all resembled Damon and Kendra, but I searched for smiles and found few. Not as many as might be in a similar group in Dire, but far more than in Trager. I said, �I�m scared.�
Timor stepped up to my side. �If anyone can succeed, it is you. Of all the royals in Crestfallen, you are the most respected. I thought you should know that.�
Turning to him, I noticed Lady Grace nodding her agreement. I said, �Thank you.�
�It�s true,� he said. �Your brother will become king one day, but it is you that seeks out problems and resolves them. The servants and freemen all look to you as the one who truly wields power.�
�What about the king?� I asked.
He chuckled. �They say that he is there when large problems are to be solved, and you take care of all the small ones, so he is not bothered with them. They also say, he has not had to solve any large ones, yet.�
I found myself chuckling for the first time in two days. Even so, I searched almost frantically for sight of either Damon or Kendra and found neither among the hundred faces on the dock. Instead, I found a crowd of strangers, intent on taking from me what they could.
It was not a good way to look at the world.

CHAPTER NINETEEN 
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Damon

I looked at the soldier holding a sword similar to mine, standing a few steps from me, his posture limp. His eyes flicked to his sword and back to me. The battle continued all around us. His sword was held slackly at his side, as was mine. I saw the familiar curve of his blade, the wavy reflections of metals folded by master bladesmiths, and the simple, functional hilt.
He held the twin to my blade.
I glanced at mine and still felt the stinging vibration as if a tuning fork had been struck. A movement to one side drew my attention. Only two Vin attackers remained on their feet, and as I turned to look, one of Slacker�s men finished one of them with a slash of his heavy sword.
Another of Slacker�s men charged my attacker, his sword waving wildly around his head. My attacker kept his attention on me and didn�t attempt to defend himself.
�No!� I shouted as I leaped forward. The ringing in my ears and the feel of the sword in my hands intensified as the distance closed. I managed to hold off Slacker�s man. �He�s mine,� I snapped.
Kendra rushed to my side.
*Kill him.* Anna told me in my mind.
�Truce?� I requested from the soldier.
He looked at the hand holding the twin of my sword and back at his. With a flip of his wrist, he inserted his sword back into the scabbard and waited. He said, �Truce.�
I called out, �This prisoner is mine. No harm is to come to him.�
Now there were many confused looks aimed at me. But Flier pointed behind us and said, �Here they come.�
Less than twenty of them burst from the shade under the trees and ran in our direction, but they ran no faster than we had through the soft sand, and they had a long way to go to reach us, or even to reach the range of an arrow. Slacker was debating to run or fight. If we fought in the open, outnumbered, some of ours were sure to be wounded or worse. Two already had minor cuts from the fight we�d just won.
Nobody paid any more attention to my prisoner or me.
Kendra called to Slacker, �We retreat. I�ll protect our backs.�
Now it was Slacker�s turn to be confused. There had been a lot of that in the last few moments, but behind Slacker, a black dot appeared in the sky, and I knew what it was. Kendra�s dragon was about to arrive to protect us as it had done twice already.
I said to the man who�d given me his truce, �I have no idea what happened with our swords. Do you?�
�Did your ears ring with a whine?�
�Hold your blade closer to mine,� I pointed the tip of mine at him.
He didn�t react with fear at the tip of my blade. He drew his blade, and the keening increased in pitch and volume as the blades moved closer. He raised his blade closer to mine, and it became intolerable. Slacker�s men and my friends watched us, but obviously heard or felt nothing. They must have just thought us strange to hold our swords aloft while we winced in pain, but the blades never touched each other.
�We should talk,� he said.
The dragon was noticed by one of Slacker�s men. A shout rose, then others. Fingers pointed, and attention turned away from the two of us. Kendra�s dragon flew low, then slowed as it neared us, and as it passed over the stunned Vin soldiers, it curled its rear talons and snatched a man, using the same motion like a bird of prey snatching a fish from the water. It flew higher, then passed over the tops of the trees and disappeared behind them.
The Vin troops held their ground for the space of two or three more breaths, then one of them broke and ran for the cover of the trees. In an instant, all twenty were headed for the safety of the trees, running much faster than when they�d chased us.
Kendra was at my side, and I turned to her. She obviously was telling the dragon what to do but killing a man in that fashion was beneath her and had surprised me. �The man the dragon carried off?�
She gave me the look that implied my stupidity at asking the question. �Dropped into the river from a low height. He waded ashore and has a tall tale to tell unbelieving grandchildren.�
I felt better. �What now?�
�The dragon is returning. It will land on that little hill behind us where no arrows can reach it and then guard our backs as I promised.�
�Can arrow hurt it?�
Kendra seemed unsure. She finally said, �Their hide is so thick and hard, I don�t think so, but arrows are sharp. Better to just stay out of range.�
Slacker had come close enough to hear her last words. To his credit, he didn�t argue, plead disbelief, or ask any of a hundred questions he had a right to know the answers to. Instead, he turned and called to his men, �Move out.�
We all faced the empty desert, the pointed mountain in the far distance. There was little talk. The �captured� soldier carrying a duplicate of my sword matched pace with me, and gradually the keening decreased despite the close proximity of the swords as if they sensed the truce.
As we reached the top of a long, low hill, I turned and found the remainder of the Vin troops being organized and ready to follow. There were still far more of them than there were of us, but Kendra�s dragon flew into sight again. It circled a few times, far too high for arrows to reach. With a roar that hurt our ears, even at the distance where we mutely stood, the dragon landed between them and us almost daintily.
It faced the trees where the Vin army fled and roared again as if challenging any of them to show themselves. None did.
We turned away and trudged through the soft sand, but as we moved away from the river, the footing became firmer, and we moved faster. I wanted to speak to the soldier at my side, but I was too winded to do so. He seemed the same.
I finished the last of my water, and my mind insisted I was still thirsty. The sun was at our backs and cast long shadows in front of us. We came to a small hill topped by black rocks. Slacker called a halt, and his men dug near the base of a rock and removed clay jars with sealed tops. Each contained water, stale and cool.
Kendra said for all to hear, �The dragon is still on the ground, but will fly away to spend the night in the safety of the mountains soon. It has not heard, seen, or smelled any of the Vin soldiers for a while. They may have withdrawn.�
She received more than one questioning look about how she knew all that, but nobody asked. I glanced at Emma and found her scowling at the soldier beside me. Her instincts were good, and my trust in them grew daily.
I turned to him. �Your sword was not issued by the army.�
�A gift from my father.�
I glanced at mine. �A gift from my king.�
�Have you ever seen or heard of such a thing?�
�No. In some manner, they must be enchanted. How, I have no idea,� I said.
�Like magic?�
�Exactly like magic,� I said. Then, an idea came to me. �Old magic, not the kind mages these days use. The maker may have enchanted them, or another, but one thing seems clear. The swords are meant never to be crossed.�
�The brothers!� he gasped.
�I don�t know what that is.� I handed him a jar of water and noticed Anna was standing next to me, intently watching the soldier.
*He is not scared. Not of you. And he tells the truth.* Anna�s words were as clear in my mind as if she�d spoken aloud, but the soldier heard nothing.
�Your name?� I asked.
�Fielding. A recent recruit to the Army of the Council.�
I asked, �A willing recruit?�
He hinted at a smile. �Unwilling recruits die, so that makes me a willing one, I guess. If possible, I�d still be working on my father�s fishing boats.�
Flier came to my other side and asked abruptly. �Why have you brought this man with us?�
I decided to semi-lie to avoid an uncomfortable explanation of a subject beyond my ability to understand and one that might confuse the issue further if I tried. �He may know things that will help us.�
Flier didn�t appear convinced, but said, �Prisoners surrender their weapons.�
�Not this time,� I told him. To Anna I asked, *Can you always tell if Fielding is lying?*
*If I�m concentrating on his mind when he shares something. I mean, I can�t go back in time and tell if he lied before.* She gave me the same sort of look Kendra does when I ask something I should already know.
To Fielding, I said, �Will you keep our truce and promise not to harm anyone here?�
�If they attack me, I�ll defend myself. Otherwise, I want to know what�s happening between us as much as you.�
*Truth,* Anna said. *He�s telling the truth, but what�s he talking about?*
*Not now,* I told her, determined to continue the conversation on my terms, but pleased that Anna had confirmed he was not lying to me.
Fielding said, �If your king presented your sword to you, you must be important. If it was the King of Dire, I wonder why he would present such a treasure to one from Kondor.�
That was an insightful question. I decided to follow up with one of my own. �If your father presented your sword, I�d have to assume he was also an important man, not a simple fisherman. Yet, you are a foot soldier of Vin, and that makes me wonder.�
�Perhaps we should discuss this later when alone and in more civil circumstances,� he said.
I glanced around at the rebels, two of whom had taken up positions in the desert to warn us of pursuit. With Kendra�s dragon out there, we didn�t need them, but military discipline demanded guards be posted. The others were lying or sitting on the sand, most with their weapons and a jug of water nearby. I said, �No, I think this is a good time.�
Fielding reacted as if I�d struck him, as his chin drew back, and his body tensed.
*Careful,* Anna warned me.
I continued, �Tell me about your father.�
There was a slight but perceptible hesitation. Then he said as if resigned to talk of things better left unsaid, �He was a minor noble and a soldier in the King�s Army, that�s the Army of Vin before the king fell. While serving in a foreign land, he was given the sword as a reward for meritorious service. He used his reward money to buy several fishing boats.�
Flier came to sit beside me. He�d been listening to everything. �The king fell? Tell us about that.�
�Who are you?� Fielding asked.
�The king?� Flier prompted again. �Tell us.�
I noticed Flier didn�t answer the question. He probably wanted the prisoner to know who was in charge, as well as not knowing Flier was from a prominent family and possibly influencing the answers.
Fielding said, �I�ll summarize, and you can ask questions after if that is agreeable. King Flan, the Revealer, has a single son, Prince Alvar, who was Commander of the Seas. The prince�s ship burned and sunk within sight of two other ships. There were few survivors, none of them the prince. The next in line of succession was elderly and feeble, too much so to wear the crown. After him, the line was conflicted between two families with equal claims.�
Flier nodded, his eyebrows furrowed as he sorted out the information. He seemed to understand and agree with what Fielding said.
Anna entered my mind. *He�s holding back.*
I gave her a brief nod but said nothing, waiting to see how the conversation continued.
Fielding continued, �King Flan took ill after the death of his son. Most assumed he dwelled on it too much and his health declined. Within the castle, a Royal Regent was considered who would rule until the king recovered, or until the rightful heir determined, but there was conflict on who the Regent should be, and eventually a committee was agreed upon to rule.�
Flier�s eyes flicked in my direction and back to Fielding again. It was the same story as Dire, Dagger, and Trager. Anna had told me Fielding was holding back important information.
I said, �You know things that the average person does not. Why?�
�I listen and observe.�
He was evasive.
*He�s still holding back.* Anna confirmed my own thoughts.
Not lying. Holding back. There was a difference. I reviewed what I knew to be true and saw the obvious. �I think I understand. Your family was one of those in contention to assume the crown.�
He hung his head and waited before raising it again and saying, �Yes.�
Flier said, �Let me guess. Your family members also met with a series of accidents. You joined the new army under an assumed name, after allowing your hair and beard to grow as a disguise.�
Fielding was on his feet, his hand on the hilt of his sword, but hesitated to draw it when nobody else reacted. We sat and watched him. For me, I believed that my magic could slow his hands and feet while I stood and drew my weapons, if necessary. A small whirlwind in the sand behind him confirmed my small magic was with me and ready for instant use.
*It�s all true,* Anna confirmed.
Fielding�s eyes were on Flier. �How could you know all that?�
Flier said, �We�ve met before, a long time ago. When you were called by another name, as was I. My father is Hiram of the house of Rodin, the merchant. I was called Jewel.�
�I remember,� Fielding said slowly, as he sat again. �Our families were friendly.�
Flier continued, �Of the two houses in contention for the throne, yours has the stronger claim. If your father is no longer alive, that makes you the crown prince.�
�The prince in hiding is more like it, Fielding whispered.

CHAPTER TWENTY 
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Princess Elizabeth

As if by accident, Will brushed past me on the Gallant�s deck as I prepared to step on the gangplank. �Excuse me, Princess Elizabeth, I stumbled.�
He didn�t slow but departed the ship as if on a mission. Timor threw him a nasty look for pushing ahead, but I noticed Lady Grace�s eyes twinkled. That tiny incident told me Timor knew nothing of Will, but she did. She had also been appointed to accompany me by my father. Lady Grace was more than a scribe.
I now knew where her loyalties stood. My father was first, as was right and correct. I was second. With Timor, at least for the trip we were on, that may be reversed.
Will careened his way down the gangplank as if a little drunk and entered the crowd by shoving and pushing his way through. I was amused at first and surprised at his actions. My first thought was that he�d imbibed too much wine after killing two people on the ship the night before, then reconsidered. That didn�t fit what little I knew of him.
Will was making sure the crowd was friendly. He was placing himself in danger while clearing the way for me.
The sun glinted off an object that fell on the heavy planks of the pier. It was a knife that slipped from the hand of a man who turned and sprinted away as the knife fell. Somehow, Will had made his way to the man and forced the knife from him�all without being noticed. Will picked up the knife as if he�d dropped it and slipped it onto his tunic.
Lady Grace leaned close to my ear. �How did he know?�
I didn�t bother responding because I didn�t know the answer, either. However, there was a larger issue to think about. Yes, Will had disarmed a man, but if that man was waiting for me, why? Had he been there to kill me? If so, how had he known I�d be on the ship?
Will and I were going to have an intense conversation. Soon. Right after my hands stopped shaking and my knees were not threatening to buckle.
Timor said, �Princess, I will return as quickly as possible.�
He strolled down the gangplank almost innocently, the dispatch I�d drafted securely inside his vest. He would carry it to the palace and request a meeting with whatever person greeted visiting royalty. The dispatch would probably pass through several hands before someone arrived at the ship if things were done as in most kingdoms.
Vin was a very small principality of Kondor, the city on the coast constituting almost the entire population. It had been independent only a few years ago, but the larger Kondor had been expanding and without bloodshed brought Vin under its rule. The compromise had been good for both. Vin paid taxes to Kondor in return for protection from pirates and kingdoms that might find the tiny principality an easy target.
Instead of retreating to my cabin, I stood outside with Lady Grace and said, �Watch for any other unusual things. I had expected to arrive here by surprise and wonder how that man knew about me.�
�I�ve heard mages can talk over long distances.�
A glance from the corner of my eye revealed she was serious. If that was true, as I believed, how did she know?
�They say many things. Most are not true.�
Lady Grace said, �When I was young, there was a woman in Crestfallen who was rumored to be a sorceress.�
�And?� I demanded.
�My mother had me befriend her. She broke a leg, and we cared for her. While healing, I watched over her, and she talked to me. My mother watched over her daily. During that time, she had a fever and talked about it, the mages traveling, I mean. My mother went to the king with the information because he was interested in anything concerning mages.�
Loyalties often run deep and cover generations. The revelation provided me with insights into palace intrigue I�d never known existed. I guessed that my father had wanted to know more about mages and probably sorceresses, as well. He might have sniffed out the beginnings of the plan to eliminate him, or he may have simply realized things behind the scenes were occurring over which he had no knowledge or power.
�Did you find anything else of interest?�
�Small things. Often half-heard or whispered while the fever held her. Twice, there were mentions of messages sent or received over long distances. We also heard that once a mage arrived at the gates of Crestfallen from a far land. It happened the king had army posts along the River Road all the way to Mercia and the sea looking for a man who killed a cousin of ours, so all travelers were stopped and questioned. The king had each officer posted on the road come to Crestfallen to meet with him. I heard none had seen the mage arrive on any ship and none had traveled the many days on the River Road to reach the palace.�
�Then how?� I asked.
�It was as if he arrived out of thin air along the road less than a half-day�s walk from Crestfallen. Several people were there when questioned. He insisted he�d traveled from Dagger, but was unable to explain why nobody on the road saw him. Later, he was asked how he enjoyed the white city of Mercia.�
�Mercia was never white,� I corrected her.
�You and I know that. He didn�t. You father can be very sneaky, especially when learning about magic.�
Less than a half-day�s walk from Crestfallen. I pictured the road in my mind. That would be near the Waystone. A place said to be magic. Lady Grace was coy. She knew that as well as me. For the first time, she was willingly sharing information that was not in common knowledge. �Magic?�
�Perhaps something else. Who knows? But to arrive in Dire and not be seen traveling from the only port all the way to Crestfallen implies one of two things. The first is that a person would have to be very good at concealing himself for the long journey, and for what reasons? The second is something else�which includes magic.�
�What else do you know?�
She said as she shifted her eyes to show me where, �If you look into the crowd on the pier near that food vendor selling the wonderful smelling meat-on-sticks, there is a man in the same brown robes as others, but he manages always to be concealed behind another person. A shift of his hip, a turn of his shoulder. Accidental? Maybe. But I don�t think so.�
I glanced to where she indicated and found nothing unusual. Then, a man moved, and as if another�s shadow, one behind also moved, the same direction, the same amount. �This has been going on a while?�
�I noticed him earlier but wasn�t sure he was hiding until recently.�
Again, why would someone hide as he obviously was doing, unless he was watching something or someone on the Gallant? And perhaps I was paranoid. But the knife that had fallen to the pier as Will passed by had not been a manifestation of my paranoia. Will had spotted the other man and probably made the knife fall.
That made two men on the pier who either watched or waited for me.
I turned my attention from the small crowd on the pier still assembled, even though the passengers who were going ashore had done so. They had departed to the city. It was clean and smelled different, but all towns and cities have their own scents. The streets were paved with brown slabs of rock, the walls of the buildings the same.
Most buildings beyond the cavernous warehouses near the docks, were two-story, with shops, barns, stores, or workplaces on the bottom floor. Stairs on the sides took residents up to their homes. The roofs were uniformly made of gray slate, split and overlapped. A single small chimney for cooking testified to the warm climate, and many of the ovens were outside on porches.
While the women wore long robes of various colors, the men almost all wore brown, the same color as the desert sand. Many seemed to have a splash of color in the form of a scarf. I wondered at wearing the scarfs in the heat until I noticed they were used to wipe sweat from the brow and face. They covered the neck to prevent sunburn, and I saw more than one wrap them around their heads and cover their mouths, a useful item in blowing sand. Without looking closer, I�d bet the material was thin enough to see through while protecting the eyes.
The robes made everyone look alike.
They also made visitors instantly stand out.
I felt conspicuous and was. However, I put aside my immediate idea of sending Lady Grace to purchase similar clothing to the natives. I was a princess from a foreign kingdom and should stand out. It was part of my identity, now. My chin needed to be held high, and I should have brought along rings, necklaces, and bracelets to indicate my position.
�They all look alike,� Lady Grace said as if reading my mind.
I turned to her and found the trace of a smile on her lips. �Did my father send anything with you for me to wear?�
�He did. Gowns and jewelry. I think he may have also sent a tiara your mother wore to official engagements.�
�You think?�
�Okay, I opened the chest and peeked. He said to keep it until, and if, you needed it. Instead of blending in with the locals, I think you should consider standing out. It will give you a little more distinction and maybe draw respect.�
She was right, of course. I didn�t like my father or his appointees doing my thinking for me, but in this case, all of them had been right. In addition to my new, stronger attitude, a few baubles wouldn�t hurt.
My friend, Frisian who had eaten dinner with me approached. He nodded, glanced at Lady Grace as if he needed her permission to come closer, and then when I nodded for him to continue, he said, �Are you going ashore?�
�I hope to,� I said.
�Hope? I can escort you if there is a problem. I know Vin well.�
�It�s not that. I�ve asked for a meeting with the city leaders and hope to hear from them.�
�Official business?� he asked.
I nodded. We were facing the pier again, my eyes on the sneaky man who still had not fully shown himself.
Frisian said, �The political climate here has changed in the last few years. You may not be welcome.�
�Then, I will not go ashore. However, a time may come when Vin might want the support of Dire, and this would be the time to discuss a mutual treaty. In the future, Dire may demand more than a fair share�or even refuse to help.�
He considered my words and seemed to appreciate the implied threat within them. �I know a few people of influence here. If the city leaders refuse to deal with you, perhaps some of those friends of mine may wish to meet.�
That was an interesting idea. Could an agreement of sorts be made with them? There might be benefits for both, but then I thought that if the situation were reversed, what would my father�s reaction be? I didn�t think he would approve of a foreign dignitary arriving on our shores and making formal agreements with the citizens of Dire.
�Anything official would offend the local rulers.�
�Would an unofficial meeting offend?� he asked.
I liked Frisian and had enjoyed our conversation and meal together. However, his insistence in meeting friends of his was putting me off and raising suspicions about our innocent meeting. Below the surface lurked an objective I hadn�t detected before. While it might benefit Dire, it might not.
What troubled me most, was that he had effectively concealed his intentions during our earlier meeting. I might feel slighted or insulted on a personal level, but this felt like more. An air of deception had crept into our brief relationship. Paranoia again? Perhaps.
A glance at Lady Grace found she wore a disapproving expression and kept her eyes averted. She might do the same with any man I met with, but I doubted it. I�d ask her when Frisian departed, which I suddenly wanted him to do.
I said as I turned my back to him, �Thank you for the invitation. I�ll consider it and get word to you if interested.�
His heels pounding the wooden deck of the ship were loud and crisp. A slight disturbance in the distance near the buildings drew our attention. A carriage pulled by twin mares with coats so shiny they may well have been polished drew near. Timor sat in it, his arm waving a greeting and a smile on his face.
The crowd on the pier parted, and I noticed the lurker slinking off to enter a small alley between two buildings. Timor leaped to the ground, spoke briefly to the driver, and hurried up the gangplank to us.
He said with a wide grin, �Three of the council have agreed to meet with you after the noon meal. An informal meeting, to get to know each other.�
I exchanged a disagreeable look with Lady Grace and stepped a half-step behind her, so she could answer. She said imperiously, �After the noon meal? Princess Elizabeth is invited to meet with� three of them after they enjoy their meal? She is not invited to dine with them?�
His smile dissolved with the acid dripping from each of her words. His gaze lowered, and he offered as an excuse, �Only three are available.�
Lady Grace placed a calming hand on Timor�s forearm and continued in a friendlier voice, �Princess Elizabeth would have to be trussed and carried to the carriage for the meeting after this insult. It is a slight not only to her but to the entire kingdom of Dire. The Gallant sails with the morning tide and Vin will be the lesser for this diplomatic outrage. Go tell them that�after the noon meal.�
�And then what?� Timor asked.
�Our princess may consent to receive them here at the ship, where there will be no meal or refreshments since they have already eaten, however meeting with three of the nine is a trivial attempt she will not endure. A minimum of a majority of five will attend, or she will be too busy preparing for a meeting with the Council of Nine for Dagger, the capital of Kondor and not a tiny outpost like Vin, where I�m sure there will be all nine in attendance.�
�Do you expect me to say all that?� Timor exploded, his face red.
Lady Grace said coolly, �Expect? No, Timor, my princess demands it of you. While it may be difficult, remember she is empowered to take your head. I suggest that you do not forget a single word.�
He looked at me, eyes wide.
�You have heard my decision, and Lady Grace has stated my position perfectly. Please come to my cabin when you return to tell me of their response.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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Damon

I listened to the conclusion, almost an accusation, that Fielding was the crown prince of Vin. It seemed a coincidence too great to ignore. However, Vin was a small province within Kondor, and Fielding was sure to be recognized at some point. Since Flier was from a wealthy family that interacted often, the coincidence seemed less strange and might be explained because their families moved in the same small circles.
The singing of the swords had brought us together, or I may have slain him and went on about my business without ever knowing. Then, my mind went to work on those facts as the others continued their discussion, which in retrospect might be considered odd, but somewhere in the tangle in information was more to be discovered.
It was the swords that held my attention. My mind went back to them. I reviewed the battle in the desert again and the idea that any of the twelve or thirteen of us in Slacker�s band could have crossed swords with Fielding, but it had been me. Like we had been drawn to each other. He could have charged at any of us yet had come at me as if I was alone.
That was what my mind was telling me. The coincidence of that the encounter was too incredible to believe�or to be chance. A single pair of matched swords had come together as if preordained, and the keening vibrations as we neared each other prevented us from fighting. Nobody else had heard the sound or felt the vibration.
Even odder was another fact. When we had been angry and ready to battle, the swords sang so loud it hurt our ears as we got closer. Now, we walked beside each other without any of the sounds. I wondered if I drew my sword and threatened him, what would happen.
He was also the crown prince of Vin. I was working on a diplomatic mission for my princess and king. Again, the set of coincidences was too great to believe our meeting had been accidental.
Anna�s voice entered my head. *He�s as surprised as you, and wondering if you somehow set this meeting up between you two.*
*Thank you for your help, Anna. Now let me alone for a while.* I went to stand before Fielding. On impulse, pulled my sword, slapped the flat of the blade in my left hand and presented it out to him.
�What?� He asked, unmoving, his eyes wary.
�Would you care to examine my sword? I certainly would like a closer look at yours.� The high-pitched keening returned, but at a lower volume, that only we heard. It drew our attention, and I watched for others to react. None did. He pulled his sword and handed it to me, hilt first. I lowered my blade and held my hilt to him in a similar fashion.
Each of us took a step back, and the high-pitched sound quieted to nothing. His blade was just like mine, a twin. The handle was wrapped in the same coarse skin of a sea creature so it wouldn�t become slippery from sweat or blood. I searched for differences and found only one. The edge of his blade had no nicks. It was perfectly smooth the entire length.
Other than those small imperfections caused by my careless use, the blades were identical. Not similar. Prior to me nicking mine, if the pair had been placed together and I was told to recover mine, I couldn�t have. That may not seem like so great a discovery to many.
To me, with a blade I believed to be the only one in our kingdom from the forges where it emerged, to find another would have amazed me. To find one similar astounded me. However, to find one exactly the same, undoubtedly made by the same hands was beyond belief.
It appeared Fielding felt the same.
He said, �Your edge can be repaired?�
�Why do they sing?� I asked, more concerned with that than getting mine fixed. �But that is a question I can�t answer yet. After this is over, I will travel to Malawi to find out. All I know is Malawi lies more to the south, but it is a trip I need to take. The singing must be a spell of some sort, placed on both of our swords at the same time. Perhaps the swords were gifts to brothers and the spell to keep them from ever fighting.�
�There might be more swords that sing with ours?�
I grinned. Without any foundation for the singing swords, he had devised a glorious story that would refuse to leave my thinking because it fit the story of our swords so well. �Romantic,� I accused him.
�What of it?� he smiled lopsidedly.
�Where did your sword come from? Not where it was made, but who gave it to you? Your father, you said. The man who should be King of Vin, I suppose. Mine was presented by the King of Dire. Does it strike you odd that two kings owned these?�
Fielding said, continuing my thoughts, �Where did each of them get the swords, to begin with? Probably from their fathers, but there is a story we have to know.�
�I think both of us will agree that the swords were made together, of the same metal, and somehow a mage cast a spell that they never cross blades in battle. That only makes them more special.�
Fielding handed mine back to me, as I gave him his. �There is one other thing to note. As we attacked you, I had my choice of opponents. When I saw you, there was no one else. You?�
Before answering, I remembered them rushing over that sand hill. My eyes had locked on Fielding from the first instant as if there were no others. �The same.�
I allowed my mind shift to my sister and how she knew where the dragon, mages, and sorceresses were at any moment. I turned my back on him. �Step away move quietly to either side.�
He did as I asked without question. Without hearing, I knew precisely where he was. I didn�t have to turn and look. I said, �Turn your back to me.�
He did, and I moved silently to my right then back again.
�I know exactly where you are. Move away from me a hundred paces and let�s do it again.�
We repeated the experiment with the same results, then moved to face each other. He said, �We are linked.�
�Now what?� I asked.
He said, �I will pledge my loyalty to your leader. The two of us must advance together.�
I called, �Slacker, can you come here for a moment?�
Slacker had been sitting with a water jug, surrounded by those of his men who were not on watch. He rose and came to our side. �Yes?�
I turned to Fielding. �Who are these men?�
�Outlaws. Thieves and murderers, if you want a truthful answer.� He didn�t attempt to lie or conceal his beliefs.
Then I turned to Slacker and his suddenly red and angry face. �Is that true?�
�No. We are loyal to our king, not a council of people from Dagger the mages brought here to rule. We were the King�s Army. While we might not look like it now, we fight for Vin.�
Fielding was smiling. He looked at me. �I didn�t know.�
I said to Slacker, �Meet the rightful heir to the throne of Vin.�
Slacker didn�t seem impressed . . . at first. His mouth was trying to deny my words while his eyes took in the measure of Fielding. He slowly fell to one knee, his head bowed.
�Stand and be recognized,� Fielding said, sounding every bit as much a royal as any I�d heard.
The eyes of all were on us. Flier said to Slacker, �While we never spoke, our families attended several functions together. I recognize him and vouch for who he says he is.�
Fielding said, �Those in my family who would rule have all been killed, murdered, or died. I am alone.�
�Not anymore.� Slacker said. �With you as our head, I can draw from hundreds of loyal fighters. We can raise an army and defeat the scum the council sends after us.�
Kendra had come closer and heard most of what was said. She waved an arm to indicate the four of us, which included Flier. �My people have a princess we need to save. Her ship was due in Vin with the morning tide, and we know she is in danger of being double-crossed by the Council of Nine. We were heading there to help when we met Slacker and his band.�
I said, �And now we have to get to Vin as fast as possible. We should have circled around and avoided the battle but couldn�t do that to our new friends. However, we must leave right away and do what we can to help Elizabeth.�
�We will all go,� Slacker said.
�No,� Kendra corrected. �Princess Elizabeth came in hopes of forming a treaty between Kondor and Dire. If you retake the throne, Fielding will remember and send a diplomat to us. But for now, our small band has more chance of success of going quietly and secretly than entering Vin with a squad of soldiers.�
Flier said, �She�s right. I will take them. There are a few back ways, and I know the city.�
We gathered our belongings and readied ourselves. Fielding approached, and my sword on my hip sang. There was no need to turn around to know he stood there.
�You feel it?� He asked.
�Yes.� I turned.
He clasped my hand in his. �We are not finished with this. Your sword needs repair, and we need an explanation for why they sing. There is only one place to find a suitable craftsman and answers. I expect you will go there and stop at Vin to see me as you return to your home?�
I told him of my intention of going to Malawi and wished him to travel with me, but as the words fell from my lips, I knew they were lies, and so did he. We both laughed.
He said, �If we resolve this trouble, I will accompany you. Send word, and if possible, we will make it a trip to remember.�
We departed, Flier again at our head. Each of the five of us carried a pair of jugs of water. Anna forced her way to my side. I hadn�t spoken to her all day. She was becoming attached to me and seemed to wish to spend more time at my side that with her sister.
�Is there a reason you are walking with me?� I asked.
�I miss talking with you.�
�Why?�
�Because you are so smart�and so stupid.�
At that, I laughed, then realized she was honest in her assessment. �And why am I so stupid?�
�Because Kendra can tell if there are mages and sorceresses up ahead waiting for us. She can have her dragon kill them, and any Wyvern waiting for us, too. But you don�t even ask her.�
�I will. I was just waiting for the right time.�
Anna snorted and rolled her eyes again. �Look around, Damon. We�re in the middle of an empty desert. No trees, people, or dangerous animals. Nothing to do but walk. Can you think of a better time?�
I glanced at the diminutive girl and wondered how she�d gotten so smart in ten or eleven years. But not to be outwitted, I said to her, �Where is the dragon?�
She cocked her head and motioned behind us. �Still guarding our backs at the edge of the tree beside the river, I think.�
�Are there any mages ahead of us?�
She smirked. �If there are, I can�t tell.�
I smirked back, mocking her. �Have I mentioned how well you speak Common?�
�Because you barged into my head and taught me?�
�How else would you learn?�
�Mostly from you. I *listen* to what you are about to say, then hear the words and learn, but also from Kendra. I do not hear anything from Emma or Flier.�
�Does Emma know you *listen* to her?�
She gave me another of those eye-rolls.
I said, �We need some rules between us. All of us. No more *listening* without permission for any of us. You can speak in my mind, like talking within. and that is fine. Of course, I will do it with you too. But no snooping. For us, it�s like talking with our mouths, but we project it into the head of the other. No more than that.�
�I think there might be more, but it scares me, and like slapping a bug on my arm, I fight back when bitten.�
That was a reasonable answer. I took a few more steps then said, �If it scares you, don�t do it. I won�t, and I�ll tell Kendra of our decision. Maybe in time, we can all speak like that, but maybe not.�
She remained quiet for a while then said, �I think my mother could mind-speak.�
I said in my head, *Anna, could your mother speak with her mind like this?*
*A little. I�m not even sure she knew she was doing it because sometimes she would say things like �how did you know to do that?� and she�d told me in my head.*
*Your father?* I asked. *Now that we can talk, I need to ask about him.*
*I think he�we�lived in Dagger. Then one day he came home in the middle of the day, and we went to a ship without our things or even extra clothes. He got sick on the voyage. Mother thinks he was poisoned. He died on the ship.*
Out loud, I continued, �So, the three of you landed in Dire without a father, no money, and if I understand things unsaid, there were bad people chasing after you.�
Anna looked at me as if surprised. �Mother said not to talk about it.�
I exchanged a concerned look with Kendra but had learned so much all of a sudden; I couldn�t quit. �Listen, your mother was right in telling you that. But that was then. This is now. Your mother was taking you away from Kondor, we�re going back to it, so if there is anything else you can think of, we need to know. It may help us, and it may keep the bad people away.�
�I understand,� Anna said.
Flier waited until the conversation lagged, then said, �I�m taking us on a little longer route, not much, but it will pass by the Waystone I mentioned days ago. I thought you�d want to see it.�
�We do,� Kendra said before I could answer.
I had the feeling there was additional information she wanted from it that I was unaware of. With her new magic powers, who knows what she was after. I was not going to argue or hesitate to agree with her. �How far?�
�To the Waystone?� Flier asked. �Before nightfall. Vin in midmorning.�
�Are we just going to march right into Vin?� I asked.
He said, �So far, you and Kendra have done everything. I have a surprise or two, but no. We will sneak in.�
�I hate surprises.�
He laughed and said, �And they are usually dangerous in our circumstances. Okay, my family owns a farm not far from the Waystone. We have people who work it, and we share the profits. Once there at the farm, we can get food and clothing that blends in. Then we can walk right into Vin as if we live there, especially if we take a wagon of food to sell at the market.�
�And at the market, we can take a pulse on the city. Maybe even hear of a visiting princess?�
�If we get lucky and the farm is still in operation. But even the Council of Nine has to eat, so my guess is the farm will be there, along with our people.�
Things were looking up. My feet felt lighter. My mood improved. However, an old Dire saying told us to beware of a good time because bad ones always follow. The saying rang true. It filled my mind. I couldn�t make it stop creeping into my thinking.
The question was that things had been going too well for us. Were we due for some bad time ahead?

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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Princess Elizabeth

Seven of the nine councilmen came to meet with me in my official role as an envoy of Dire. They were due to arrive in the late afternoon on the Gallant. Seven was more than the five I demanded to have a simple majority. I suppose they had grown curious when Timor delivered my ultimatum. They arrived on the pier in five beautiful coaches, and since there was only the passenger lounge large enough to hold us all on the ship, the purser, with the captain�s permission, escorted them there.
The lounge was closed to all but us. I�d left specific instructions that no snacks or drinks be made available to my guests, since presumably, all had dined elsewhere, without me. Perhaps next time they would ask me to dine with them. Besides, it was a small indication that I feared none of them.
After they were shown to the passenger lounge by the ship�s officers, I left them to their own devices as I slowly dressed in a gown made of shimmering threads that Lady Grace revealed to me from one of her trunks. Along with it, she opened a small trunk filled with bracelets, rings, pendants, brooches, necklaces, pins, and on top, the tiara. My father had planned well.
We decided not to overdo it. Simple can at times be more impressive�but I wanted to wear the tiara as a symbol they would recognize. A green-stoned pendant set in gold offset the green of the shimmering dress, and I couldn�t help but be reminded of the Blue Lady from the mountain pass and the way she shimmered. When fully dressed and we decided they had waited long enough, Lady Grace escorted me to the lounge and formally announced my entrance.
The council members leaped to their feet, but none bowed or curtsied. I waited, caught the eye of Lady Grace and muttered loud enough to be overheard, �Barbarians.�
They were shocked at being treated so. One said, �I am . . .�
I held up my hand and hissed for him to stop making a fool of himself. The members of the council were commoners, and despite their new positions of leadership, they were still in awe of royalty. I held my chin high and met his gaze with a cold one of my own. �Haven�t you ever been in the presence of Royalty? In my kingdom, your head may have been removed by one of my father�s guard�s great-swords by now. Bow or genuflect, your choice, however, if we are to continue, you will display respect for my rank.�
He hesitated.
A woman said, �We don�t . . .�
I didn�t hesitate, either. Without a word or giving her the time to finish her statement, I spun and strode out the door on the way back to my cabin, Lady Grace at my heels. Neither of us looked back.
However, there was the tiny porthole in my cabin, and it faced the pier. We crowded each other until we could both see, like giggling school girls. Lady Grace whispered, �I thought I�d die.�
�You didn�t believe I could do it?�
�To be honest, no. But I�ll never doubt you again.�
�Did you see the looks on their faces?�
She giggled again. �Like sick puppies. They didn�t know what to do. And when you threatened the one, his face turned all sorts of reds and purples. They are so used to having people grovel at their feet; your little act took them all by surprise.�
I agreed with her. And I understood the reason for their actions. �They were all commoners. None were born to rule, and no matter how hard they tried to impress, they are not royals and know it.�
It took a while for them to understand I wouldn�t return to the negotiations, but eventually, all seven trailed from the lounge and across the gangplank to their fancy carriages. As a group, they moved as if I�d wrestled and beaten each and every one of them.
Lady Grace said, �How long before they contact you for another meeting?�
�They will try tonight, but you will intercept any messengers and prevent them from seeing me. I�ll be working on the outline of the new treaty with you, but you will turn away any visitors. No messages will be handed to you, no words carried by your lips. Make that clear.�
�I could ask the purser to refuse to allow them on board,� she said.
�No, it will be more proper if you turn them away at my door. Our good captain and purser should not have to do our work for us. Besides, you will enjoy sending them off. Now help me get out of this ridiculous dress and into my pants.�
The carriages pulled slowly away.
Lady Grace watched with me and then she said, �You�re sure they will return?�
�No. But I came to work out a treaty with the capital of Kondor, not Vin. If they do not contact me again, I will sail on to Dagger in the morning, and perhaps news of my actions will reach there first. It is like little boys fighting, when you think of it. The one that punches the other first wins almost all of the time.�
She giggled and said, �Well, if the world of diplomacy works the same, you sure landed the first punch.�
The first messenger arrived shortly after. Lady Grace easily turned the young man away. The second was a woman, and there was a look about her that made me think she was a sorceress. I watched from behind a dressing screen, through the small opening in the door to my cabin.
The messenger smiled her greeting but said nothing at first. The little I knew of them was that instead of calling down lightning and rain, levitating small animals, and strengthening the attack of a warrior like mages do, the women were subtle. They used their magic to shift attitudes, deceive, and plant false memories�good and bad.
In this case, the messenger convinced Lady Grace to open the door wider. I knew because Lady Grace shifted her feet to allow the door to swing, but no words had passed between them. I leaped from behind the dressing screen and ran into the door with my shoulder, slamming it so hard the noise would probably cause the captain to send the purser to investigate how I was destroying his ship.
Lady Grace reacted as if awoken from sleep, her eyes went wide, and she looked confused for the briefest time. I slammed the bolt closed.
Lady Grace said, �I don�t understand.�
�Sorceress,� I spat.
�How did you know?�
That was a good question. All I�d seen were her eyes and a little of her face. But there was something I�d recognized. I just couldn�t put my finger on it.
I opened the porthole and watched the sorceress stroll across the gangplank, her long skirts almost touching the deck, her back straight. A carriage awaited, a utilitarian vehicle pulled by a mottled brown horse, certainly not a thoroughbred.
As she reached the single step behind the driver, she paused. Her head turned. Her eyes bore directly into mine, despite the distance being more than half the length of the ship. She knew I watched.
As if to acknowledge me in some manner, she lifted her right hand, the index finger held out pointing, but instead of aiming it at me, she used it to touch her forehead in a small salute. I felt a chill.
She turned and climbed into the carriage, and the driver snapped the reins. The carriage jolted away.
Lady Grace said, �She was looking right at us. Like she knew we were watching.�
�I think she did.�
�But when she came to the door, I was going to tell her you wouldn�t accept visitors. Something happened. My mind went blank, and then I was going to open it.� Lady Grace�s words were slow as she tried to figure out what happened.
�The woman was a sorceress. I think she compelled you to do what she wanted.�
�I don�t like them. I heard there were one or two in Dire, mostly telling fortunes and such, but then a year ago, more arrived and lived in and around Crestfallen. I never met one, nor did I wish to.�
�What about mages?� I asked.
�Them too. I want nothing to do with either.� Her voice held an edge of vehemence I�d never heard from her. Almost as if scared.
�I�ll answer the door for any more. You should get some rest.�
She said, �I will, but when will you accept the invitation to meet again?�
�Tomorrow, I expect.�
�Your reasons for putting it off are to set the tone that you are not to be taken lightly, but I sense there is another,� Lady Grace said, her hand on the door latch. �You don�t have to tell me, of course.�
�I want to see the castle, palace, or royal home, whatever they call it. While there, you and I will look and listen for clues about the king. I will make no treaty with the Council of Nine until I�m satisfied who is in authority, and why.�
She opened the door and slipped out.
I remained on my feet, my mind on the mission and trying to decide my best course of action. Placing myself at odds with the ruling council might not be the best, but it did show I�d not simply go along with their requests and demands. I was convincing them Dire was not to be taken lightly, and an ambassador from there was to be treated with respect.
That said, I felt better. My insecurities were temporarily soothed, and my spirits raised. Most of the passengers, as well as sailors, had taken the opportunity to spend the day in Vin where wine was said to be superior, the food tasty, and prices reasonable. I made my way to the dining room and found only three passengers. Only a single sailor had been on watch at the gangplank.
The ship felt empty. I found a meager platter of hard crackers, dried cheese, and small smoked fish the size of a shriveled finger. I took a few crackers and a little fish and held it all in my palm as I went outside to my place at the rail. Once there, I nibbled as I watched what little I could see of Vin in the late afternoon.
I wished the vendors selling food had remained on the pier and felt the coins in the purse at my waist. If I saw a boy on the pier who looked trustworthy, I�d call out to him and send him in search of the chunks of meat they sold that roasted on sticks over hot coals and emitted such wonderful scents.
The city caught my attention. Two-story tall buildings, most with dreary, but fresh paint in neutral colors as if none wished to stand out. The construction appeared solid, but there was little decoration and no flowers, although on the morning side of many were vegetable gardens. With the desert heat on my back, I knew the garden placement protected the plants from the scorching afternoon sun.
However, the sun was sinking fast, and already I felt the first touches of damp coolness from the ocean breeze. Almost everyone wore a protective hat, long sleeves, and had skin darkened from the sun to the color of aged wood. Unlike in Trager, which was only a day�s sail away under normal circumstances, there were people who were built husky and even some fat in sight. That told me a lot. It was a good test of the prosperity of a kingdom. Those cities like Trager had residents thin as kindling.
Trager had been a city of starving people looking more like stilts than those who�d had a meal yesterday and today. There was no joy on the faces. The people of Vin smiled. Vendors had products to sell.
But the Council of Nine ruled, and when I looked closer, there were small things that indicated cracks are forming. The lack of flowers and color bothered me. Where drab-colored paint chipped, reds, yellows, and whites peeked through. There had been color here, once. Not too long ago.
As the light dimmed more, and twilight turned to what we in Dire described as first-dark, a regular sound drifted to me and caught my attention. It echoed off the walls, and the few people on the streets faded away as candles were extinguished in the windows. The waterfront of Vin grew darker while the regular sound increased.
I recognized it. It was the marching of boots on stone streets. Army boots. Growing closer.
Around the corner of a building, a column of soldiers dressed in blue four across marched. Their arms swung as their boots pounded the ground in unison. They turned the corner and marched down the slope of the hill directly at the foot of the pier where the Gallant was tied. An officer, if the amount of gold braid on his shoulders and sleeves told anything of his rank, marched at the head. He called for a halt at the bottom of the gangplank.
I glanced away long enough to see that while there were plenty of lights in the rest of Vin, only the area near the ship was dark. Not a single light shown from a window. Local residents were scared and hid in the darkness. The damp coolness from the breeze turned cold.
The officer bounced up the gangplank and pulled to a stop in front of the sailor on duty. They exchanged a few words and the sailor turned and ran for the bridge where the captain�s quarters were located.
The captain rushed out while tucking his shirt into his waistband, barefoot, and red-faced. He charged the officer and shouted a series of questions. The officer shook his head, refusing to leave the ship.
The captain balled his fists and moved closer, ready to enforce his orders, but a short, thin sword appeared in the hand of the officer, the tip of the point touching the captain�s stomach. From my vantage, it was as if the officer dared him to move.
The officer waved his left arm, and four men trotted aboard. He asked the captain something. The captain�s head turned to face where I stood.
All four raced to me, two taking up positions on either side. None held weapons displayed. I briefly thought that if I could get my hands on a sword belonging to one, I could kill him and defeat the other three. Then I came to my senses. If I did, four more, or perhaps eight would rush me, maybe more. Sailors and passengers would rush to my rescue and die.
I stood tall.
One said, �You will come with us.�
The captain�s eyes smoldered as I passed by him. They looked directly at the officer still holding him at bay with the sword, and I wouldn�t wish to be him if the captain ever encountered him without a sword held to him. On a ship, all ships, the captains are kings. Always. To be boarded and have a passenger removed went against all he believed in and all maritime law.
It just scared the hell out of me. All my tough talk, my flouncing away from the Council in the passenger lounge, all my good intentions, and all my plans were gone. There was nothing else to do but attempt to be brave and not act the little girl I felt inside.
I was a political captive in a foreign land.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
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Damon

My sister said, �Damon, keep up. We must hurry to rescue Elizabeth.�
I glanced guiltily at Emma who was struggling to keep up at my side and back at Kendra. The small girl was slowing our pace. She had complained all morning. I turned to Kendra. �Are there any mages or sorceresses in Vin? And where is your dragon?�
Anna�s voice appeared in my head, strong and clear, *She�s going to get you in trouble with your sister. She�s going slow on purpose.*
*I think she is weary. It has been hard on her.*
*Don�t trust her.* Anna said in my head, like any jealous sister.
I had to laugh. Kendra thought I was laughing at her, and sure enough, I got one of those looks again. Anna had been right about me getting into trouble with Kendra�sort of.
Kendra said in a sour tone as we walked through the soft, beige sand, �Flier said the Waystone is just over the next hill in the edge of the trees. There is also a road we can follow. His farm is down the road where we can hopefully get local clothing and food. And maybe some useful information, too.�
�Why are you so interested in seeing another Waystone?�
She said, �Because I have an experiment for you to perform.�
�We�re in a hurry, I thought.�
�It won�t take long, in fact, we can start it as soon as we reach the road ahead.�
I respected her insights and knew that if she wanted to conduct some sort of experiment, there must be a valid reason, even I couldn�t see it yet. We reached the road, and she paused. She motioned for Flier to join us.
While holding a small branch for me to accept, she said, �Create a flame at the tip of it, the largest size you can.�
Willing to go along with her, I drew heat from our surroundings and made a flame at the tip of the branch. It was the size of a pea.
�Larger,� she said.
I tried, and the flame remained the same.
�She said to Flier, �Blindfold Damon, please.�
Anna giggled, and Emma smirked as Flier used his scarf to wrap around my head and eyes. I held the branch in front of me as Kendra took one elbow and Flier the other. They walked me down the two-rut road, warning me of potholes, but otherwise, they were quiet.
�Bigger,� Kendra said. �Make the flame larger.�
Nobody else talked. We walked, and they made sure I didn�t trip in holes, or over rocks. They warned me before each, and Kendra repeated her instructions about the size now and then. Otherwise, nobody spoke. I grew irritated, my head grew sweaty under the scarf, and I was about to object and end the experiment.
Kendra said, �Stop here. Remove the blindfold. Damon, keep the flame as large as you can.�
The flame had been the size of a pea when last seen, and the entire incident seemed silly until the removal of the scarf blinding me revealed a flame the size of a fist. The surprise was so total I threw the stick away before it burned me. It landed at the base of the Waystone.
I turned to Kendra, confused.
She said, �Your flame grew larger with every step. As you grew nearer to the Waystone, your magic increased.�
I had no words to speak.
She continued, �I suspected this might happen. Now, try to draw lightning and make it rain.�
�What? Only mages can do that.�
�Try,� she repeated.
�How in the hell do I know what to do?�
�Shut up. Close your eyes and try.�
�I closed them and imagined a storm building, the clouds growing darker, the turmoil of the air, and . . . a crack sounded. Not the intense crack and boom of a real storm, but more like the sound of a dry stick snapping. I felt wetness touch my face. My eyes flashed open, and we were standing in the rain, the five of us.
A few steps away the ground was dry. The rain stopped, the clouds dispersed, and then we were in the bright sunshine again. Only rising steam from the ground indicated what had happened. I said, �What happened?�
Emma said, �You made a storm if you want to call that little thing that. The lightning bolt was about as big as my little finger, and the ground didn�t get more than damp.�
Kendra was beaming. She said, �You made a storm! A small one, but you did it.�
I saw her point. �Why is my magic so much more powerful near a Waystone? When we were in Mercia, your dragon had to be near me for any magic to work.�
�I think she still is, in a way.�
�You talk in circles,� I snapped.
She said, �I think we just answered a pair of questions, and maybe more. Remember when we looked inside that container thing on top of the mountain in Mercia? Remember there was an egg there? A dragon egg?�
�Yes, a mage stole it during our fight with the Wyverns.�
�Exactly. The stone well was rounded inside, so it perfectly fit the egg. We decided then it must have been valuable, or they would never have carved out the location from solid rock or sent the Wyverns to fight us over it.�
So far, I agreed with her.
She pointed to the Waystone. �What if all of them have dragon eggs inside? What if that is what powers Waystones? The essence in dragon eggs.�
I wanted to explain she was wrong. To tell her it was another silly idea from the vapid mind of my sister, who was overly sentimental and romantic. But I couldn�t. Instinctually, I knew she was right.
Not that I understood the implications. It struck me as reasonable that the Waystone must have power gathered from somewhere for them to function, no matter what they do. I moved closer to the Waystone and placed a bare hand on the warm stone wall. It was warmer than it should be, but all of them were. There were the same engravings similar to the Waystones at Mercia and Crestfallen. I hadn�t examined the one at the Vin mountain pass closely but assumed it was the same.
I said, �If I set up a blind in those trees, like some people do to hunt deer, and watched this Waystone long enough, I�ll wager a mage either comes or goes. I don�t know how he would get inside, or on top, or whatever they do, but these are like bears seeking out honey.�
Kendra said, �And the closer you are, the stronger your magic.�
�The same for mages,� I said. �They are already strong, but here they control more magic.�
Kendra�s shoulders slumped, and she stood motionless as her eyes darted around the clearing and back to the Waystone. I started to speak, but she held up a hand to stop me, while she thought. Then she turned, her face pale. Her knees buckled, and she sat on the hard ground. �Damon sit down and let me talk for a few moments. I think I�ve figured out more and need your attention.�
I sat. She had only acted in a similar fashion a few times in our lives. The last had been at the death of a friend, so I took it seriously.
She muttered, �It�s the eggs.�
�They power the Waystones, you said.�
�Yes, but we missed the critical point. Where do the eggs come from?�
�Well, they�re dragon eggs,� I said thoughtfully while trying to see where she was going with her thoughts and thinking myself clever for saying so.
She allowed a limp smile to form. �Exactly. That�s what we missed. There is only one dragon.�
I saw the implications instantly. If dragon eggs powered the Waystones, and there was only one dragon, all the eggs had come from Kendra�s dragon. That explained the fortified cave and why mages kept the dragon chained on the mountain in Mercia. They needed the eggs.
She said, �The mages have to come after me to regain control of the dragon.�
�We can hide,� I said.
�No, they have to come, no matter where we are or how many of them there are. They have to get the dragon back.�
�The eggs are that important?� I asked.
�They are,� she said. �The unfertilized eggs are somehow preserved, one in each Waystone, I think. Every Waystone is connected to another or to others, but only to the nearest few. They are in turn connected to others to form a web.�
�I can see that.� I prompted. We�d already decided Waystones were not only centers of magic, but a means of travel for mages and for their communications. They were the cornerstones of the entire magic network the mages used.
�The eggs must eventually wear out or die. Lose their power. They can�t last forever. They must be replaced with a new egg, or the entire Waystone system will begin failing. The mages powers will fade and die. It may take years, but entropy rules the universe. There is a gradual decline unless new eggs replace old ones.�
�And that is only possible with new dragon eggs. But you freed the dragon so there will be no more eggs.�
Her eyes were wide. Tears ran freely down each cheek. �Don�t you see? They are coming for me. They have to. All of them.�
I glanced at the Waystone as if making sure a hundred mages didn�t emerge from it and take us as prisoners. As usual, she was right. Probably the only reason they hadn�t come yet was that ever since Mercia we�d been on the move. First to the port, then the ship, and there we�d escaped in the dead of night to travel on an unused mountain pass, before disappearing into the vastness of the Kondor desert.
But they would come.
We sat beside a Waystone. They might start streaming out of it, one at a time until a hundred faced us. �I think you are right about everything. For now, we should avoid all Waystones, and we need to keep moving and rescue Elizabeth.�
She stood. �There is too much information to absorb at once. We�ll talk more after we have the time to process what we think.�
I took another furtive look at the Waystone, and instead of seeing a thing of ancient beauty, I saw a creation more like the tip of an arrow pointed at my heart. My first goal was to get away from it.
Flier, who had remained quiet the entire time said, �What about the girls?�
They were also an interesting point we hadn�t thought of. I looked at Emma and thought that if her powers increased too much more, we might all be in trouble. Not that she had ever intentionally misused them, but once she had knocked me unconscious for an entire afternoon. If a Waystone had been near, it might have been worse because she didn�t know how to control her magic.
Flier snapped to attention, his head tilted to one side. He whispered urgently, �Hide.�
We darted into the trees and knelt while peering back into the harsh sunlight where the Waystone stood beside the road. Down the road was movement. Movement meant a stranger. An enemy. As we hid, the movement became one man. It was not one of the king�s patrols or slavers, but a single person walking alone. As he moved closer, he leaned on a crooked staff as he walked, and his robes were those of a wandering priest.
�Avery,� I whispered. It was my old nemesis from Crestfallen. I�d last seen him on the Gallant in Trager as the city was about to burn at his demand. He was going to attempt a rescue of his friend who had become king. He was alone, so his friend was not with him.
We emerged and ran to greet him. His staff rose in self-protection until he recognized us, and a grin split his face. He hugged us and later cried as he told the story of his friend. The King of Trager was dead, as were all his close relatives. The now familiar story brought sadness to us all.
I said, �Why are you here instead of returning to Dire?�
�Princess Elizabeth is in danger. The Council in Vin has been in contact with the one in Trager. I don�t know how, but even before her ship departed Trager, they knew she was coming. In Vin, they�re waiting, and we think there�s danger,� Kendra said.
�So, you are on your way to Vin, too?� I asked because he was walking the wrong way and Avery was far too clever to make that mistake.
He shook his head. �What can one wandering priest do against the ruling body of an entire city? I came to the Waystone here because Kendra is linked to them and I hoped to find you here�and I did.�
�Linked?� Kendra asked.
He said, �It was reported to me that you visited the Waystone at Crestfallen several times over the years. Then again, the one at Mercia. It was reasonable to assume you would come to this one in Vin. Waystones draw you. I don�t know how or why, but with you, they are like a moth to a flame on a moonless night.�
�That was not part of our plan to come here,� she stated flatly.
�Yet, this is where I found you.� He wore the impetuous smile that had annoyed us since our first meeting so many years ago.
Worse, he was right. Without knowing about her magic, he�d centered his search to locate us, and I wondered if he secretly controlled any magic at all. His actions were as if he could tell what Kendra thought, but I knew it was not magic. Avery understood people and their motivations and knew what they would do before they did, not just my sister, but everyone. I changed the subject. �What is the Council in Vin going to do to Elizabeth?�
�Use her as bait to draw her brother, the heir apparent to Vin or to another part of Kondor to rescue her. How they are going to do that is not within my sphere of knowledge.� Avery had looked at me without flinching or blinking. He was telling the truth and wanted me to know it.
The heir apparent was the king�s eldest son and Avery�s master. While the ideas he presented bordered on unbelievable, one fact stood out more than any other. Avery had always been on the side of his master. I would never question his loyalty.
The obvious answer was that once she was a prisoner, they would use the Waystones to notify the King of Dire and suggest that his eldest son could save her if he traveled to Kondor. No doubt, he�d have an accident or be killed, and the King of Dire would again fall ill. A council was probably already in place to rule for him.
Dressed as a wandering priest instead of the rich garb he normally wore at Crestfallen, Avery was more believable and much more likable. He leaned on his crooked staff as if exhausted. We�d left him in Trager where he was attempting to rescue his old friend. �How did you get here?�
�As the city burned because of your dragon, I �fled� to upper Trager with the other refugees to escape the flames and managed to find a back way into the palace where I found proper clothing to wear. Dressed properly, I moved to the private quarters of the king and found them deserted. The next logical place was the dungeon. There I had a few conversations with the keepers.�
�Conversations?� I broke in.
He shrugged. �We talked. Yes, I held a knife, and each of them bled, but in contrast to what they do to people, it will not set heavy on my mind. The third one, a man who enjoyed inflicting pain, couldn�t handle it himself. He admitted taking the life of the king and enjoying it.�
�Did you enjoy taking his?� Kendra asked in an awed whisper. She was as amazed as me at the actions of a palace buffoon we�d laughed at, outwitted numerous times, and often ignored as impotent in our politics.
Now we both questioned our pasts. Avery was far more than we�d ever guessed, and that indicated he was far more dangerous. He�d allowed us our little victories; I had no doubt. As for outwitting him, that had never happened.
Avery said, �I thought it would bring a taste of satisfaction. It didn�t. He deserved to die, and there is no regret unless it�s that I should have taken longer instead of one merciful slash of my knife against his neck.�
*He is a good man,* Anna�s voice muttered in my head. *Trust him.*
�What can we do to help Elizabeth?� Kendra asked.
Avery said, �I rushed here to meet with you. I think we should split up and make our separate ways into Vin, then meet and compare what we learn.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
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Princess Elizabeth

I marched down the gangplank, a princess in the middle of being abducted, ahead of the four soldiers to stand facing twenty others. None displayed weapons but didn�t need to. The officer who held the sword to the captain�s belly walked behind his last man until he reached us.
He gave a curt nod to a soldier who shouted orders, and I was surrounded by soldiers on every side. At another order, they all stepped ahead together, forcing me to skip to keep from being trampled from those behind. They were packed around me, front and back, side-to-side. I had no option but move with them, although not one laid a hand on me.
We marched through the dark streets, and while their feet struck the pavestones in perfect unison, I was a princess and refused to allow my feet to match pace, although the natural thing was to fall into step with them. Whenever I found myself in step, I skipped again. It was the only manner of fighting them I could think of.
For a fleeting thought, I decided to call out for help to any of the people of Vin we passed, demanding help if required, and telling them what was happening, so all in the city would know. But a glance behind me revealed candles and oil lamps were relighted in windows after we passed by. Ahead, as the sound of our approach warned people, lights were extinguished.
The people of Vin already had an idea of what was happening, and they wanted no part of it.
We marched up the hillside and along a wide avenue until we turned upward again, this time with a stone mansion our destination. It was not a castle or palace. For me, castles are built defensively, and palaces for grandeur. The building was three stories tall, made of brown rock, and had probably been the residence of a wealthy merchant, or a family of them.
A pair of guards were on either side of the door, another pair at either corner in small guardhouses that were made of unpainted wood and out of place. There were other guards marching from corner to corner, the two meeting at the same place each time, but each watched the other�s back as they performed their duties. There would be more of the same on either side and at the rear.
Whoever was inside had close to twenty guards to protect him, all day and all night. That made him or her as important as any king or queen. At least they thought so. The soldiers forced me ahead, right past the outer guards and to the front entrance.
Inside were more guards, four of them, standing in the four corners of what had once been a reception hall. Now there waited a thin, old man seated behind an enormous desk. His head was down as he examined the top of a stack of papers, and his white hair brushed back still revealed a bald spot.
When I had been maneuvered to the front of the desk by guards who were none too gentle, he sighed and lifted his head until his cold gaze fell on me. He said, �Princess Elizabeth of Dire?�
�I am.� Thankfully, my voice remained firm without a trace of tremor.
�There are people in Dagger who wish to speak with you.�
�Provide their names, and when I reach there, I will consider meeting with them.�
He closed his eyes as if that action would shut my mouth. It seemed to work. When all was quiet, he opened them again. �We will take you there.�
�I have transportation.�
�We will take you, and that ends the discussion.� His head lowered again, dismissing me.
However, that enraged me. I said, �Sir, I will not be treated like that without recourse. I will promise you a painful death.�
He lifted the hand holding a pen and waved me off with a flick of his wrist, never once looking up at me again. The guards to either side roughly grasped my upper arms and nearly lifted me off my feet, as they half-carried me past the desk to a hallway. Doors lined each side, and at the third, I was shoved inside.
The closing of the heavy door echoed inside the large room with brown colored stone walls, floor, and ceiling. Three tiny windows were too high to see out, but fresh air flowed inside. There was not a chair, bed, or any furniture. No carpets. Nothing but bare walls.
My first task was to stalk around the room looking for anything that could be used as a weapon, or way out. Of course, there was nothing of the sort, but I had to try. The latch on the door was closed, the windows too small and too high up, and the walls stone.
Lady Grace would hear of my abduction but what could she or the captain of the Gallant do? It seemed that my best path to follow was to sit and wait. I went to the far corner where anyone entering would have to cross the room to reach me and sat on the bare floor. Eventually, I raised my knees and allowed my chin to rest on them. I closed my eyes.
The rattle of a key in the lock brought me awake. The door swung open slowly as if expecting me to attack. Instead, I waited, my heart pounding.
He was dressed in tan leather leggings, heavy boots, and a tan tunic that hung to the floor. A darker brown scarf wrapped around his neck and head, which concealed the lower part of his face. Above the scarf, he was darker than most from Kondor, his face wider.
He motioned for me to approach. I remained sitting.
He crossed the room in a few quick steps and grabbed a handful of my hair. He turned and marched back to the door with me scrambling behind on my hands and knees.
The man let go and faced me again. He silently motioned for me to stand. Fearing the consequences, I did.
He smiled without humor. Without a single word, he�d established who was in charge, and that there would be immediate and hurtful responses if I didn�t obey. He brushed my hair from his fingers and let the strands he�d pulled from my head fall to the floor between us.
He said in a gruff voice, �You and I will leave here together. You may walk, or I will drag you.�
�Do you know who I am?�
He drew in a breath and answered, �You are a fat paycheck for me in Dagger as long as you live. I can deliver you healthy as you are, or barely drawing a few last breaths. They don�t care if you have had every hair yanked from your head, if you have any teeth, and if you have five or ten broken bones.�
�I�ll pay you more than them,� I said.
He shook his head. �If I accept your offer I will never work again�if I manage to survive.�
�So, you have morals,� my voice was as cold as his eyes.
He motioned down the hallway, the opposite way I�d entered. Head up, back straight, I turned and walked. The hallway was longer than I remembered and turned to the right at the end. It came to a halt where a door stood closed. Since my escort didn�t tell me any differently, I reached for the latch and opened it.
Outside, the strong morning sun almost blinded me. A pair of runty horses awaited. Without speaking, he walked to the nearest and mounted. I went to the other. He had trained me well in the few minutes we�d been acquainted.
A narrow alleyway took us from the majestic home to the street outside, where two wagons rumbled along stone streets. A few people walked along the edges, and a squad of blue-clad soldiers marched in unison, similar to the one that had taken me, prisoner. I looked twice to be sure none of the faces were familiar. However, I had no idea of what I�d do if they were.
However, the few on the street were the exceptions. If those people were removed, there would be an empty main street in the middle of the morning where there should be dozens or even hundreds of people, along with wagons, horses, and bystanders. We turned away from the harbor and rode up a slight rise, drawing the attention of nobody. We didn�t hide, ride the shadows, or move quickly.
When in Dire, my appearance drew appreciative looks from men of all ages, and I�d grown used to it. Now their eyes avoided me. Behind that avoidance was fear.
While this city had not gone the way of Trager fully, it was on its way. Why would a council of rulers wish for it to happen? They had to know and understand the consequences from other cities and kingdoms. Why did they wish to destroy a city from the inside?
While still in Vin, there was the vague hope Damon and Kendra would appear around the next corner and rescue me. Kendra might even have her dragon attack the man who held me captive. If so, I�d encourage her to tell the dragon to eat him. No, that was silly. Either her or Damon would put an arrow into his heart before the dragon could do that.
I watched every corner, every tree that could hide a person, and hoped. In preparation, I moved my feet back in the stirrups to be ready to kick free and dive to the street so my friends would have a clear shot.
They didn�t appear.
We continued riding beside each other until we reached the edge of Vin and followed a dirt road along the river out of the city. There were a few walkers and riders on wagons. Nobody rode horses but us, and we drew attention from that fact because only those with money could afford horses. Here and there were pullouts along the dirt road where one wagon could pull aside and allow one laden with crops to continue to the city. A few lackluster waves between wagon drivers told me all I needed. The drivers were uncaring and tired. Maybe scared.
If two wagons of the same sort were in Dire and passed each other, the drivers would shout friendly insults, ask of the news of the other�s family, and how the market was where they would sell their goods. It was a way to exchange a maximum of information in a minimum amount of time.
�Where are we going?� I asked.
�To Dagger, right where you wanted.�
He rode beside me. I had no doubt he rode the better horse, the one that could run faster and longer. He was also the better rider. Any attempt to run wouldn�t end well for me.
However, he was too self-important, too sure of himself. All the thousands of hours I�d spent with the Weapon-Master training as hard as if I was entering my father�s army, were not wasted. While I could use a bow better than Kendra, and not as well as Damon, I was better than most soldiers, as was my swordsmanship, and my hand to hand fighting.
It was too early in the trip to use my skills, but his belief that he was a better fighter would be his downfall. His arrogance gave me the edge I needed. If he had brought even four guards, he would probably deliver me to Dagger as intended.
Without those guards, he would sleep or rest, turn his back, lull himself into a stupor, or perhaps we would find an inn that served strong ale or wine. My time would come.
I continued to act the part of a confused princess who didn�t know which edge of a kitchen knife was sharp.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
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Damon

We reached the farm that Flier�s family owned after a short walk down the road from the Waystone. Better said, we reached the place where a farmhouse had once stood. The blackened remains were covered in vines, and grass grew high enough to almost hide them from the road.
Part of the fences that outlined the pastures were visible in the overgrown fields where small trees had rooted and grew head-high. There was no sign of people. Flier stood alone and looked over what had been a prosperous family farm, trying to hold his emotions in check.
We said nothing. Finally, he turned and continued walking in the direction of Vin. The local clothing we hoped to get wouldn�t happen. Our pace slowed. We started to notice that despite the fertile ground and plentiful water from a small river, there was an unnatural quiet.
Kendra moved to my side and said as we entered the outskirts of the northern edge of Vin, �Damon, I don�t like this place.�
�Neither do I.� Too many of the small farms and houses along the river were dreary and overgrown with vines and weeds. Few cattle grazed the lush grass in the pastures. No dogs barked. As many farms stood empty as those occupied.
We�d split up a little as we traveled. Avery lagged far behind, moving slowly as all wandering priests did, seemingly traveling alone. Kendra and the girls walked together as any mother and her children might. Flier and I walked fifty paces ahead of them, just a pair of dusty travelers fresh in from the desert.
For every person we saw, there should have been ten more. I heard Anna speak to Kendra and giggle, which caused me to notice there were no children in sight. I glanced back and found Anna and Kendra lost in girl-talk, but little Emma wore a scowl as concerned as my own. It seemed that Emma, while the youngest, often wore a scowl.
�Where are you taking us?� I asked Flier, �And why?�
�My family owns several houses and apartments. We�re going to the largest. If they are living there, we can enlist their help and get the money to pay for a ransom, if your princess has been taken.�
�You�ve been planning,� I commented.
�More like listening to the two of you and deciding how to meet your wishes. After all, you�ve done for me, I owe you.�
�Choosing good friends is a knack I seem to have.�
We both laughed. After turning up another street, a house stood so large it blocked the entire block, and the little traffic on the streets had to go around it. On the massive set of steps In front marched guards, six that were in sight, all wearing the blue uniforms of the King�s Army.
Flier bumped my shoulder and forced me to turn into the next alley. He whispered, �That was my father�s house. There would be no guards if he lived there, especially when they are dressed in blue.�
Kendra and the girls followed us. We waited until they caught up.
Flier said, �I suggest we go to the waterfront. Perhaps your princess has not yet arrived on the ship.�
Kendra said, �Whatever you think best.�
When Flier turned away, she scowled and mouthed, �What the hell?�
I shrugged and moved to catch up with him. His optimism and cheer were gone. His face displayed dismay and anger. He had obviously expected his family to be living in their home and was worried. Our vague plans had suddenly gone astray, and neither Kendra or I were happy about it. Flier�s entire attitude, stance, and expression had changed when he laid eyes on the guards.
He navigated us out of several alleys to a main street, and we again walked as a pair, the three women fifty steps behind and acting as if we all just happened to be going in the same direction. Several people took notice of my sword. That made me look at them, and I found no swords, almost as if they were not allowed. If I wore a long robe like many of the locals, I�d have placed it underneath.
The slope of the hill took us generally down to where a few masts of ships stuck up over the roofs like stray twigs on branches. As we passed by the last in a row of two-story buildings, the harbor was in full view and directly ahead was the Gallant, tied to a pier. Our buoyant attitude swelled, and we exchanged grins.
We went directly in that direction, almost at a trot. There were ten or more soldiers lounging on the pier. One, an officer from the gold piping on his uniform, watched us with lazy, but interested eyes. With two fingers pointing at my foot to draw attention, I motioned for Kendra to take the girls down a side street instead of to the ship. She seemed to understand my concern as they moved away.
Flier said softly, �A trap? I don�t know, but we might hold our own against them.�
I said, �If they attack, we�ll jump into the water and swim to the far side of the ship. That�s the purser at the quarterdeck, and he�ll recognize us and lower a ladder.�
Flier muttered, �I�m in a mood to fight.� But he didn�t argue.
Still, if one or two of them reached us, I�d bet Flier�s blade would also sing alongside mine. I stepped a little to one side, to give him room. We warily walked on past them and up the gangplank, where the purser had already called for a messenger. The boy escorted us to Elizabeth�s cabin, where we found Lady Grace anxiously waiting.
She said anxiously, �Did you see her?�
�Who?�
�Elizabeth! They came aboard and took the princess.� Her eyes were red, her voice screeching.
Flier and I looked at each other. �Who?� I managed.
�The soldiers!�
Flier snapped, �The color of their uniforms?�
�Blue.�
Timor raced inside the cabin. �They just came aboard and took her just after dark last night before anyone knew what was happening. Two of the crew were hurt. I�m coming with you.�
�No,� I placed a hand on his shoulder. �You stay with Lady Grace and protect her. Do what you think is best for the two of you, and if the Gallant sails, you sail with her. Return to Dire with the news.�
�I can fight,� he persisted.
Flier again came to my rescue with a lie, �We only have enough horses for two.�
Timor said, �Kendra?�
�Safe,� I assured him.
We turned to leave and were met on the deck by the purser and the captain. The captain said with a stiff voice that betrayed his anger, �It happened so fast. We�re sorry, this has never happened where soldiers come aboard a vessel. It is against maritime law, and there will be consequences. Is there anything we can do?�
�Protect Lady Grace and Timor,� I said. Then realized the crack of my voice was an accusation more than a request. �I�m sorry.�
The purser said, �They took her to a big house in the center of the city. It�s surrounded by guards. I had one of my men follow them.�
�You did well,� Flier said. �A three-story house?�
�Yes.�
It was the one that had belonged to Flier�s family. It was being used by the military as a headquarters and perhaps a prison. We pushed past the ship�s officers, anxious to get ashore and look for Princess Elizabeth, and as we reached the quarterdeck, we noticed the ten soldiers who had been lounging on the pier were now on their feet and massed at the bottom of the gangplank.
The officer with them smiled wickedly, knowing we were mice in a trap.
�Swim?� Flier asked.
�Not this time,� I said while drawing my sword with a flourish they�d all notice. From the corner of my eye, the captain was ordering his men to back me. His ship had been violated, and his anger was as great as mine. However, the gangplank was wide enough for only one person. In a louder voice, I called, �Stand well behind me. Don�t crowd., I�ll need room to move.�
To be sure my magic was intact, I swirled a small whirlwind and watched the water form a miniature waterspout�then ventured onto the gangplank a slow step at a time, watching for their reaction. A soldier charged up the ramp. I met him halfway.
My blade slashed twice, once left-to-right across his chest, then a return swing right-to-left across his neck. He fell at my feet, and I retreated two steps. In order to reach me, the next would have to climb over the first, and through all the slippery blood.
The second also charged at the urging of his officer, who stood safely on the pier. A little magic caused one foot to fly out from under him, and he tripped and fell forward, to meet a single slash of my sword. Now there were two bodies for them to climb over. I waited.
The third ignored his officer�s shouts to attack and came slower. I still waited, almost motionless. He raised his sword, ready to take the final step, but a blast of magic air struck his face. His eyes reflexively closed, a fatal mistake as my sword chose that moment to slash across his stomach. His moans carried to those still on the pier.
My fury had risen, and instead of waiting for the next to charge the ramp, I leaped over the three on the gangplank, then the side railing to land on the pier, and slew the two nearest before my feet fully landed on the pier. When they did, another soldier was in reach of my blade, his arms raised high to protect himself, and my blade slid across his middle, too.
As I�d been taught, I slashed, never stabbed. An opponent with a deep slice across his body seldom wished to continue fighting. My intention was to slash and move ahead until none wished to fight.
There were only four more of them and the officer. Flier leaped over the railing of the ramp and landed at my side, then moved quickly two steps away from me where our blades wouldn�t foul each other when swinging. I heard the feet of the ship�s officers pounding down the ramp. We charged. Two of them spun and ran after the other two, and the officer lay dying or dead.
Sailors from the ship joined us. They�d tried to help, but the battle was that short. The captain had the three bodies on the gangplank rolled off, and they splashed into the water of the bay. The captain said, �Take as many of my men with you as you need.�
�Thanks, but we�re better as a team,� I told him as I nodded in the direction of Flier. �Besides, you need to get your ship free of the pier and out to sea. There will be a whole army coming this way soon.�
He said, �There are other trade routes.�
�Meaning you won�t be returning here?� I asked.
�Vin has violated a basic law of the sea. Word of their transgression will spread. With this, no ships will make port here.� The captain turned, walked back up to the quarterdeck of his ship, and turned to salute to Flier and me. Then the purser began shouting orders to the deckhands. The ropes securing the ship to the pier were released, two sails raised, and the gangway retracted. As we watched, the ship pulled away, moving slowly to the center of the bay.
When we reached Kendra and the girls who were waiting in the alley, she said, �I knew we should have brought bows with us. I could have put an arrow in each of those that escaped.�
Flier said, �No matter, word would have spread. They�ll be after us, soon. We need to go this way.�
He trotted off at an angle, taking us up one street and down another. Finally, after ten or twelve blocks, he reached a two-story building that looked like all the others. He ushered us into the barn built on the first floor and placed a bar of iron across the entry door.
I expected to climb the stairs, but Flier took us to a stall filled with old hay and horse-droppings. He kicked some of it aside and found an iron ring. �Down.�
We found a set of steep stairs and were all huddled at the bottom when he closed the door above. A spark flared, and a candle with a thin wick ignited and spread a weak yellow light. He placed an amber glass globe over it, and we had enough light to see�barely.
We were in a tunnel. Flier took the lead, and we walked for hundreds of steps, him holding the candle high to cast light back on the rest of us. We paused every few steps to wipe away spider webs, but overall, the tunnel was clear, dry, and safe. We arrived at another set of stairs, and he handed me the candle.
�Wait here.�
He reached up and slid a latch to one side. Another hatch flew open, this time by someone other than Flier. Light flooded inside. It was so bright we couldn�t see.
As my eyes adjusted and found four men, all with bows. Their arrows pointed right at us.
�It�s me,� Flier growled. �Where�s my father?�
A man stepped into view. �He�s safely at the coast. We thought you dead.�
We were all helped into a tack-room of a work-shed, then up a flight of stairs to an ordinary home. The man who lived there worked for Flier�s family and maintaining the escape tunnel was part of their deal.
Flier introduced the older man as Chambers and his four eldest sons who had greeted us at the tunnel. Mary, his wife, fed us while Chambers and Flier talked, huddled in a corner. Chambers confirmed the family had believed Flier dead, and when he found we�d killed the soldiers at the ship, he became concerned for the safety of his wife and sons.
Flier explained we were trying to rescue a missing princess. Chambers reacted by tossing a look to the five of us, which included my sister and the girls. He held his tongue and listened as Flier told him of her abduction from the ship.
Chambers turned to his sons. �This woman is important. All four of you need to go out into the streets and talk to friends who may have seen or heard anything. You know better than to ask direct questions, but you should be able to say you heard a woman was taken from a ship. Do not mention she is a princess.�
They left hurriedly. Kendra said, �We don�t want them to get into trouble asking questions.�
Chambers laughed. �These days, everyone asks questions, but only of those they trust. The story of a woman being taken from a ship is probably on the lips of half of Vin right now.�
We watched the street below from behind the edge of curtains. Flier talked to Chambers, catching up on the demise of the city, as well as news of his family. I quit listening until I heard him ask, �How did you know we were in the tunnel?�
�Traps and alarms. But the hatch at this end is balanced carefully with nothing sitting on it but a few small bells. When you closed the door at the other end, the compressed air in the tunnel made this door rise and fall enough to ring the bells. There are a few others alarms, too.�
*I like him,* Anna said.
*Me too.*
*Can we talk? Just you and me?*
* We're doing that now, aren�t we?*
In my mind, I saw a fleeting red image of her scowl. *Alone.*
*Is it important?*
*Yes.*
I stood and said to the room at large. �I want to go back to that barn at the end of the tunnel and see if we were followed. Does anyone live upstairs there?�
Chambers said, �The apartment is empty, but do not move in front of any windows, or even allow the curtains to move. There are too many in Vin who sells information.�
�Okay, I�ll be careful. Anna, want to go with me? I can use some company.�
She instantly rose to her feet. Kendra gave me an inquiring look, and Emma also stood. �I want to go, too.�
�No, I want you to stay with Kendra. One little girl at a time is all I can handle.�
�I want to go,� Emma insisted.
They had seldom been apart since we found them, and I had no reason to separate them. I looked at Anna, and she gave me the slightest shake of her head, a movement so small others looking directly at her may not have noticed. I said, �No, you stay this time. I�ll take you next.�
Emma furrowed her eyebrows.
*No,� Anna silently told me with enough emotion to almost stagger me.
Before there could be any more discussion, I headed down the stairs, Anna at my heels. We used the trapdoor, and I used my magic to light the flame of the candle. There were fewer spider webs, and we moved quickly. At the far end, we climbed the stairs up into the barn, then another set of stairs that took us to the second floor and into a vacant apartment with all the heavy curtains pulled closed.
I went to the rear and looked out to where I couldn�t see the ship because of the buildings, but I could see the main street leading to it was filled with soldiers who were now splitting into smaller groups and hurrying apart. Others were arriving. As I watched, they began a house-to-house search. The search was still several blocks away, so we had time. A little. And Anna�s request to talk to me alone seemed important to her.
�You wanted to speak with me? Alone?� I asked, my eyes still on the activity of the soldiers.
�Alone. Now I don�t know what to say or how to start.�
I turned and faced a very serious twelve-year-old, and despite the dangers all around us, I expected her to ask if boys liked her or if I thought she was pretty. I should have known better, living with a pair of strong women almost my whole life, but children bring out the sense that I�m so much smarter than them that their concerns are often humorous. They are more attuned to the feelings of others than men, which is to say that we lack a form of empathy.
Anticipating what was to come caused a smile to form. I was so smart.
She placed her hands on her hips and spat at me, �Are you going to take me seriously or stand there with that stupid grin on your face?�
I got rid of the smile. Whatever it was, she seemed more upset than I expected and perhaps I should listen. Perhaps. What a stupid thought. I turned back to the window for a quick check, then gave her my full attention. �Okay, what is it?�
�Emma.�
�Is she bothering you in some way?� I feared Emma was using her magic to torment her older sister again in some fashion. I knew how to do that from the first-hand experience and could quickly end it.
�No. Not directly,� she said hesitantly. �But there is something you should know, and I think it�s why she wanted to come with us so badly. She does not want me to be alone with you.�
I glanced out the rear window again and watched more troops fan out for their searches. It made me impatient, but I said, �I don�t understand. Is she jealous?�
�No. I don�t know how to explain, so I�m just going to just say it. Remember the day you found us in the storm?�
�Of course. It was a terrible day.�
�I heard the storm was caused by a mage. Is that true?� she asked.
�I think so. My guess is that it was. Why does it matter?�
�Why would a mage make such a storm? Right at that time? Have you asked yourself that?�
�No,� I admitted, but had thought about it several times.
She closed her eyes and remained silent for so long I thought she was finished speaking, but she opened them and looked directly at me, then reached out and took both of my hands in hers, the first time she�d made such a gesture. Her eyes watered, and tears threatened to fall. She spoke rushed, as if afraid to tell me. �Damon, I cannot remember a single thing about Emma before that day. I remember eating meals with my mother and father, but never with her at the table. I played with another little girl when small, but not Emma.�
�What are you saying?�
Her small hands squeezed mine. �I am saying I cannot ever remember Emma before the day of the storm. Things were put in my mind that sort of made it seem like I knew her, that we were sisters, but the more I think about it, the more I�m convinced she is not my sister.�
�How can that be?� I stuttered.
�I�m just twelve. You tell me how I cannot remember a single time when the four of us were together, my parents, her, and me. Not once. I went shopping with my mother, but it was only her and me. Emma was never there. Our house had two rooms for sleeping, a large one for my parents, a tiny one that used to be a closet was converted for me. There was no other room for Emma to sleep in, and mine was too small for two.�
She was still on the verge of tears, awaiting my response and probably my rejection at such an idea. I said, �Maybe you are not sisters. Maybe you were just traveling with Emma. Your mother could have been watching over her when the storm struck.�
�Emma says we are sisters.�
I waited for more.
�Emma does not eat. She pretends but does not. She hides her food and throws it away when nobody is looking. I am not crazy and want you to believe me.�
Her request to believe her was not as farfetched as she might think. I�d met the Blue Lady a few times and felt fear as a sour taste in my mouth. My hands started shaking. I didn�t want to believe it. I couldn�t. Yet, as my mind wrapped around several past events, it might be true. No, it was true. I was certain.
Emma was an apparition, or whatever the right word would be. She was like the Blue Lady, but a better projection. The more I thought of it, the more I realized the scowls, the frowns, the response to my offer to help her with the language. Touching her mind had been like poison. Almost evil.
The more I thought about it, the more I was revolted. The more I knew Anna was right. Emma was our enemy.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
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Princess Elizabeth

�You cannot treat a princess like this,� I said as I pounded my fist on the pommel of the saddle as if I was a spoiled brat of a princess. It was a demonstration intended for him, to make him think I was weak, so he would relax, and I could escape.
He laughed and tossed me the water flask he�d had to his lips a moment earlier. Despite that, I was thirsty and refused to give him the satisfaction of wiping the mouth of the container before using it. He was baiting me. Trying to get me to react.
That was his error. He believed that because he stood a head taller and was a man, he could force me to do what he wanted. He hadn�t made any sexual advances, and that only told me he�d been ordered not to. But he was allowed to beat me within reason. Not kill me, just beat and torture�as if that was better.
The man was crude, rough, and determined to convince himself he was as good as me. His overconfidence would be his downfall. Not today. He was ready for me to fight back and he was anxious to display his strength, but it wouldn�t happen.
The water tasted warm and flat. The morning heat was drawing moisture from my body already, and I nearly finished the flask before he slapped it from my hands and away from my lips.
�Save some for later,� he snarled.
I watched the rest leak into a dark spot on the sand. It wasn�t water he wanted to save. It was that he wanted control of me. I cried, forcing the tears to fall while I still had them in me. I didn�t say anything, but he saw them and grinned. A crying woman makes a man feel superior. I wanted him to feel that way.
The little horses were rough to ride. Their gaits were uneven and jolting, and if we spent too long in the saddle, we�d be sore for days. He took us out from the city into the empty desert of the Brownlands, almost directly west of Vin. Twice we crossed roads that generally went in the same direction, but we followed no road. Looking behind in the sand showed only a few hollows from the hooves of the horses, and the first breeze would obscure them with blowing sand. We wouldn�t be followed.
He seemed to have a destination and late in the day, a small pile of rocks stood directly ahead after we altered our course slightly. They were boulders, piled two high, with rounded surfaces from the wind and blowing sand. I saw nothing else in sight.
�Dismount and stretch,� he said. �Let any thoughts of running turn into asking yourself what will happen if I have to come and get you. And I was born out here, so I know how to track and survive.�
His explanation revealed a lot in a few words. I climbed from my horse as I considered them. He wanted me to know there was no escape, that he was my superior in every aspect. I said meekly, �I�ve never been in a desert.�
He glanced at me in an odd way, so I didn�t know if he believed my misdirection or thought me more dangerous because of the attempt at seeming a defenseless woman.
The horses were hobbled, and he placed a feed sack on the muzzle of each with far more gentleness that he showed me. He withdrew more hobbles and used them on me, pulling the ropes tight. My feet were lashed behind me, my ankles tied together and pulled to the small of my back with a single piece of rope.
He went to the base of a boulder and smoothed away the sand with his hand. Below the surface was a wooden crate. He removed the lid and inside were jars of water and a large bowl. He watered the horses from the bowl, and when satisfied all was well, the sun was sinking behind a row of far-off mountains, and he allowed me a drink. Already a chill was in the air.
My hands were freed. He handed me dried meat to gnaw, as well as a full jar of water to drink. The meat was dry, salty, and tasteless, the water warm, flat, and welcome to my dehydrated body. He didn�t talk, but he didn�t have to. Our needs were simple, and he communicated well without words. Half a blanket covered me; the other half was my bed. The sand that managed to slip in and chafe was ignored.
We rose with the sun, and instead of continuing west, we turned south. Dagger was our ultimate destination, the pile of boulders just a place to rest for the night and refresh ourselves with the water stored there. I wished I had Damon�s powers to untangle the knots in the ropes that I fought with all night. If I had managed to get free, my captor would have been attacked by a fierce and angry princess intent on killing him. My waking-dreams were filled with the imaginary attack.
�Time to move on,� were his only words as he readied the horses.
I wanted him to talk. �Where are we going today?�
�You�re riding where I go.�
�My father would pay you a fortune if you took me to Dire.�
�Never been there and don�t plan on going.�
�He would send you the gold. Just let me go.�
A snort of derision was my only answer.
We rode during the cool of the morning, then stopped where the rear side of a hill provided a little shade and fitfully slept the afternoon away. My thoughts of revenge grew darker and more intense. Late in the day, we moved again, reaching a wallow where a few trees struggled to survive in the cracked ground where there had been water in the spring. Now there remained a soggy depression in the center. During the night we heard dozens of animals make their way to the murky, green water that gave the area the scent like death.
The following day, we reached the shore of a lake so wide I couldn�t see the far shore. Boats were there on the water. Most fished in one manner or another. Along the shore were farms, most with hand-dug canals for irrigation. Crops grew in the fertile soil. A few hundred steps from the shore, the desert took over again.
The narrow strip of farmland was green and lush, nearly every bit of available land under cultivation. A road wound its way along the shoreline, following the contours. On one side were the farms, and on the other side the Brownlands.
It was the river I�d heard about, and the chain of lakes behind dams. There was a string of them, one of the most impressive things about Kondor and allowed for the large population to exist by raising the food. The lakes provided water for irrigation, of course, but they also held fish for food, water for the transportation of crops, homes, and cabins for the residents where boating and swimming were daily goals. I was both impressed and jealous. The people of Dire had nothing like what lay in front of me.
I knew it was but one of a dozen such artificial lakes, each with a lock that allowed boats to move freely from one to the next. Dagger lay downriver.
We turned in the direction of Dagger at the road, the river or lake spread into the distance on our right. The people we passed noticed my hands tied when I held them up in silent pleas for help, but their eyes always shifted away. Not a single one offered to help questioned my captor or had spoken up for me. I quit drawing attention and rode with my head down, looking defeated for the benefit of my captor. Lulling him worked to my favor or would when I made my break for freedom.
Not that I blamed most of the travelers for their lack of reaction. They were farmers and peaceful people who stood no chance of challenging my captor. They sensed it. I knew it.
We turned off the road and followed a small lane to a hut built on the end of a point of land that jutted out onto the lake. Two boats were tied to a rickety dock a generation or two old. A gnarled man with a bent back emerged and spat in the sand, as he�d probably done countless times as he sized us up.
He said, �The ferry will be here after first-light. You can make camp over there,� his thumb jerked to indicate a bare strip of rock with no soil to till. �Cost you a crown for each, two for the horses to pay for the grass they�ll eat. Don�t leave a mess for me to clean up, hear?�
�Expensive for renting a little piece of dirt for a night,� my captor snarled.
�Should charge you double because of your sour attitude,� the old man growled, not intimidated or backing down despite his age. �Find another place if you like.�
Coins had exchanged hands. It was obvious they knew each other, and half the animosity was due to a long acquaintance. They enjoyed the bickering.
However, my mind was on other things. If we got on the ferry, there would be no way to get off until we reached Dagger, and that was not the way I wanted to reach the city. Being paraded through the streets while being held a prisoner removed any bargaining power I had.
I said, �The offer for my freedom is still good. You can be a rich man.�
�And dead,� he answered as he started unloading our bedrolls. �Hard to spend a fortune when you�re sleeping in a hole under the sand.�
At least he was more talkative. With the ferry arriving in the morning, I had only one option. Tonight, I�d have to escape. I gave him a reassuring smile. �I�m sure you can take care of yourself in an emergency.�
We spread our blankets beside a fire pit overflowing with the remains of previous fires, but there was no wood in sight, and my captor didn�t seem inclined to fetch any. My offer to do it would be refused and perhaps tip my hand, so I ate more salted, dried meat and finished another jar of water as the sun sank beyond the desert.
If it had not been under the circumstances I found myself in, the combination of stars and lantern lights dancing off the calm water would have been enjoyable. The air seemed to pick up moisture from the lake and held it in the air, making it comfortable instead of the dry heat that sucked the sweat from my skin.
My eyes found a rock lining the fire pit the size of my fist. It was near the top edge where I could reach it in the dark. One swing at his head would either knock him out or kill him�I didn�t care which.
The problem was, then what?
I glanced at the obvious answer. The horses. The packs held more water, but the lake also provided more than enough when we needed to refill our bottles. I�d noticed the heavy weight of his purse. That would also leave with me. The shards of broken pottery where I�d placed my blanket had already allowed me to slip three in easy reach, each with a sharp side that would easily cut the ropes.
My biggest fear was not in doing what I must, but of falling asleep while pretending to do so. If that happened, I�d be on that ferry in the morning, and then in Dagger facing whoever paid my captor to take me there. That was a fate I refused to accept.
I breathed deeply, pretending sleep while listening to the man a few steps away. He sat and watched the lake at first, walked around the camp, and later joined a pair of other arrivals with their tales and joined in the laughter. I almost nodded off once and berated myself, but eventually, he returned and checked my bindings before settling in.
In what seemed only an instant, he was snoring, so fast I doubted he was really asleep. I waited. The other men at the next fire pit had quieted, and I assumed they were also asleep. I waited some more.
Finally, I used the edge of a shard and scraped it against the ropes on my wrists awkwardly. I couldn�t make a full cut because of the way the ropes were tied, but my tiny rubs cut a few strands each time, and my hands finally came free.
The ropes on my ankles cut easier. Despite his intentions for me, the next part stalled me. In the starlight, he had placed himself with his head nearest me, a mistake that might cost him his life. Once my hand had the rock in it, a single swing would free me, and I didn�t have to adjust my position to do it. He probably chose to sleep with his head closest to me, so he could hear any of my movements in the dark.
Reaching for the rock was physically not hard. Mentally, it was nearly impossible. It would have been easy to talk myself out of it. My feet were near my captor�s head, so if I made it to my knees and my hand to the rock that I�d memorized its position, my attack should be successful. Killing a sleeping man with a rock in my fist was not easy. If he came at me with his sword, and I held mine, there would be no hesitation in me, but this was different.
He started it, I told myself. And I offered him a reward to let me go.
A slight scuff of warning sound prevented me from moving or reaching for the rock. It had come from behind me, in the darkness, not from my captor. I froze, thankful I had yet to move. The shard was clutched in my fingers as a tiny knife might be, as I heard another wisp of sound like the rubbing of material as a person moved slowly.
Someone was sneaking up on us.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
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Damon

The story Anna told me was almost impossible to believe�but I did. I realized my mouth was hanging open and slowly shut it. Emma was not her sister. Emma was not even a real person. It couldn�t be true a sane person would think. For me, I�d have noticed. I fought the idea, and it must have shown.
*Look into my mind, Damon. Deep inside. See for yourself.* Anna�s voice was inside my head again, strong. Pleading. Tears streamed down her face, but I ignored them.
I answered, *I�m not skilled enough to do that, but the offer to look makes me believe that you are telling what you think is the truth. I�m certain you are mistaken.*
*No, not good enough. Look! My mind is open to you, and there is no memory of Emma at all before the storm. I�d never seen her. I did not have a sister.*
I said out loud, �Even if I knew how to do what you ask, I wouldn�t. Your most private thoughts would be exposed to me. I wouldn�t allow anyone to do it to me, and I won�t do it to a child.�
�If Emma was never with us at home before the trip, where did she come from and why is she acting like she is my sister?�
A stray thought entered my consciousness. �Do you like Emma?�
�I thought I should. I tried. Sisters should love each other. She convinced me I was confused and traumatized from all that happened, but no, I don�t like her. A few days ago, I caught her snooping inside my head while she thought I was asleep.�
That concerned me. Had Emma been in my mind while I slept? It seemed likely, and I cringed at the invasion of my privacy. �Could you tell what she was searching for?�
�Doubt. She was suspicious I knew about her. She wanted to know anything that said I was on to her, but I closed my mind.�
�Well, the next time she looks, she�ll know for sure,� I said in an attempt to both warn and console her. Making wild accusations could harm us all. Being correct could do the same.
Anna crossed her arms over her chest and said, �I don�t think so. When she was snooping in my head, I found out how to shut her out. I built a wall she cannot get past, and that�s why she has watched me so closely for the last few days. She is unsure if I have discovered her secret or not, and she does not want me to be alone with you or Kendra in case I know who she is�or is not.�
�Meaning?�
�Meaning that after this little venture of ours is done, she is going to go directly for you,� she said. �If she can�t get the information from me, you�re next.�
I was stunned. If all that Anna had told me was correct, and I fully believed her as impossible as her story seemed at first, she was right. If Emma couldn�t get into Anna�s mind, she would try me. And then Kendra.
She continued, �Only the two of us know about her. You can�t even tell your sister, yet. Not until we figure out what to do about this. Emma is watching and listening. I don�t know what she will do when she finds out we�re on to her.�
�She will see it in my mind. That I know about her, I mean,� I told her. �If she is skilled at this mind-speak, she can see what she wants in me.�
Anna said, as if speaking to a five-year-old, �That�s why I can tell you and not Kendra. You and I talk with our minds. I can show you how to block her, to build a mental wall. Kendra cannot.�
The idea of anyone, even Anna entering my mind gave me chills. I didn�t think I could allow it, not even Anna.
She said, �No, I don�t have to do it to you. Just go into my mind and see what happens when I build my wall.�
I did. Inside, it was not what I expected to find, which was the sharp, crisp thinking of Anna, but a vast expanse of soft, oozing grayness. Like the inside of a cloud at night. My thinking slowed. It reminded me of walking in soft desert sand up a steep hill. I moved but didn�t advance.
*See?*
�No, I can�t see, move, or even know what direction to go.�
�Exactly. Now, you do it in your head,� she told me. *Make the same sort of ooze and hold it there.�
�I don�t even know where to start.�
Instead of speaking, she entered my mind again, *Here. Think like you control the morning fog. Draw it to you. Pull it down and over. Surround yourself.*
I felt a sensation in my head as she directed me to do as she wanted. My teeth clenched, my eyes closed as I fought against her control. But it was not control; it was teaching. I relented just a small amount, but in fear of another in my head, bit down so hard my teeth were in danger of breaking.
The fog approached me and like smoke in a room with no ventilation, filled my mind. No, not my entire mind, only the portion where I communicated with Anna. The rest of it was normal.
She was smiling when I glanced her way.
�It�s working, I think,� I muttered.
Anna said, �I cannot see anything in your mind but clouds and smoke.� Then, in my head I heard, *Can you hear me?*
*I can.*
Her smile was wider. *Try now.*
I did. A brief sensation of speeding through the fog as if flying or falling allowed me to reach a place where we could communicate.
She said, �I�ve been doing it longer than you and have opened a path in my shield only you can travel. Nobody else.�
�You keep the fog in place all the time?� I asked.
�It�s not that hard once you know how. Let all this settle in your brain, and we can talk about it again later. I will stay in touch and let you know when your wall is slipping.�
�I don�t know what to say. The walls in our minds are fine, but Emma isn�t real? I can�t believe I missed it. Remember how she faced down Kendra�s dragon on the pass to Vin?�
Anna said, �The dragon seems to always keep a distance from Emma. I don�t think it knows what to make of her. Maybe it is scared of her. I know I am.�
Thinking back, there were times when it had acted odd or standoffish. Also, Anna did the talking for the pair of girls almost all the time. Then there was the incident where I�d tried to teach Emma Common with a mind-link, and she had struck back. We�d all assumed it was a reflex reaction to the unknown. But if that was true, why had Anna been so easy to teach?
I said, �There are a lot of clues when I think about it, but now we know something is wrong. I have a suspicion of what is happening with her, but for now, you and I just have to act normal. We need to go back and warn them of the house-to-house search and find a way to escape.�
�Can�t we kill her or something?�
The suggestion shocked me. I said, �No. We stick to our plan. We act normal until we have time to think and plan. Since I can�t tell Kendra, I want you to help decide our best course of action.�
�Me?�
I turned as I held the hatch cover upright. �You. Anna, if it hadn�t been for you, how long would it have taken for Kendra or me to figure out what you just did? Days? Weeks? How much danger would we have been in?�
She paused. �Emma could have gotten us all killed, like by telling the army where we are. She might have already done it, and we were lucky.�
�You go first. I�ll light a candle and follow.� I wanted to follow, because while what I�d told her was true, suddenly I didn�t trust anyone. Not even Anna. Not until I settled things in my mind, which was a strange way to think of it. Strange things in my mind were the heart of the problem. At another time, I might have laughed.
When we emerged at the other end of the tunnel, I told them of the impending search. Chambers snapped to one of his sons, �Get them desert robes.� To another, �Go make sure the army is not yet too close to us. Hurry.�
The mother said, �I�ve already filled a bag with food.�
One of the other sons said, �I�ll go to the stable and ready five horses.�
The last son laughed when the mother turned to him. He said, �I�ll escort them to the stables on the back ways. We need to leave right away.� He spoke with a grin as if it was a new game.
Kendra said somberly, �We came to find our princess. She was abducted from the Gallant, the ship she arrived on.�
�The ship?� Chambers asked, clearly puzzled. �Is it still here?�
I said, �The captain was going to sail this morning and never return to Vin. He said Vin violated a law in all lands that forbid local armies from forcing their way aboard. Our princess is still missing.�
�I cannot believe that happened,� Chambers said. �I have heard nothing about a princess or kidnapping. Rumors fly like birds of prey these days, nothing of the sort has been said. But the way things are going, I believe it.�
We were quickly dressed in long brown robes made of heavy material that was stained, mended, and smelly from the sweat of previous wearers. They went right over our regular clothing since there was not enough time to change. We all wore colorless scarfs around our necks, and Chambers corrected that. He used them to wrap around our heads, to conceal our foreheads and mouths, which would disguise us. Only our eyes peeked out to hide us.
He said, �People of the desert move slowly and gracefully. Hurrying attracts attention. Follow Hugh to the stable. Stay well behind so it looks like you are not together in case you are spotted. If they stop him, turn away and make your own way out of town to the west.� He turned to Flier. �As soon as all of you are safely out of the city, one of my boys will travel to visit your parents. Is there anything you wish him to say?�
Flier said, �Tell them I am well and would like a small army to command to be waiting for me in Dagger.�
Chambers drew back. �Is that a joke?�
Flier said, �No. Tell them exactly what I said, and give a full accounting of all else that happened here. Leave nothing out. My father will reward you well.�
�We did nothing today that deserves a reward.�
The boy called Hugh looked out the window and interrupted us. �Time to go. They�re almost here.�
We followed him down a flight of stairs, and he held up a hand for us to pause while he casually walked up a street and made a turn into a narrower one. We followed as a group, moving slowly, forcing ourselves to be calm and fight the urge to run and attract attention. At the next corner, we saw Hugh turn again, and we moved as one down the street to the intersection.
The few people we passed avoided making eye contact as if they resented or didn�t like people of the Brownlands. None greeted us. Most treated us as if we didn�t exist which was fine with us.
Our guide wove us through the better sections of the city, and into the worst. There, we watched him enter a barn at the edge of Vin, where the buildings were smaller and more spread out. A small pasture was behind the barn, with a few goats, three cows, and one horse.
Inside were five horses, already saddled and several water jugs hung from the saddles of each. They were small, but hardy looking horses, their heavy coats matching the color of our robes. We wore our swords under the robes, but as soon as we left Vin, I wanted my weapon where my hand could quickly reach it.
A third brother raced into the barn and said, �Hurry. They�re coming. More have joined the hunt.�
We mounted, and Hugh told us to move quickly out in the desert and get out of sight of anyone in the city. He said to remain where we could see a glimpse of the road now and then and generally follow it but to be careful not be seen by searchers or strangers on the road. We were to travel west for at least a full day before turning south to Dagger.
He said again as he handed over the reins, reinforcing his instructions, �Stay off the road and out of sight. No campfire tonight, even if you manage to find wood to burn. You should be safer tomorrow, but don�t relax.�
We moved out, riding steadily but not so fast as to attract attention. Glancing at the others of my band of escapees, they appeared as desert dwellers, no more. Not worth a second look at the likes of us. Just like a hundred others, we�d seen in the last day or two.
We followed the road west, as suggested until we were out of sight of any buildings or travelers, then we turned off the road until we were sure we were alone. At one place, we waited to see if anyone followed, then continued.
During the initial departure, we had all been in a rush to escape before the house-to-house search discovered us, but as we rode, my mind reviewed everything Anna and I had discussed. I wanted to turn and look at Emma. Was there a flaw in her disguise? Like the Blue Woman�s feet that never touched the ground? Could a mage make an image so realistic that we never even suspected?
The obvious answer was, no. The less obvious one said that if what Anna had shared with me, and I believed her, Emma was some sort of creation that spied on us. It knew who and where we were, what we said, and all about us. It passed that information on to others, I felt sure. A mage had to be responsible for such a deception�one more powerful than any I�d ever heard about.
I couldn�t help but try to treat Emma the same as always but thought about it before saying anything. In my wildest imagination, I could not think of one scenario where what Emma was doing was done to help us. Those scenarios meant to hurt us came easily.
The next problem I faced was what and when to tell Kendra. Not telling her might make her angry. Telling her might do worse and would probably place us all in danger. I had an image of a roaring dragon falling from the sky and snapping Emma in half before eating both halves. But the image dissolved as my mental image had her evaporate like smoke as the dragon tried to bite her.
Kendra had a temper about some things�or the lack of them. Loyalty was one. I convinced myself this was not about loyalty.
There was also another problem with telling her. The information had come from Anna. Not that Anna was a liar. But she was a child. That meant I had no proof of who she was�or was not. What if Anna was wrong? Could she be and my overactive imagination provided me with false facts.
My head felt tortured like it was being squeezed between the huge hands of a giant. It was about to burst.
Kendra said sharply, �Did you hear me?�
She was speaking to me. I turned. �No, I was thinking of something else.� My eyes fell to Emma.
She gave me the cutest little-girl smile I�d ever seen.
I said to Kendra, �What did you say?�
�That we need a plan. I think we safely managed to escape Vin. Now what?�
I thought that her suggestion would be true if Emma didn�t relay our location to the Vin Army. Turning to face away from Emma, I said gruffly, �We need to keep moving.�
Flier reined in his horse and let me catch up. He rode beside me. �Something bothering you.�
In the same soft tone that he used, I answered, �Yes. Not something I can share right now.�
He rode on ahead. That is how to tell a true friend. He didn�t ask for an explanation, argue, or pry. He accepted what was said and we moved on. I glanced to our right and found the dragon pacing us, flying low over the desert, but in the same direction.
Too bad Kendra did things differently than Flier. But he wasn�t my brother, and she was my sister and our squabbles are part of life. It was too bad.
Or, perhaps not so bad that she was always protecting me. Her dragon was ready to defend all of us. Good. We might need it to eat a little girl-apparition. My temper was growing short, and my anger rising.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
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Princess Elizabeth

The man who was my captor never talked unless he had to, never told me his name or anything personal. That made him seem more dangerous and prevented any feelings from developing by either of us if you exclude hate. He was nameless, faceless rode with his scarf pulled over his lower nose and mouth and refused to speak unless required.
It had worked. He scared me. In addition to all that, he didn�t appear impressed by traveling with a princess, didn�t seem to care at all about my royal position, young age, or importance to the Kingdom of Dire. There was a job to be done. Deliver me to people in Dagger. That was all. While riding, his eyes never ceased to scan the horizon, peek behind every shrub, or listen for voices on the wind. He was not scared, but cautious.
It was not that I required verification of my royal position by needing his respect, but his total lack of humanity worried me. Without a word of warning passed between us, I understood that if I made an attempt at escaping, it had better be successful or he would kill me and move on to his next assignment.
All that information roiled around in my mind meant that I wouldn�t fail in my escape attempt�which meant that my plan needed to cover all aspects and must work the first time. It need not be complicated.
However, I also had to consider that the nameless man would kill me without reservation, so my first strike had to be my best. Could I do less to him than he would do to me? Worse, he intended to use the kidnapping to transport me to Dagger where the Council of Nine would have free rein to do what they wished with me in secret. There might be rumors, but nobody would know where I was, or that I�d been tortured and killed. To Dire, I�d simply disappeared in Vin, after being abducted from a ship.
My mission to negotiate a treaty failed if that happened. Others would die because of my failure. I couldn�t do less than my best.
All that flashed through my mind after hearing the whisper of material rubbing against material, as someone snuck up on us. Actually, I believe there might be two of them since the sounds came from slightly different directions. If they woke my captor, my chance at escape might not come again.
The pair sneaking up on us might be rescuers. Or rapists. Or thieves.
No matter, my pot shard had already sliced through the last fibers of the bindings, the shard was held tightly as a small knife might be. If the people creeping up on us woke the bounty hunter, and he killed or ran them off, he would naturally check to see if I was tied�and he would find my ropes cut and a little pottery knife in my hand.
A second chance might not come, so I steeled myself to use the pot shard to slice his throat while my other hand reached for the rock I�d identified earlier. A slashing cut followed by a rock from the darkness would end him.
Another sound broke the night air. A sort of a tap of wood. Not loud. Unnoticed by anyone not listening or more than a few steps away. Then a second sound. A short hiss followed by a solid thump.
A groan followed, as well as the rush of four feet.
They had passed right by me. Two men had rushed the bounty hunter in the dark. A few grunts and other unknown sounds that I assumed were them hitting him, and then they returned to me. Before I could move, the rock was knocked from my hand, and the potshard went flying as I tried to protect myself from a fall. Hands grasped me. A dark figure cuffed me with the heel of his hand so hard I nearly passed out. He hissed, �Quiet.�
The other man rolled me over on my back, roughly took my upper arm near my shoulder in one hand and drove his fist between my knees. In a twist of movement, he used those two points to lift me over his shoulder as he stood.
The other hissed close to my ear, �Not a sound.�
We ran. Better said, they ran, and I bounced so high and so hard, my stomach hurt by the second step. They didn�t stop at two steps. They continued for a hundred or more.
I vomited down the back of the man who carried me, to his disgust. His hands clenched painfully tighter for a moment; then we continued into the darkness. Finally, he slowed, slipped me from his shoulder, and the other placed a noose around my neck. He had me leashed like a dog.
�Do not try to escape,� the one who carried me panted.
The other tugged the leash to tell me which way to walk. It seemed I�d gone from a bad situation to one worse. However, it didn�t seem the time to talk or complain. The coarse rope around my neck provided all the instructions needed.
One took the lead, the other followed me. The soft sand pulled with each step. My legs burned with exertion. We moved slowly, but steadily. Twice we paused for long drinks from gourds hung by strings from their necks. Both men smelled of sweat and lack of washing. One smelled of vomit. Mine.
After what seemed half the night, we paused. The night air was chilly, but the sand still held warmth and one said, �We sleep here.�
The rope was used to truss me, and I had no potshard to work with. Besides, I was exhausted and no sooner sprawled in the sand than I slept. I awoke with a blinding sun in my eyes. It had risen above the flat floor of the Brownlands and intensified by bouncing off the sand.
I sat and shielded my eyes with my forearm. The movement woke my new captors. However my task was harder with the rope holding me. My eyes adjusted, and I got my first look at the two men.
Both wore desert robes that hung to their ankles, sandals, and while one had a pale green scarf wrapped around his head, the other wore the same color as his robe. They were smiling. Not at me, but to each other. Job well done, I interrupted.
�Do you know who I am?� I decided to begin with the most relevant question. If they had snatched me from the bounty hunter because they knew me, it opened several doors to negotiate. If not, those doors might still be opened.
�Young, pretty women, bring good prices at the auction houses of Kaon,� one said.
The other added, �We will be rewarded richly for you.�
Kaon. The kingdom separated from Dire by impassable mountains where there were deposits of valuable minerals. Digging them was hard, dangerous work. Miners demanded high pay, but slaves were only paid for once. Men and women.
The one had stressed my looks and age, which suggested other things before being sent to the mines. However, there are slaves who are worth more than others. The sellers would want to know of any special skills that might earn them more on the auction blocks. While not seeing how I could accomplish my mission in Kondor, my release might be bought.
We stood and continued walking with the sun on our right, so we were going north, in the direction of Kaon. Away from Dagger. With the revealing of my name, the right person might agree to release me�after receiving enough gold to last a lifetime.
With those thoughts in my head, I walked faster. Once released, I would again take a ship to Dagger. However, it would be filled to nearly sinking with the best troops Dire could send. Maybe two ships. The thoughts of the ships arriving in port and slaying my enemies made the walking easier.
The sun heated the sand until any part of my feet that touched it burned. We paused for water again, and between the three of us, we emptied the remaining water gourds. That said we were close to wherever we were going because they couldn�t be so stupid that they would run out of water. They were people of the Brownlands and knew how to live in the waterless expanses. The desert had more rolling hills, and the nearest barren mountains were near enough to make out detail.
We climbed another long hill and from the crest found a shallow valley filled with small trees and lush vegetation. In a clearing were five tents, and far to one side a larger one. People moved about their duties, and slaves were chained to each other in strings of about ten.
My semi-euphoria from earlier evaporated with the first sight of the chained slaves. Tied to a post was one being whipped, and two others carried a dead man between them to a pit that had been dug, a pit large enough to hold dozens.
A hand pushed me forward, even as I digested what lay below. Dead slaves are worth nothing. Killing one is like a farmer plowing his own crops just before harvest. It isn�t done. A poor harvest is better than none. Slaves are money. Slavers don�t have to treat them wonderfully, but they do need to feed and care for them until they reach the auction blocks if they wish to earn the most from each sale.
The one being whipped while tied to the post would be worth fewer coins at the blocks because of it, so his offense must have been major. The wounds wouldn�t heal for weeks, long after he was sold, and the scars would last a lifetime. They would warn buyers of a problem with the slave and disobedience. It was like trying to sell a cart with only three wheels. Farmers want all four. The dead were a worse statement. Even a slave in poor health, or one stupid, was worth more than one dead. That fact there were bodies meant a certain amount of them were expected to die as part of the process of taking slaves.
My feet carried me down the slope while my mind churned. At the bottom, instead of pushing me in the direction of the other slaves and tents, my captors turned me to the largest tent. At the entrance, a huge Kaon warrior stood with the massive curved blade I�d heard about worn at his side. It appeared to be a fixed scowl he wore.
One of my guards bowed and as he faced the ground, said, �Is the Slave-Master reviewing new ones today?�
The Kaon warrior nodded once, curtly.
One of the pair that had captured me now stood to either side, as if proudly showing off what they�d accomplished in capturing me. We walked ahead, pushing aside the diaphanous material that kept the insects outside. Within the coolness of the tent, the ground was covered with throws, carpets, rugs, and even tapestries.
A raised dais such as might be found in a throne room in a palace held five nearly nude young women and one enormous man who sat on soft pillows. He held a goblet of wine high and said, �Welcome.�
�Welcome? That�s your first words?� I demanded.
�What should they be?� he asked, a hint of amusement evident at the corners of his mouth.
I had a few choices to make. If I pretended to be just another young pretty woman, and I�d end up beside him, feeding him grapes or pouring his wine. Worse, when I later tried to reveal my position, he wouldn�t believe me.
If I told him who I was now, it would go one of two ways. One meant instant death because the Slave-Master would want no part of the revenge my family would convey. He wanted no part of the assassins they would send his way, and the small army to back up the assassins. If that was his decision, I�d be killed immediately and probably anyone who heard my confession, too.
But he was a businessman. A seller of goods to the highest bidder. A valuable commodity had just entered his tent, and the potential for profit would be too great to allow harm to come my way. I said as I raised my chin to meet his gaze, �I am Princess Elizabeth of Dire.�
My words may well have been the same number of sharp spears poked at him, from the way he reacted. The goblet fell from his hand, red wine spilled on the pillows, and as he sat straighter, he pushed a beautiful woman who had been resting her head on his knee aside. His face contorted and turned crimson. He said, �Do you know the Dragon Tamer called Kendra?�
�My servant?� My voice was hushed, too. How could this man know her?
�Her brother�s name?� he demanded. �What is it?�
�Damon.�
His lower lip twitched as he prepared to ask his next question. �Do you play the game of blocks?�
The entire conversation was going sideways. I admitted, �Yes.�
�Are you as good as Damon?�
His words shocked me. The twinkle in his eyes was both caution and humor. How he knew Damon also was the first puzzle. �Better than him. I taught him to play.�
He patted the pillow at his side. �Then sit here. We must talk. Are you as temperamental and sly as Kendra? She is an evil woman, you know. I have stories to tell you, Princess.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
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Damon

I couldn�t take my mind off Emma, even as we made our escape on the small horses. I tried but couldn�t. If she was what I believed, there should be clues�things that I�d missed that warned of her. The Blue Woman�s image had been transparent enough to see through at times. The skill and concentration required to perpetrate such quality deceptions for any amount of time were beyond believable. Yet, in my heart, I believed it had happened.
My mind centered on what similar errors or mistakes Emma may have displayed. She ate, of course. Food went into her mouth. How could that be true if she was an apparition, a creation of mist, light, and imagination?
But had she really eaten? I�d seen her, hadn�t I? The questions tumbled over each other in my rush to ask and answer each of them.
The small horse underneath me jostled with every step but was ignored as I seized on an aspect that came to mind. Had I really seen her eat? Emma had sat with us at meals. At other times she had accepted food handed to her. My memory confirmed she was a small eater and often didn�t eat all that was given to her, but that was not uncommon with children. But try as I might, there was no recollection of her actually placing food in her mouth.
I struggled to remember a single instance where that had happened. She had food served to her at the beginning of meals, and her plate held less at the end, but she could easily have taken handfuls of food and tossed them into the shrubs or placed it inside a pocket and disposed of it later.
She left footprints, I was sure of it. And it was easy to check up on, but what if the footprints were as much a manifestation as she was? Leaving them would be far easier than providing the convincing image of a little girl who remained in contact with us day after day. If she had heard us talk of the Blue Lady, and she had, she knew of the transparency of the image and the lack of footprints.
The footprints didn�t have to be real. If my fingers had touched one of them, it might have found no impression, despite the appearance. When contrasted with the complexity of a total image of a small girl, what is a footprint?
I rode near the head, only Flier in front of me, instead of at the rear where I usually traveled. The reason was so Emma didn�t turn around and catch my eyes locked on her, or a scowl on my face.
Anna entered my head, *Believe me, yet?*
*Belief if maybe not the right word, but I�m questioning everything about Emma. If you�re wrong, the consequences will be terrible.*
*I�m not.* She fled from my head as if slamming a heavy oak door behind her.
As I calmed myself, Kendra pulled her horse beside me. �Something wrong? I asked you that before, but you�re still acting strangely.�
I shrugged. �We�ve been running for what seems like months, first in Dire, then the Gallant, and now the desert. It�s a lot to take in. I just want to go home and return to our old lives.�
�At least we escaped Vin without injury or death. All five of us are safe,� she said.
The entire statement was wrong if what Anna told me about Emma was true. We hadn�t escaped, not all five of us, and we certainly were not safe from the Vin or Kondor armies. A mage had deceived us all the way across an ocean, and in the process, we�d misplaced our princess. The immediate problem was, any mention of it would probably warn Emma�or whatever name the young mage used.
The old saying about knowing a familiar enemy was preferred to an unknown one rang true. As long as I knew about Emma, it was better than the young mage creating a new set of problems for us.
Kendra said, �Up ahead. There�s a man.�
At first, I thought her eyes better than mine. Then, against the background of a small rise that was too small to be called a hill, a man�s outline took form. He stood still and blended in with the desert sand, not hiding, but concealing himself all the same.
We could have changed directions, but I was in a foul mood, and the man ahead had better behave, or I�d take my frustrations out on him. I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword even though he was still far away.
Flier, who was riding ahead noticed him and slowed until we pulled beside him. He said, �What do you think?�
�One man, alone. We have three warriors,� I said.
His eyes flicked to Kendra and back as I had included her as a warrior, but he had the good sense not to question it. Besides, it was more than three. There was always her dragon to consider, and as usual these days, it would be close to us at all times.
Flier accepted my answer but remained riding with us. The sisters rode behind. I wondered how Anna was handling it, but a new thought emerged. Anna had known of the deception for a while, perhaps days, and maybe longer. She was handling the knowledge of Emma better than me.
We rode steadily as if we hadn�t noticed the man standing quietly, but our eyes watched for weapons or others waiting in hiding. Like ours, his clothing matched the sands.
Kendra said, �It�s Avery.�
I hadn�t noticed it was our old nemesis from Crestfallen. Once she said it, I knew she was right. He held his crooked cane in his left hand and waited as motionless as any wandering priest ever did.
We drew closer, and Avery waited until we pulled to a stop in front of him. If I hadn�t known him better, I�d have said he was insulting us in some unknown manner. It would have been like him at the palace. However, his face held an expression of worry, fear, and tiredness. He said, �I hoped you�d come this way.�
�What�s wrong?� Kendra demanded.
�Elizabeth was taken from her ship in the middle of the night, and if my information is correct, she is in the company of a bounty-hunter heading for Dagger. Before you ask, I also believe the Council of Nine is responsible. They want to interrogate her before killing her and blaming thieves, blackmailers, or thugs.�
That was a revelation for Avery to answer a question without games. My mind skipped over the kidnapping and went to a mental map of Kondor. �When did this happen?�
�Two nights ago.�
I couldn�t help turning my head to scan the desert. If she left Vin then, she only had a half-day head start, and we had ridden steadily. Maybe we were even closer to her.
Avery nodded at my reaction. �She can�t be far.�
Flier said, �This is a vast desert. But, we rode west to avoid being seen by too many people, and I�d suspect her captor would too. They�d travel to the lakes along the river and probably take a boat down to Dagger.�
Avery said, �That�s what my guess is, too. I consulted a few people about what to expect, and that�s why I�m here. I need help.�
�To locate her?� Kendra asked.
�No. There are gangs of rebels, thieves, slavers, and even rogue army units living in the desert. Alone, I may be captured. But I serve my king, the future king, and the royal family.�
Too much talking in front of Emma-who-was-not-Emma was not good, but I saw no alternative without revealing our suspicions. Because of that, the young mage knew all we did�if it mattered in any way. If it didn�t, why was he spying on us? My head pounded with too many questions and not enough answers.
Avery reached into a pocket and pulled a small paper. He motioned for us to dismount and join him. His finger traced the usual route on the map he held, from Vin to Dagger. �Too many people and too many ways for those loyal to the Kondor crown to intercept Elizabeth on those roads.�
His finger moved to the west, tracing a line to where there were no towns or cities listed, but if travelers then turned south at any time, they encountered the chain of lakes that Kondor was famous for. All were created by damming the river and turning desert into farmlands. Regular ferries traveled the river, as well as fishing boats and transports for crops to travel to Dagger.
He was right. That was the way a single bounty hunter would choose to escort a prisoner that others were searching for. At least it was the way I�d choose. �Where are we?�
His finger shifted on the map, not very much.
�How would we find her?� Flier asked. �There is too much desert unless we all split up, and I�m pretty sure that�s not going to happen.�
I glanced at Kendra. Her dragon could fly over the area and could be ordered to attack people�maybe�but in doing so, it might kill our princess. Kendra had explained that the dragon was not very intelligent, and she had no way to see what it did. Her dragon was little more than my bow, which pointed an arrow and let it loose. What happened then was out of her control.
Splitting up in other circumstances may have been a good idea. But not for us. We were not trained in the needs to survive in the desert, some of us would get lost and need to be rescued, and above all that was one critical reason. If one of us found her, we�d have to fight a professional bounty hunter. He might have collected others along the way, to make it worse.
While Kendra and I would fight in such circumstances for Elizabeth, we couldn�t ask Avery, Flier, Anna, and certainly not Emma. Thinking of Emma, I glanced her way.
My eyes fell to the sand below her feet. She shifted, and so did the sand. A smile briefly flashed, as if self-satisfied. Had the mage anticipated my questioning eyes and made an adjustment to the vision or had she simply shifted her legs?
Avery moved his finger. �Boats travel slowly and have more distance to cover, as well as navigating the locks at the dams. If we hurry, we could reach the lakes here,� he stabbed a finger at the map, �and get there first.�
�And search every boat?� Flier asked. �Many of those are large and could hide two people easily under a load of cabbages. By what authority will we board and search every vessel?�
For once, Avery had no ready answer.
Flier continued, �But we could reach the lock and observe. The bounty hunter might not have her hidden, thinking the most dangerous part of the trip is over. Or, your princess might signal us in some manner.�
Kendra spoke first, �The Council of Nine didn�t take control of Kondor by being sloppy. They hire the best. If he is any good and has brought her this far, you�re being too optimistic in thinking he�ll make a mistake like that.�
�We have to do something,� Avery countered.
I found myself ready to speak. �We have too little to go on, don�t know the area, and a hundred other things, but one thing we do know is what she looks like. Avery has a point. If we get ahead of them, we can split up and watch for her. We all know what she looks like so anybody with the same general size can be checked.�
Kendra said, �The chances of that working are slim.�
Avery said, �You�re right. But it gives us a chance. And while we�re trying to get ahead of her, maybe one of us will think of a better way.�
Flier said, �I know wandering priests walk, but this time you need to ride, so we move faster. Climb up there on Emma�s horse. She can double up with Anna.�
Anna�s face flushed, and she was ready to refuse, which was natural suspecting Emma was a manifestation. I didn�t want to touch Emma either. �No, Emma likes to ride alone. Anna can ride with me.�
It was a stupid thing to say. I drew puzzled, confused, and almost angry looks from all but Emma. From her, there was a smile of relief which only confirmed my thoughts about her. If we had not been in such a rush, either Flier or Kendra would have objected, and I�d have had to make up another story.
I turned my back to them and nodded for Anna to climb on the little horse before me. Before long, I�d have to rotate her with one of the others, but I wanted to keep Emma�s identity to myself until I had an idea of how to reveal�or better yet, how to use it. In the back of my mind was a vague plan to mislead Emma, to tell her false information that would somehow hurt the mage behind her image.
Those two words struck me as strange in their closeness. Mage and image. Almost the same. Anna pushed her back to my chest and whispered, �Thank you.�
�We�re going to figure this thing out.� I kicked my horse in the ribs to increase its pace to keep up with the others. To stand any chance of arriving where we could rescue Elizabeth, no matter how small the chances, depended on speed. Moving fast in the desert also went against nature. It did everything possible to slow us, from drawing energy in the form of sweat to tiring the small horses plunging their hooves through the sand.
Twice I saw the dragon in the distance, and that reassured me. There were no Wyvern. Kendra didn�t warn us of mages or sorceresses ahead, so I assumed there were none, but that would certainly change as we neared Dagger.
I turned to look behind. Emma�s horse moved as ours, and I looked for a sign that it carried less weight. Instead, it was tired, thirsty, and there was no indication of anything different than with the other horses. I let my mind rule, as I reviewed all I knew or thought I knew.
At one point, I decided it was Anna who was the apparition, and she was deceiving me. It took the time a heart beats three or four times to convince myself that was not true. However, it highlighted how little I knew for certain, and how open my mind was to accept or grasp at unknowns. In short, it reminded me of how scared I was.
Facing an attacker wielding a sword is one thing. I trusted my skill and training. I knew what to expect. He would swing, thrust, or slice. Perhaps he might even throw his sword at me, or feint with his sword and punch me with his other hand. Five or six variables, all of which I could defend against.
A mage was different. Instead of five or six ways to attack, there might be a hundred. Or a thousand. And I knew a few of them, or how to defend myself against any. A time would soon come when I might have Emma attack me�and I had no idea of how that would happen, or how to defend myself. The thought was foremost in my mind when we paused long enough for Anna to leap off my horse and climb in the front of Kendra. Then we moved on, pushing our horses to the point of dropping, pushing them until they moved so slowly we could walk faster.
Late in the afternoon, when I hoped to see the river, Flier called out, �A rider up ahead.�

CHAPTER THIRTY 
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Princess Elizabeth

Not knowing what else to do, I sat on the pillows the Slave-Master indicated, using the scant time to think. The instant I�d revealed my identity, his entire demeanor had changed. At a flick of his finger, the ropes were removed, and I was free.
He said, Does Damon cheat at blocks?�
�He�s not above it,� I admitted, not knowing if he�d used his small-magic or why the question was asked. �But he is a very good player with few equals, so there is little reason for him to cheat.�
The man roared with laughter, his fingers interlaced over his fat belly.
�You find this funny?�
He quieted, then flashed a smile that appeared genuine. �I do. Have you ever noticed the gods are crazy? I�ve heard there is no such thing as a coincidence, but that cannot be true.�
�In what way?�
�First, let me clear up our relationship. You are not my prisoner and are free to leave at any time. You will not be harmed, and I will provide an escort. If you choose to remain, I will feed and protect you, and I will send my men into the desert in search of your servants.�
�You can sell me for a ransom to Dire.�
�I can probably get more for you from the Council of Nine in Kondor�but then I�d have your servants hunting me down for the rest of my life.�
He�d said servants, not assassins or soldiers. Odd. �Isn�t that true of the others you take for slaves? I mean, don�t their families come to rescue them or to fight you?�
He shrugged. �A few. We deal with them. Sometimes they find themselves sold on the auction blocks as well, but I do not want Damon and Kendra�especially Kendra, upset with me for not helping you. That is a very mean person. I only buy and sell people�and now and then I kill one or two. But she is in a category all to herself.�
His statement was completely unexpected and hard to imagine. The answers must lie in when and how they had met. Yet, that made little sense because they had left Trager at the same time I had, and we�d all made our ways to Vin. When and how had they become so intimately acquainted? And why was he frightened of Kendra?
A servant approached with a pot of warm tea, in the manner it was served in the Brownlands which was poured from a metal jar that had sat outside in the sun to warm. She dipped a cup after the Slave-Master, an honor he readily accepted. Deferring also established her position as lofty enough to do so.
The servants and slaves took notice.
He lifted his in a silent toast and sipped.
I said, �You talk as if you know my servants?�
His booming laughter came again. He said, �I�ll tell you the whole story, soon. But first, I must tend to a chore.�
He motioned to the Kaon Warrior standing at his side to move nearer and issued a series of commands, all of which had to do with a reward to the man who located and returned the former prisoners. The warrior turned and departed, only to return later and take up his usual post.
The Slave-Master recounted how his men had taken Damon captive in the mountains, the challenge in the block game, and how Damon had used the rules to his benefit. He then told me of Kendra�s arrival, the dragon, and how the two of them argued over who was the most proficient in throwing knives, wrestling, and a dozen other things.
By our fourth cup of tea, both of us were laughing at his stories, of how he�d rather fight his bodyguard than Kendra, and how she had repeatedly set him up to fail in his boasts. When he bragged he had ten Kaon Warriors at his command, Kendra had sat silently, as if impressed until the dragon flew over them so low to the ground the tent nearly collapsed from the beat of the wings. She had one dragon.
The mention of the dragon reminded me that all I really knew of it came from others. Kendra and I had shared a minimal amount of information on the Gallant, but for most of the voyage, we�d tried to keep our relationship hidden. That reminded me of another person that had kept hidden: Will.
Since my capture that night on the ship, I�d neither seen nor heard from him. If he had followed me, I believed he would have let me know in some manner. He would never have allowed the bounty hunter to take me away. That reminded me of another question.
�The bounty hunter I was with? What happened to him?�
The Slave-Master said, �Ah, he had an unfortunate accident. Nothing to do with your actions, Princess. But he resisted us taking you as a slave. There was a fight, and he lost.�
I was expected in Dagger. �The Council of Nine sent for me. When I don�t arrive, they will search.�
�Good to know. Hopefully, you will be on your way long before that happens.�
�And you?� I asked.
�We will also be gone.�
�They may chase you,� I warned him.
He said softly, �They may catch me and wish they hadn�t.�
�You�ll go home to Kaon, I suppose?�
�I will.�
A thought occurred to me. He was not afraid of me and from the number of slaves he�d gathered, and the obvious wealth he displayed, the Slave-Master was rich. If he could provide an introduction, I might talk to them about a treaty. �Do you know any of the royalty of Kaon?�
�Know them? I have met a few.�
�Kaon still has a king? One not replaced by a Council?�
He hesitated.
�That is a simple question.�
He hung his head. �We have neither.�
That gave me pause, too. Other kingdoms were losing their kings and royal families to unfortunate deaths, accidents, and illness. All had been or were being replaced by councils that I believed were controlled by mages. All but Kaon. That begged the question of why.
I allowed my thinking to review what little I knew about Kaon and believed it had a king. Or it had one in the past. Now it had neither?
He let me stew before telling me, �We had a king years ago. Now we have no ruler, no council, and it seems our kingdom should fail�but instead we flourish.�
�How can that be? Without leaders to make and enforce laws, how can Kaon exist?�
�Those who kill, or steal large sums are found dead. No wounds to explain their deaths. They are simply dead. There are several cutpurses missing hands. Farmers with cattle that are found dead. A known man who set fires to buildings died in the middle of the street�by a fire that consumed him. In Kaon, we understand that breaking the civilized laws may mean immediate punishment.�
His explanation stilled my heart. It sounded like an unknown mage ruled from behind a curtain. �You are allowed to take and sell slaves without punishment?�
�There is work to be done. Roads repaired, metals mined, farms to plant and harvest.�
It sounded strange. �There are no sheriffs, constables, or army?�
�To do what? We don�t need them. People either do what is �right,� or they are punished.�
I sensed there was more, but he didn�t wish to speak about the subject. However, I felt the need to explain. �A treaty between Kaon and Dire would benefit both. The kingdoms sit beside each other and can help protect from foreign invasion.�
�Dire would do well to sign such a treaty with other kingdoms to protect itself against Kaon.�
�Kondor is expanding and threatening to swallow Dire,� I countered. �We need a partner.�
He emptied his goblet of wine in a single gulp and stood. With a last look at me before storming from the tent, he said, �Kondor is not your enemy.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
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Damon

The distant rider that Flier had pointed out rode a small horse similar to ours. They were adapted to the harsh environment, required little feed, and less water. They could carry a rider all day and most of the night. The rider had already crossed our intended path, well to the south of us. He was dressed in long robes much as we were. Since he had first come into view, he increased his distance from us. The rider dwarfed the small horse as he rode as it hard.
Probably from habit, he checked behind himself and spotted us. He instantly slowed. Most encounters of the same sort in untamed lands required the lone rider to either continue on his course or flee. This one was different. He turned and rode to meet us head-on. His small horse trotted our way, a rarity in the desert. I pulled my sword and swung it in an easy circle above my head, allowing the sunlight to sparkle off the blade with my intricate moves. It was a warning that I was armed and knew how to use my blade.
The rider never varied. We also continued moving ahead, Flier and me at the front, Anna had switched horses to ride with Avery earlier, and Kendra moved closer to join the two of us in the front.
She said, �I think that�s the same Kaon Warrior from the Slave-Master who is responsible for your health.�
It was. As he rode closer, his hands were empty of weapons, but not his waist. The great sword was there, the blade unsheathed as always. We pulled to a stop and waited.
He called breathlessly as he neared us, �My master sends you his fondest greetings.�
�Why would he do that?� I asked.
�He sent ten of us to locate you and give you a message.�
Avery moved closer to us. �Do you know this man? If not, I should share the reputation he wears.�
�He is assigned to care for me,� I said, watching the eyes of the warrior and trying not to grin.
�That task was put aside,� the warrior growled.
�I never heard that, so I still consider it as the obligation the Slave-Master placed on you. Whatever happens to me will also happen to you. All here are my witnesses. What is your message?�
He almost laughed at my comment but caught himself as if thinking humor undignified. �My master is entertaining your Princess.�
The words struck almost like a physical blow. Both relief and fear fought in equal amounts.
Kendra nudged her horse closer. �Entertaining? Explain.�
�She is not a prisoner. The Slave-Master and her were sitting in his great-tent with her enjoying the finest of wines when I departed. She is being treated as a royal guest, and the Slave-Master was asking if she would enjoy a game of blocks.�
Kendra asked, �How did she come to be with him?�
�She was captured as our men took slaves from the settlements along the river. True, she was trussed and transported as any slave, but as soon as my master discovered who she was, he released her and sent us to locate you.�
Suspicious, I said, �What was she doing along the river?�
He grunted, then said, �The story as relayed to me, was that she was in the company of a bounty hunter waiting for the morning ferry to float to Dagger.�
�What happened to him?� I persisted.
The Kaon Warrior shrugged. �He would not have made a good slave, so he was not taken. I do not know more but suspect he died.�
Avery spoke up, �We�re wasting time. Our concern is to rescue the princess and all this other you�re speaking of isn�t relevant.�
He was right, of course. �Take us to her . . . please,� I said. Adding the please at the end was impromptu, not planned. If I�d have known the response in his eyes and manner, I�d have used the word from the first. His cold, official manner evaporated like morning mist in the spring, to reveal brilliant sunshine.
He said, �You were right before when you said the task of protecting you has not been lifted. Only friendship is a stronger bond.�
�We�re friends, now?� I asked as I pulled my reins to the side so my horse would follow his.
�Not yet.�
He checked on us often, slowing his horse to match the tired pace of ours. We rode west again, away from Dagger and parallelled the river, although the water remained out of sight. Our drinking gourds were empty, the horses starting to stumble, and the heat of the day sucking what little energy we had when we rode over the top of a hill and found a shallow, green valley.
At one end, near a small lake, were familiar dirty, brown slave tents. At the other stood a colorful tent with cheerful pennants flying in the soft breeze. We headed for it, grateful it was not more distant, or we may not have reached it without rest.
We rode warily and weary into the camp of the Slave-Master. I trusted him to a greater extent than was due, but perhaps trust was confused with mutual respect. He wouldn�t hesitate to beat me at a game of chance. The question became how he would treat me when not playing a game.
The thing about blocks is that like many games of chance, they often reveal the inner thoughts of a person. Is he reckless or conservative? Ambitious or benign? Will he cheat if he believes he can get away with it, or is he honest? Those things and more are there for each player to find out.
I believed the Slave-Master to be skillful, directed, ruthless, and honest in his ways. Those can conflict under certain circumstances. We were not friends.
He stood, hands on hips, in the meager shade of a palm. When we pulled up in front of him, he was smiling. �I have your princess as my guest.�
Avery said, �Name your ransom price.�
He glowered at Avery, a man unknown to him. �I do not sell my guests. Perhaps you should go inside and reacquaint yourselves.� He turned to a slave standing a few steps away. �Water and feed their horses. Touch or take nothing.�
The threat was understood by the slave as he came deferentially towards us. As a group, the five of us walked to the tent, the Slave-Master trailing far behind. As I pushed aside the flap, the dim light inside revealed Elizabeth sitting on the dais surrounded by pillows covered in expensive cloth from many kingdoms.
Two women sat in front of her, lost in intense conversation. She glanced our way and leaped to her feet, running almost before her feet touched the carpets, a cry of relief sounding that brought tears to the eyes of all of us.
We hugged, shouted, kissed, and danced. Even Avery joined us.
As we did those things, a thought came to me, *Look at Emma. Look past her.*
It was Anna, and as I twirled, my eyes landed first on Anna, who smiled wanly, as if happy that we were happy. A half-turn away was Emma. Her brows were slightly furrowed, not exactly showing anger, but there was more. Perhaps fear? At any rate, she was not happy.
As she concentrated on our celebration and thought nobody was paying attention to her, I saw one of the tent posts behind her. Better put, I saw it through her. The tall post descended to the ground, surrounded by more carpets and pillows, along with a table laden with fruit. My eyes followed the post from the ground to the peak of the tent, despite it being behind her.
Her image was solid but vaguely transparent as if the maker of the image of the little girl had allowed his concentration to stray. As quickly as I noticed, her image solidified, she smiled at me, and I continued to spin in my dance�knowing she had caught me looking.
I probably had shown surprise in my expression and given myself away. Normally I prided myself on displaying a lack of outward emotion but had slipped, and she caught it. She now knew I suspected her. That meant I would have to act. Soon.
We eventually sat in a ring on the pillows while I did the honors of pouring the wine. The half-naked servants and guards had disappeared, and the Slave-Master gave us our privacy. We shared our experiences and our stories filled in missing components of how we�d all ended up together in a tent near the center of a Kondor desert, instead of adjoining cabins on the Gallant.
When all the questions had been asked and answered, there remained more. Kendra said to Elizabeth, �Are you still going to Dagger?�
�That is my job. How I enter the city is now up to me.�
�They won�t listen to you,� Kendra said. �They�re the ones who had you captured and intended to drag you into the city during darkness, interrogate you, and kill you. Do you have any doubt about that?�
*Did you see Emma?*
I answered Anna silently, *I saw through her. Is that what you meant?*
*Yes. I�ve been watching for her to get careless.*
*Good. Now, stop it. You don�t want to let her know you suspect.* I looked her way. Anna frowned back.
She filled my mind with her anger. *She already knows.*
Elizabeth said, �I�m thinking about a change in plans . . .�
I interrupted rudely before she said things in front of Emma that went directly into the plans of the mage behind the apparition. �I�m hungry. Starving. Can we get some food and talk about this later?�
All eyes turned to me. Kendra and Avery knew I�d never spoken out of turn in such a manner that contradicted my princess, and their shock was clear. Anna was nodding her agreement. However, it was Emma that drew my attention. Her face was one of pure hate.
Suddenly, I realized she hadn�t spoken out loud in at least two days. Her image had slipped a while ago, as well as revealing unintended expressions. Whoever controlled her was tired or distracted.
�Food,� I called to whatever servants were close enough to hear me. Emma faced me, and I wanted to change that. She watched me as I watched her.
A servant rushed up to us. I stood as if to specify what we wished to eat, as managed to maneuver her a few steps back as we talked until I stood beside Emma. When the servant rushed off to get our meal, I turned around and sat, as if by accident beside Emma.
We were sitting next to each other, but I was slightly behind and to her left, intentionally. While I�d seen through her image and believed all that Anna told me, I was not convinced. I �thought� I�d looked through her as with the Blue Woman, but what if my previous experiences were influencing what I saw? The simple fact was that such an innocent waif of a girl who looked like me and was in similar circumstances of living without parents pulled at me one way, while my mind and evidence pulled another. I needed a final scrap of evidence and intended to watch her eat�or not.
It was a small thing, but one I focused on and almost clung to as final proof. Failing to eat would convince me of her guilt. Eating would cause me to question it all. The conversation had turned to more benign subjects, and even a little laughter erupted now and then. I kept my eyes away from Emma, not wanting to warn her any more than I had, which was nearly an impossible task. I wanted and needed to watch her when the food came.
She was smarter than me. Without warning, she placed her arms over her stomach and groaned loudly as if in pain. She rocked and cried out as if a wave of pain had struck her. She fell to her side as Kendra and Elizabeth competed to identify what was wrong with her.
*She�d faking,* Anna told me.
*I know. She caught me looking through her.*
*She will kill you for that.*
Anna was right, and I knew it, but with a wailing child in pain so near, how could I explain? Who would listen?
While I tried to decide what to do, Anna stood. She shouted, �Get away from her!�
Kendra turned to Anna, confused. Conversation stilled, but the moaning rose in volume. Kendra turned back to care for Emma.
Anna snapped, �I told you to get away from her. She is not my sister. She is a mage in disguise.�
Kendra�s hands pulled back from Emma as if the girl had turned into hot coals. Elizabeth was slower to respond but followed Kendra�s lead.
Anna pointed at Emma. �You were never my sister until the storm. You pretend, but I know you were never there. The dragon was not obeying you. It does not like you. It stays away when you are near us because it senses what you are.�
Kendra was shaking her head.
Anna was not to be dissuaded. �Call it to us, Kendra. Try to get that thing to go near her. Or it. The dragon knows, and so do I. That�s why she struck Damon�s mind so hard he almost died. It is not a little girl. It is a mage stealing all you talk about and using it against you.�
I said, �She�s right. Emma is like the Blue Woman only a better image and more powerful. A stronger mage than the one controlling the Blue Woman is watching and listening to everything we do and say.�
All eyes were in Emma.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
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Princess Elizabeth

Damon and Anna�s revelation about the little girl they called Emma took all of us by surprise. For myself, I hadn�t interfaced with them on the ship. I�d seen them when I left my cabin but had only spoken to Kendra one time in private.
I didn�t know if I could believe their accusations. The story was so strange and wild. Even as I tried to sort things in my mind, the child at my side cried out for my help. She looked so much like Kendra had when I�d first found them in the streets outside Crestfallen ten years ago, a thin waif of a child with the features of Kondor instead of Dire. The memory was fresh in my mind.
However, as Damon spoke, the cries and moaning of the child suddenly ceased. The girl sat up and looked at Damon in an evil way that sent shivers of fear through me.
She pointed a wavering finger at him. Her voice, when it came was that of a young man, not a small girl. �You will die. You will all die.�
The image of Emma stretched and elongated until her arms became snakes. Fangs dripping poison grew where her fingers should be, her legs became those of a furred animal, and the torso massive and the head was swollen. What had been Emma stood above us a full head taller. Her eyes flared, and tiny flames licked within them.
�What do you want?� Anna shouted, advancing on the apparition without fear.
Emma ignored her and turned to Kendra. �Turn your dragon away. It cannot harm me, and I know it is almost here.�
My sister didn�t respond�but she didn�t agree either.
�The creature in front of us was an abomination, a mixture of what we�d known as Emma and a dozen other creatures; all rolled into one frightening mass of glowing energy that towered over us. It emitted a sour smell that stung our nostrils and generated heat like a small sun. Claws emerged from the heads of the snake arms.
Anna stepped between Emma and us. �It�s not real. She�s making us think we smell and feel the heat, but even the claws are not real. Emma is inside our heads but can�t touch our bodies.�
As if to prove her point, she reached out as if to slap the image and her hand passed right through as if it was smoke. The image remained in the same threatening pose, but Anna was not finished. She leaped ahead, into the body of the thing. They merged as Anna waved her arms and shouted, �It is not real. Don�t believe it.�
A disturbance to my left drew fleeting attention. The Slave-Master followed by three huge guards raced into the tent and pulled to a halt at the sight. All carried weapons useless to fight an image made of light and our imaginations. All had abject expressions of fear on their faces but were not going to hesitate to attack.
When Anna stepped out of the creature and into the light, they froze as still as spring flowers during the last hard frost of winter. Damon held up a restraining hand, and they remained at a distance, and from what I saw, were grateful for the order.
The thing in front of us growled, then the edges singed and began to burn, curling like burning pages of paper. Flames leaped so high they looked ready to burn the roof of the tent, but there was no heat. They were images made to scare us�and they did. As a group, we all drew back from them and listened to the cruel laughter that erupted before the entire apparition dissolved and disappeared in a flash of orange light.
We stood in fear and shock until the Slave-Master strode our way. His eyes were wide, his gait wobbly. He paused a few steps to one side of us and said, �Princess Elizabeth, I�d appreciate it if you left your uninvited guests at home in the future.�
I giggled at the absurdity of his accusation.
The others made half-hearted attempts to laugh, and all failed. The stink of fear filled the room. The Slave-Master turned and shouted at his servants, �Where is the feast I ordered?�
Feet pounded as they ran to fulfill his order. More servants entered, each carrying a tray of food. We sat when he ordered us to, and plates were handed to each. Not a word was said. It was the eeriest beginning of a meal I�d ever attended�and I was far too upset to eat.
Kendra finally asked the rest of us, �Emma was not real?�
�No,� Anna said firmly. �I couldn�t remember her before the storm where you rescued us. Me. She was unreal from the beginning.�
Kendra turned to Damon. �You knew?�
�Only recently.�
�You didn�t tell us?�
�I wanted to do it privately, and to watch for her to betray herself, or it. Try to see what she wanted of us.�
I understood Damon�s intentions, but to my knowledge, Kendra had never been so angry with him. To smooth over things so we could all speak, I said, �Eat. We�ll all have our chance to talk.�
The Slave-Master had accepted a plate and settled himself at my side as if invited. My first instinct was to send him away. But my better sense overruled that thought. It was his tent and food, and we were accepting his hospitality. �Please join us.�
He nodded.
The food was simple; all served to be eaten with bare hands in the way of Kondor. A cloth was provided for each of us to wipe clean our hands, but the crisp slices of bird were long and slim, intended to be held between thumb and fingers, the heart of palm the same. Fruits were peeled and waiting. At least three varieties of figs awaited. Wine and water were served by beautiful young women.
It occurred to me that this slaver led a life of more luxury than any royal I�d ever met. His every wish was a command, and servants leaped to obey or lost their heads�a powerful incentive to please their master.
It also occurred to me that he had chosen to join us for more than social reasons. Before storming from his tent earlier, he�d made the cryptic statement to me that �Kondor is not my enemy� and that phrase, and the intensity of his voice, refused to leave my mind. If Kondor is not the enemy of Dire, who is?
My thoughts shifted to the image of the girl, Emma.
How could a mage fool us for so long with such an image? Every detail had to be perfect, not only to me but to Kendra and Damon who lived with her all day and night, on the voyage and after. How much power, precision, and concentration were required to accomplish that? It was unheard of.
I had lived with Damon as my personal servant for ten years, sharing his accomplishments in the use of magic. His abilities to direct an arrow in flight to hit the center of a target every time had taken months to perfect. Months! For learning such a simple feat of magic. Damon�s powers have always been minuscule.
But what must the abilities be to generate an entire image of a girl for weeks, an image so perfect that even those closest to her never had any idea she was not real? The gap in abilities was beyond my understanding.
The Slave-Master grunted, �This is the dullest dinner party I�ve ever attended.�
Again, nobody laughed, but his comment lightened the mood. The man who was known as Flier, and I had never had a conversation. He was accepted by the others as family, so I accepted him as the same. I watched them all carefully, not because I distrusted any of them, but because I loved and missed their company. I also feared for them, and for myself.
He said, �I don�t know what happened here today, but for the rest of my life I�ll remember it.�
We all agreed. My eyes kept returning to where the image of little Emma had morphed into the terrible creature that held us spellbound. I wouldn�t go near the spot.
My gaze fell to Anna. I said, �Our story begins with you, I believe.�
She accepted the invitation to speak. Her story unfolded in a few words, beginning with having no memories of her sister before Kendra and Damon took them in. The absence had only puzzled her at first, but later she doubted and finally believed before confiding in Damon.
Kendra and Flier had little to add, so everyone turned to Damon instead of me. He confirmed her story while adding his insights and plans to draw information from Emma. He added little we didn�t already know, except for the account of the game of blocks he�d played with the Slave-Master, but I saw Kendra was still upset with him for not sharing the information.
Then it was my turn. I told them in concise terms and without embellishment of my kidnapping and even my near escape beside the lake. Even the Slave-Master seemed impressed that I had managed to free my hands and had memorized the location of a rock in the dark within reach that would have killed the bounty hunter. He was surprised that I planned to do so and would have done it with little regret.
We believed everyone had spoken, but the Slave-Master cleared his throat. He stood as if addressing us formally. �Before meeting you people, I captured people and sold them as slaves, expecting someone to eventually kill me and assume my position as I did to the previous Slave-Master. I make no apologies.�
He paused, and we all waited. He was still on his feet and had more to say.
�I believe all of you are trying to improve the lot of people, no matter where they live�and I see that you are making mistakes. It is true that the mages fled from Dire with the release of the last dragon. They went to Kondor, to Dagger. Nearly all of them. They are there now. You are following them, gathering information and willing to sign a peace treaty for your kingdom, but are wrong.�
�You do not believe in peace?� I asked with more sharpness than necessary.
�No, Princess, it�s not that. Only those with magic, both male and female are in Dagger. They live in a former palace, planning the future of all. The air above the city is filled with Wyvern bleeding their magic to those mages below. Everyone in Dagger knows what is happening and that it will draw enemies to the city to be easily slain. But it is a feint, a misdirection intended for you.�
�How so?� I asked in a calmer tone, suddenly very interested in what he had to say.
The Slave-Master crossed his massive arms over his chest and gazed down at me. �I am allowed to hunt slaves in Kondor and sell them in Kaon. Encouraged to do so. Isn�t that strange? Ask yourselves, how is that possible? Why does Kondor allow it?� he paused briefly. �It is because slaves are needed in Kaon to serve the hidden leader who resides there. It is because Kaon rules Kondor�and those who possess magic, mages and sorceresses.�
He quit speaking as quickly as he�d begun. The impact of his words struck all of us. If what he said was true, I would waste my time in Dagger. No, worse, I would be doing exactly what was placed there to confuse me. �Kondor is a front? An imposter?�
�And a trap. The rulers of Vin and Trager journeyed there before falling. What returned to each of those kingdoms may not have been the kings, but images similar to Emma. Dagger draws in the kings and there they die�as yours will when he voyages there to sign the treaty you are so insistent on presenting.�
�The bounty hunter was taking me there to sign a sham treaty?�
He nodded. �One requiring your king to briefly travel to Dagger. What returned by ship would be a double much like Emma, one destined to become ill and turn over power to mages and their appointees from Dagger. It is easier to do than making a king ill and hoping to form a council to rule for him.�
I said, �My father was ill. It was really him.�
�Yes. That is the first step, and easier than replacing him in some ways, especially if there is a confused line of succession. It almost worked in Dire, but in the cases of Vin and Trager, the real kings died in Dagger and images of imposters took their places.�
Damon said, �That all sounds too complicated. I tend to believe you, but one question remains. Why? I mean, why do all that when there are easier ways?�
The Slave-Master allowed himself a slight grin. �When we played blocks, you often deceived me into using my power to attack from one direction, and then when I was weak there, you attacked from another. You intentionally presented a weak front while hiding your strength.�
Damon nodded.
�This is the same sort of thing. Dagger is there for you to attack and defeat, but it will weaken Dire, and then the real power in Kaon will emerge to win the game.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
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Damon

�The real power is located in Kaon.� The words haunted us. We had been about to make a huge mistake in going directly to Dagger to try to rescue Elizabeth if what the Slave-Master revealed was correct. I looked at my sister and then at Elizabeth. The three of us shared the same expression, one of mixed belief and fear of failure.
The Slave-Master turned to me. �Damon, we played blocks, and I have a certain insight into you, and suspect you have the same for me. All I am saying is for you to think. Use that mind of yours as if this was a game. How would you defeat me if I was you?�
�You wouldn�t show me your true power while you wore my defenses down.�
�Exactly.�
The Slave-Master sat cross-legged on a fat pillow and waited. His partial smile was not what I�d term smug, but not humorous either.
I said, �We think the mages are gathered in Dagger.�
�I think you are right, as I�ve told you.�
I said, �Then, I don�t fully understand the reasoning. If they are there, we should go there.�
�The mages are like the princes and princesses of a royal family. The king is in Kaon.� The Slave-Master showed his first signs of impatience with me.
Elizabeth snapped, �What king?�
It was not the Slave-Master who answered, but Kendra. �The one behind all the attacks and controlling the mages in Dagger and elsewhere. They are not powerful enough, not even as a group to do what we saw in Emma.�
Elizabeth turned to the Slave-Master. �Are you speaking of the Young Mage?�
Kendra and I exchanged puzzled looks. We hadn�t heard the term.
The Slave-Master said, �I have not heard that name but like it and believe we�re talking about the same one.�
�He lives in Kaon?� she asked.
�He does. At least that is where he first appeared and seems to reside still.�
She bit her lower lip as she concentrated on the new information. Finally, she snapped, �What else can you tell us about him?�
The Slave-Master spread his hands in resignation. �Rumors. Lies. Conjectures. They say he is young, not yet a grown man. He craves power and puts ambitious ideas and thoughts into the minds of mages, things they are not aware that he has put there. People act on those thoughts believing them their own ideas. Some say he can make people do things, almost anything.�
�Make them?� I asked skeptically. In my experience, a person could be tricked or persuaded, but never made to do things.
He smiled and said as if I was a child. �Making a person do something they don�t want to do is as easy as providing ugly choices. For instance, a man who is afraid of snakes does not want to jump off a roof. But if he does not, the snakes he sees in his mind crawling on that roof and slithering up to him will make him jump.�
�It just takes a larger fear to convince someone to ignore a smaller one,� I said.
�Exactly,� he said. �Suppose a man does not want to sail to Dire but finds out if he does not board the ship he will face the lingering torture of the king�s dungeon�and the tide is right for sailing. He must decide now.�
I finished for him, �He gets on the ship.�
Elizabeth said, �Using that technique, the Young Mage can make almost anyone do whatever he wants them to do. The concept is frighteningly easy.�
To my surprise, neither Flier nor Avery spoke, and Anna remained quiet too. However, they all listened to every word that passed between us. Servants brought more wine. None of us ate except the Slave-Master,
Kendra said, �You refer to him as the �young mage.� Why?�
The Slave-Master said, �Remember, all I�ve told you are rumors, many drawn from slaves who will say anything for their freedom. I cannot vouch for the truth of what I�ve told you, only that I�ve faithfully presented it as I�ve learned.�
�But you believe it,� Elizabeth said.
He sighed. �Yes.�
�Tell me why,� she continued.
�The rumors fit with what I know and have experienced. That�s all I can tell you.�
We exchanged more confused looks. It appeared the Slave-Master had said all he was going to. We could believe him and act on the rumors or not. He avoided making eye contact with any of us.
The temperature in the room seemed to have fallen. At the same time, I was sweating more than ever. That may seem strange if you�ve never been lost in your emotions.
Kendra had turned and looked at Anna.
Anna said, anticipating the coming question, �Touch me. I�m real.�
That summed up our conflicting beliefs. We didn�t even know if the girl who traveled with us was real or not. If she was not, and another manifestation of the Young Mage, as we called him, what would she say? Probably exactly what Anna did.
*Tell her,* Anna�s voice came to my mind.
�Anna is real,� I said, probably too loud because everyone jerked at the sound of my voice.
�How do you know?� Elizabeth asked. �I mean, how can you tell she is not like the other one? Maybe created for the exact circumstances of when Emma was discovered.�
I said as I touched a finger to my forehead, �In here. I can see inside her mind.�
Several people reacted to my statement, including two servants who rushed out of the tent in near panic as if I was going to invade their minds. The Slave-Master�s expression turned cold.
Kendra reached out and grabbed Anna in a warm hug. �I�m so sorry.�
Anna sat stiffly, not reciprocating the affection.
Elizabeth was looking at the Slave-Master. Her expression was one I�d seen when she bargained or dealt with people in Crestfallen, those who opposed or withheld information. It was not that she doubted what he�d told us, but that she thought there was more unsaid. Since we�d found her, she had acted differently, more confident and less like a child.
Her opinions were stronger, her attitude more demanding. Instead of talking around subjects as was her norm, she went directly to the information in question. Instead of asking, she demanded.
It was a subtle change, but one Kendra and I had both noticed and raised an eyebrow over. Our little princess was growing up. Also, there was Avery who sat aside and contributed nothing. As if reading my mind, Elizabeth turned to him. �Your thoughts?�
He smirked. �I was wondering how to explain to the king and to the king-to-be the changes in you. In Trager, you were much the same as in Crestfallen. Now, only a few weeks have passed, but you have grown into a true Royal, one ready to assume important duties in ruling a kingdom.�
�Your thoughts on this situation?� she continued as if she hadn�t heard her first compliment in her relationship with Avery.
�I came here to rescue an old friend who is dead. Without the three of you, I�d have sailed home as ignorant as when I sailed away.�
�Do you have any suggestions?� Elizabeth asked.
Even the Slave-Master wore a grin as Avery said, �I live to serve. Your father, your brother, and you. What is your wish?�
She closed her eyes for a moment. Then they snapped open as she came to a conclusion. �Dire must know of this danger. If we should fail, or be killed, our kingdom is at risk of being taken as easily as Trager and Vin, and with the same results. I command you to return to Dire and inform those in need. Tell them all you know.�
�And you?� he asked respectfully.
�It appears we are going to Kaon.�
Her pronouncement was not expected, and it allowed for no argument. The Slave-Master said, �It happens that I�m going that way. My caravan will make its own way. Perhaps I can be of service.�
I expected her to decline, but she said, �We�ll appreciate any help. Also, can you spare a detail to escort Avery to the port in Dagger and see him safely on board a ship?�
He said, �Few people concern themselves with Wandering Priests, and he will draw even less attention than the four Kaon warriors who will �happen� to be traveling in the same direction. Remaining out of sight without drawing attention is worth ten guards.�
�Thank you.� Elizabeth turned to us. �Flier, you have more than repaid your debt to Damon and are free to go your own way.�
�I�ll stay.�
She rolled her eyes as if he was making a dangerous mistake without proper consideration. �Your choice. Now, Anna. What do you have to say for yourself?�
�I�ll stay, too.�
Elizabeth said, �You are a child.�
�A child who ferreted out the spy in our midst when no adults did. And one who talks to Damon without words, even over long distances.� Anna didn�t back down in her words, meaning, or attitude.
�What�s that mean?� Elizabeth said, then quickly added in a raised voice. �Clear the room.�
The servants and guards all glanced at the Slave-Master before departing, but once the first moved, it was like a race to see who would remain last. In a few moments, there were six of us.
The Slave-Master said, �Do you wish me to leave?�
�No. There can be no secrets between us, and you�ve decided to make yourself one of our group. Anna, please go on, and keep your voice soft.�
�We use our minds to talk. Damon talks to me, too. Like Kendra does to the dragon.�
Elizabeth fixed both Kendra and me with a look that warned us to be truthful. �If true, what else is there I don�t know about?�
I said, �Kendra can �see� those with magical abilities from a distance of about a day�s travel.�
�Mages and sorceresses?� Elizabeth asked.
Kendra muttered, �Yes. I can�t know who they are, but I know they are there and can point to them. The same with my dragon.�
�So, it�s your dragon, now?� she said.
�Funny. I think Damon used those same words to me a few days ago. Yes, it is now my dragon.�
My sister was treading close to being snippy, and Elizabeth was a princess and not used to the tone. Before war broke out between them, I said, �My magic powers, such as they are, have increased. Not mage-strong, but more than before.�
Elizabeth furrowed her eyebrows as she thought before speaking�another new thing she was doing. �Tell me. How would you compare your powers to that of a mage?�
I said, �Like a small boy might wave his little carving knife in a mock threat to one of the King�s Guards.�
She gave me one nod of understanding, then continued, �And compare a mage we are familiar with to this new one, this Young Mage.�
�About the same difference, I think,� I told her.
�I thought so. Your magic will do us no good at all.�
That annoyed me. �I wouldn�t say that.�
She smiled sweetly, trying to disarm my anger. �What we need is your bravery and mind, and perhaps skill with a blade.�
�Go ahead and try, but I�ll remember this insult and make you pay.� She flashed her sisterly smile at me, the one that said, go ahead and try. I�ll be ready for you.
The others took our banter seriously. Rather than explain, I motioned for her to continue her thoughts. She said in an officious manner I�d never seen before, �We have no choice but to go to Kaon. Avery, on your return trip, I want you to search for a man called Will. Do you know him?�
�I do not.�
�A minor appointment from our king. He was sent by my father to protect me. He was on the Gallant but did his job so well nobody there will remember him. I�ll give you a description before you leave. If you do not find him, tell my father of the wonderful job he did. I�m certain he�ll show up in Dire.�
I appreciated her explanation, both because it was real and because this was not the time to hold things back from the others. If we were going to survive and be successful, we needed to trust each other.
Avery said, �I prefer to go with you.�
�No. My father must know what is happening and make preparations in case we fail. I suggest he also spread the information to all nearby kingdoms and have them do the same.�
Avery started to speak, then halted as he considered her words. Finally, he said, �You consider this threat that important?�
�More.� She didn�t elaborate, which had the impact of making it even more of a threat. In the past, Avery would have challenged her and argued with his way of twisting words and meanings. That he didn�t do so indicated their relationship had reached a new level.
She turned to the Slave-Master. �You are welcome to travel with us but expect us to ask hundreds of questions daily. The smallest tidbit of information may help.� She looked at Kendra. �I want you to have your dragon positioned close at all times. Can you see what the dragon does, or can it relay information to you?�
�We touch minds, but it is not intelligent. I can point the way for it to fly or order it to attack but that is about all.� Kendra looked away as if seeing into the distance. She pointed to the northwest, in the direction of Kaon. �A mage appeared right there.�
�Just now?� Elizabeth asked. �You can tell?�
�Yes.�
�How can it just appear?� Elizabeth asked, obviously puzzled at the event and how Kendra now assumed a far different role than as her friend and servant.
�A Waystone must be there.�
�There is,� The Slave-Master confirmed.
�Send your dragon to investigate,� Elizabeth said. �Tell us anything you figure out.�
�It is nearly there. I sent it as soon as the mage arrived.�
Elizabeth scowled at her. Not for acting quickly, but because she was confused. �Arrived indicates the mage was elsewhere a short while ago.�
Kendra gave a single nod of her head, but her eyes were vacant, her mind in touch with the dragon. The rest of us watched and listened without interrupting them, but Anna came to me. *The mage who arrived ahead of us was sent by the Young Mage.*
*How can you be sure?*
*Timing,* Anna responded instantly. *Can Kendra tell the relative power of a mage?*
*A good question. Not the time to ask it.*
*Will she know if there is more than one?�*
I sensed the fear in Anna�s question. *Yes.*
None of the others knew we were communicating. Kendra knew of our ability, but not to the degree it had progressed. We now felt comfortable and did it almost as easily as speaking out loud�which brought another question. Who was Anna?
We�d solved the question about Emma, but it didn�t answer those about Anna. How was it that of all the people I�d ever encountered, she and I could speak with our minds?
Not that I believed her to be nefarious in any manner�she was not. While speaking with our minds, there were unintentional glimpses of her honesty and intentions. For me, it was like looking at a person while they spoke. Liars tend to look away, those hiding information cross their arms over their chests for protection, and deceptions are revealed by squinting at the corners of the eyes. In much the same way, I saw that Anna was not my enemy.
But she was not an accidental discovery from the plains of Mercia, either. She had been placed there for me to find. That meant someone or something had placed her there. The fact that she was with Emma suggested the Young Mage was involved. I had no doubt he had created the storm that they were found in and that they were found together.
That fact meant I couldn�t fully trust her.
The following day we continued on, moving slower than usual as Kendra monitored the mage. The Dragon had revealed no additional information, so we moved closer, using what slight cover there was, which was little. We discussed breaking into a small group as we neared the Waystone, but Kendra pulled to a sudden halt. �He�s gone.�
�Did he see us?� I asked.
�I can�t tell,� she said.
The Slave-Master pointed to a slight ridge ahead of us. �It�s there. He could have watched us all morning from up there.�
When we reached the Waystone and looked out over the desert, the Slave-Master had been right. I said, �Why didn�t you tell us about the viewpoint?�
He said easily, �It would have made no difference. Look out there. One road, nothing else. If there is a single rabbit moving, we�d see it.�
One of his warriors pointed to one place. �He stood there and watched. The ground is scuffed, and there are footprints.�
�Where did he go?� Kendra asked, moving to join the warrior while motioning for the rest of us to stay back with the wave of her arm.
They followed the tracks to the Waystone, where they pulled to a stop in front of it. There were none to either side or retreating. Kendra reached out and felt the rock. �Warmer than normal, even for a Waystone. The icon carved in the stone in front of me is the pair of houses.�
I understood the meaning. A pair of houses side-by-side or more likely meaning to move from one house to another. I believed the second.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
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Princess Elizabeth

I looked over my companions�since I had no other term to describe a group of them, but they were my subjects, at least for now, and me their princess. Damon, Kendra, Flier, Anna, and the even the Slave-Master, even though most were not from Dire. I didn�t count Avery or the Kaon Warriors who would escort him. Nor the servants waiting anxiously near the entrance of the tent to serve us, and in truth, the Slave-Master might argue the situation.
As the Princess of Dire, I believed it my responsibility to take charge as was normal and my duty in my royal position. Only a few days earlier, that may not have happened, and I wondered at the change in me. Will�s words of advice echoed in my mind. I needed to not only act like a princess performing her royal duties for my kingdom, but I also had to be one in all respects. I was a ruler, not a simpleton little girl deciding which dress to wear to a ball.
�Avery, do you have any questions? Your royal and your king will require a full report, and you do not want to find your actions lacking.� My voice sounded harsher than intended, but I made no apology.
�A thousand questions from large to small, but only one to be answered now. What happened to the little princess who climbed into her father�s lap and cried when she didn�t get her way?�
The question angered me�for an instant. Avery was right in every respect and had the right to ask it. I also had the right to cast my most evil look his way until he flinched and backed off a step. �You will pass on my messages to my father and the Crown Prince. You will add that we will attempt to make contact with the Young Mage and try to find out what he needs and if we can make peace, or we may attempt to kill him.�
The Slave-Master said, �Peace will only come with his death.�
�We don�t know that,� I snapped, again too harshly. It was possible to carry my authority too far, especially with a man who was not my subject and has the right to walk away because of my mistreatment. Looking into the eyes of the rest, I saw they agreed with him. However, the six of us couldn�t charge into Kaon as if we were an army bent on conquest, our swords waving in patterns above our heads. Better to slink into the city and gather more facts before we confronted anyone.
I said, �Kendra, can the mages tell where you are? I mean, in the same way, you can tell their location?�
�We don�t think so. At least, there�s been no indication of it.�
�The mage that appeared ahead of us, can you tell if his signal is stronger or weaker than others?� I asked. �His magical powers?�
She said, �There is nothing different in any of them, mages or sorceresses, and nothing tells me how strong or weak their magic is.�
�Too bad. I was hoping for more. Okay, we need only a small group to go to Kaon, or we will attract too much attention, and we require a reason why we�re traveling to Kaon�a story to tell people we encounter. Any ideas?�
There were no suggestions, at first. Then the Slave-Master said, �I suppose the truth is too obvious?�
�Which is?� I demanded, not liking the lopsided grin he displayed.
�I am a Slave-Master who regularly brings captured slaves from Kondor to the markets in Kaon. My men and I could chain you and walk all of us right into the city without turning an eye our way, except for perhaps a purchaser who notices how beautiful you are and would like to buy you.�
It was not the royal entrance I wished for, nor the covert one. However, it would take us inside the city as easily as he�d moved slaves there before. In order for his plan to be successful, we would have to allow ourselves to trust the Slave-Master by being chained. The only thing that would prevent us from being sold was that same trust, and possibly Damon�s magic. And Kendra�s dragon. I kept forgetting about it.
It was a huge step to consider, and a leap in the measure of trust for a man who sold lives for profit. It was obvious that I was not the only one with those concerns. It would be easy to refuse his offer except that he was right, and we all knew it. It was the easiest and surest way to enter Kaon and would account for our being there if anyone should ask.
Instead of accepting or rejecting his offer, I waited to observe Kendra and Damon�s reactions. Both were looking at me as if with the same reluctance.
Damon finally said, �We�ve played blocks, and I stretched the rules to the point of breaking, but he agreed to play until one of us lost all of our money. It took the most part of a day when he wanted to rejoin his caravan, but he didn�t. He stayed and kept his word.�
I fixed Damon with a stern look. �You are suggesting we risk our lives based on playing a game with a man?�
There is a point where Damon fights back, even with me. I pushed him to that point and beyond. He said, �Your father told me about trust one time. He sat me down and explained that an honest man will not steal even if he knows he will get away with it.�
�What does that mean?� I shouted.
�Just that. The Slave-Master could have called for an end to our game or declared himself the winner or a hundred other things . . . but he didn�t. He played on and lost.�
There are times when Damon is the most frustrating man I know. Instead of answering me directly, he tells me a story. �So, you think we should trust him?�
He spread his arms wide to encompass us all. �Think about it. If he wanted, he could have his warriors capture us and take us to Kaon in chains. It might be easier than trying to convince us to go with him.�
He was right again. Damn. The real problem was that the idea of being chained and helpless offended me in a way that was new since being taken by the bounty hunter in Vin. I was not scared of dark places, or small ones. I�d sailed a storm at night while at sea�and that example didn�t count because I was scared, I suppose, but I�d done it and survived. Not a lot of things scared me, but manacles on my ankles and wrists did.
As if reading my mind, the Slave-Master said, �Under your robes, you could be armed. The chains could have thin, soft pins that you could break open at any time. But strangers are not welcome in Kaon and entering as slaves is the only safe way that comes to my mind.�
I agreed, with reservations, but Damon is a good reader of people and if he trusted the Slave-Master, so would I. That decided, we spent our last night together planning the future and reviewing the recent past. We learned the Slave-Master was a contrast in who he said he was and who he really was.
The man sold humans yet beat a man in Dagger for kicking a dog. He could be considered lacking in morals but kept his word. For every negative, there seemed to be an opposite positive. By the end of the night, my conclusion was that he would kill me without a second thought if he wanted to, but he would fight to the death if someone else wanted to do the same.
That was the man I decided to trust.
Morning came with a clear blue sky that held little heat. The sun would rage later, but travel in the Kondor desert usually meant traveling from long before sunup to midmorning and sleeping the heat of the afternoon away. The Slave-master met with his people and sent half ahead, leaving six of his guards, all of which were Kaon Warriors he trusted fully. They also left a single chain of eight slaves to be sold at the auction houses.
The five of us that would be chained together in a few days were Damon, Kendra, Anna, Flier, and myself. Anna was a problem. None of us wanted her to go with us. Avery was willing to return her to Dire. She refused to go.
We argued long into the night, at times offering her bribes or incentives, and at more than one point I ordered her to leave. Each time, she refused. She said, �Send me with him but expect me back in a day or two. The first time Avery turns his back, I�ll be gone. Hopefully, I can find you, but in the desert traces of your passing will fade quickly and I may die trying to follow you. But it is my choice.�
Avery refused to tie her up. I understood his reluctance, but it didn�t make me like him any more than I had. We would never be close. However, he was not refusing to spite me. He was doing what he believed right.
In private, Kendra had reassured me that the dragon she called �hers� would accompany us and it would remain in touch at all times�and she could direct it to protect us. That relieved some of my fears.
The larger fears centered around the idea that we had little idea of what we were venturing into. While I knew little of Kondor, I knew less of Kaon. Oddly, it was closer to Dire, a neighboring kingdom separated by impassable mountains. Slavery was rampant, while in Dire it hadn�t existed for centuries.
The slaves were primarily used in the mines and other businesses supporting the wealth of metals that chose to emerge from the mountains on the Kaon side, while few metals were present in Dire. A king and royal family had ruled Kaon until a decade ago.
They had disappeared. Not killed or deposed, but literally over the space of one night there was no king, and all royals were gone. An elderly man who was as tough as old leather issued orders. Those who didn�t obey also went missing or were found dead.
They called him �Councilman.� No name was associated with the title, and he had no known past or associates. Nobody had ever seen him before he sat in the king�s throne to conduct daily business.
But there were rumors, the Slave-Master told us as we trudged through the sand in the early morning. �Some said he was a mage. Others said he was a part mage, whatever that meant. Those who speculated too much in Kaon disappeared, and soon nobody spoke their thoughts out loud.�
I said, �So, everyone just does what he says?�
�Or disappears,� the Slave-Master said again as if using the word would convince us. �Not dies but disappears. Never returns. Think of that as we walk. People who oppose the Councilman disappear. Death can be understood, but when people are never seen again, there are questions that eat at the mind to cause intense fear.�
He was right. The citizens, especially the wealthy ones, could accept death as a natural consequence of trying to obtain power. Disappearance, with no trace of a body ever discovered was far more frightening.
The five of us traveled almost as well as the warriors who guarded us, but the slaves chained together moved so slowly that they finally arrived after we built our camp for the night, most of them too tired to eat. Many simply slumped to the ground and slept until the guards woke them with the new day.
They were thin to the point of starvation but wouldn�t eat, and in the same circumstances, I might do the same. On the afternoon of our third day, we entered the mountains that were the border of Kaon. As we made camp that night, two of the Slave-Master�s guards returned from scouting ahead.
One brought news in the form that all was as usual in the central city of Kaon. The other brought a bundle of rags to dress us in as we descended the other side of the mountains. We�d be seen, and that would be reported by the Councilman�s spies. We wanted to blend in as much as possible.
That night, we were chained for the first time.
Despite knowing the locking pins in our manacles were thin and soft copper, easily broken, the feeling was one of desperation and helplessness. I couldn�t help but look at the others who were chained and sleeping. They�d given up.
My belief was that they were so despondent that if the chains were removed during the night, they would wake and take their places and continue to walk into Kaon as if nothing had changed. The depths of despair when becoming a slave is complete and total.
The mountains were not high, the path almost a road, and despite a long climb to the top, relatively easy. There were places to pause and drink alongside streams, the stunted trees provided a measure of shade, and a soft breeze cooled the air, so we walked most of the day.
Twice, I caught glimpses of Kendra�s dragon in the distance. Anna was chained in front of me, and despite her young age and small size, she managed to keep up while saying little. Over and over, I was reminded of Kendra when she was that age.
I�d never had a friend beside her. Being a princess had its own prices to pay. Girls, my age would grow up to be my subjects, and they knew it, as I did. Many tried to befriend me at the urging of their parents for anticipated future favors. Others did it to advance themselves or the lot of their fathers. None because of liking me. All had selfish reasons, often more than one, and often intended to better the lives of the parents who sent them to be my friend.
Only Damon and Kendra had no reason to like me. At first, they hadn�t, and that was a pleasant surprise. They were there to eat until no longer hungry and that satisfied them. Food and a warm place to sleep. Neither understood what a princess was and thus couldn�t try to manipulate me as others tried. As we grew a little older together, both became my friends and protectors. They defended me without my knowledge or asking�and they were ruthless about it.
I hoped I reciprocated. The three of us were seldom separated. I rarely needed to come to their defense in Crestfallen, especially in the palace politics there, but everyone knew which side I�d take if there was a confrontation.
The following morning, we learned to walk while chained, which meant stepping with our feet in time and stride to avoid tripping the person in front or behind. While that, and the mental strain of wearing manacles, was horrible, the rags we dressed in were worse.
Twice Flier managed to break the copper pins in his ankle chains. He had tripped, but I suspected the first time had been to test the pins, not from an accident. The metalsmith pounded in another, and soon, he fell again. Seeing him free himself like that gave me hope.
The torn, stained, and stinking robes hung on us, intentionally larger sizes than needed to conceal both our physical shapes and weapons. That night, we practiced breaking the pins in the manacles until replacements were in short supply.
As we reached the level desert at the base of the mountains, we first encountered an army detail guarding the road as if there were thousands of people from Kondor trying to enter Kaon. The pompous corporal leading the detail barked a few commands at the Slave-Master, who ignored them. One of the Kaon Warriors, a man twice the size of the corporal, nudged his horse to the side of the soldier. He said, �Move your men and get out of our way or die this fine morning.�
�We have a right to . . .�
The massive blade Kaon Warriors use appeared in his hand, the blade poised to remove the head of the corporal. �Now.�
The corporal watched the blade as he ordered his men to let us pass. When the last of the clanking chains were beyond, the warrior lowered his blade and rode ahead. It was the first of three details that tried to detain us. All three failed.
The road had not been built. It was packed sand from the passing of feet, human and animal. To either side was more dry sand without a plant, tree, or brown blade of grass. Ahead were more mountains to our left, and by the end of the day, we saw green. There were trees or grass ahead, which meant water, probably a river. The road we followed seemed to angle to meet it.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
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Damon

The Slave-Master had noticed the quality of my sword and asked me about the addition along the rear edge of my scabbard as we sat near the campfire. It felt an eerily familiar position being his slave again, and Flier probably felt the same as he too wore leg irons. Flier hadn�t said much since we joined up with the Slave-Master again, but he stood at our side, and there seemed little more to ask for. I told the Slave-Master how it was supposed to hold a few extra arrows, and of the lost longbow, I�d carried across my back because it seemed I�d never had a bow handy when I needed one. He approved of the idea and asked, �You lost your bow, again?�
�The night your men captured us on the mountain pass. It was beside the campfire after I settled in for the night. We fought with swords, so the bow was lost.�
�For that, I�m sorry. Kendra told me your blade sang when you fought by the river?�
�It did. Once. In a battle, I heard it making a scream, and another blade answered. Instead of fighting to the death, the two of us paused and compared our swords, which were identical except for a couple of nicks in mine. They must have been made by the same hands.�
�Or enchanted by the same sorceress.�
That idea hadn�t occurred to me then, but he had seized on it instantly. I�d met and dealt with several mages, but only one sorceress and then only briefly. Despite my meager magic abilities, I stayed away from others with stronger powers. �They only deal with emotions and people, not metals and physical objects.�
�True. But what if one placed an enchantment intended for people on swords to help them identify enemies or friends when fighting?� He seemed to be speculating and not speaking from prior knowledge, and drawing information from the unknown indicated more intelligence than most would credit him with. �While it is a spell placed on metal intended for men, I�ve heard of a few similar ones.�
�I didn�t know that could be done.�
The Slave-Master�s eyes bored into mine as he decided if I lied. Then, his mind made up, he said, �Can you read?�
�Yes.�
He nodded. �I know a little store in Kaon where books are sold. The owner knows the contents of them all, and if we were to ask and pay him a silver coin or two, he would direct us to books about magic.�
I said, �That�s a good idea, but I�ve looked for them at Crestfallen, in the royal library and stores. There are none.�
He smiled in the way that displayed genuine humor. �That is undoubtedly true. But, as I said, I know of a little store in Kaon that is open to but a few customers. Many of the books he sells will not be found in the places you�ve searched.�
I gave that a few moments to sink in. What he was telling me was that certain books were either secret or kept out of the hands of those without magic powers. It also said the Slave-Master moved among people outside of the law for more than just taking and selling slaves.
I glanced at the nearest Kaon Warrior. He was barrel-chested, his upper arms as large as my waist, and began learning his fighting skills at around six-years-old. What struck me, was that they obeyed the Slave-Master as at least an equal. He ordered them to do his bidding, and they rarely objected. What hold did he have on them?
Was it because of money? I didn�t think so. Nor was it the position he held. From his own lips, he�d told the tale of being taken a slave and killing the previous Slave-Master. I�d have thought they would have retaliated by killing him.
�Why do the warriors you have as guards obey you?�
�Noticed that, did you?�
He was smiling again, and that made me uneasy. I waited. From what I knew of the man, he would need to tell me to gain my respect, if for no other reason. �I did. We have time now, how about telling me?�
�It�s simple. To lead Kaon Warriors, it�s necessary to defeat one in a personal battle. They will follow no others but a victor.� His smile spread.
The idea of the fat man standing in front of me, the one a full head shorter than any Kaon Warrior, and a man who had never been taught to fight, if my guess was correct, defeated one of them struck me as unlikely. Unbelievable, was more accurate�and it must have shown on my face, because his smile turned into a chuckle, and then to a belly-laugh.
Obviously, he�d fought and won. It didn�t seem possible until I reconsidered. Large bodies and training are normally a winning combination, but there was also guile and ruthlessness to consider, qualities the Slave-Master had in excess. I said, �We�ll enter the city at mid-day, I heard you tell Kendra. Before then, we need to know what is waiting for us.�
He said, �The slave-blocks, of course. You�ll be sold to a man who owes me a large debt. He�ll have his people escort the lot of you to his home, which is in the center of the city. I�ll wait for you there.�
�Wouldn�t it just be easier to deliver us to him and avoid the rest?�
�Kaon is a city full of eyes and spies. Any actions out of the ordinary are reported. Then people disappear.�
We talked late into the night, all of us sitting in a tight group beside the shore of a lake, planning for the morning. Ducks splashed, there were too many mosquitoes, but bats were doing their best to eat as many as possible. A soft breeze blew off the water, cooling the accumulated heat. There were no boats or other campfires within sight. We were alone.
It appeared the Slave-Master had it well planned, and the wealthy buyer would meet with Elizabeth and plan her next moves. She felt if we could manage to gather several of the wealthy merchants into our cause, we might stand against the Young Mage.
The discussion went back and forth, examining each detail in minute fashion to make sure nothing went wrong. Flier was nervous. I asked him why.
�Because this mage is supposed to be so smart and powerful, is he really going just let us walk into his city and defeat him?�
He had a point.
Anna came into my mind, giving me a small mental touch of warning, first. It was the polite thing to do, and I was about to compliment her on the creativity when she barged into my head like striking me with the butt of a sword. *He�s here. She�s here.*
*Who?*.
*Look at me!*
It was not like Anna to speak to me harshly like that, with words or mind-speak. I turned my head slowly, dreading what I�d find. It was worse than anything expected, or that I�d seen before. At Anna�s side sat Emma�a familiar small smile twitching at the corners of her mouth.
My feet and legs acted of their own accord. I found myself standing and backing away as I pulled my sword free. With the first of my actions, the others turned and found Emma. All leaped aside, revulsed and scared.
Emma cackled a small laugh but remained sitting, her small legs crossed. She said, �Hello.�
�You!� I managed to grunt, completely taken by surprise. For all the good it would do against an apparition as thin as smoke, I held my sword higher, defensively. The only good thing was that from Anna�s warning, I�d thought there would be two enemies. Anna hadn�t known how or what to call Emma.
�Yes, it�s me, my family. Did you really think you would be allowed to come here and kill me so easily? I have watched every step you�ve taken, listened to your every word. If you scratched your behind or spoke ill of me, I watched and listened. I know you. All of you.�
It looked like the little girl Emma, the waif we�d rescued, but the voice was cruel and slightly off. The eyes were as flat as iron.
Kendra moved a step closer to her. �What name do you prefer?�
�Why do I care what you call me?�
Kendra was not about to be put off. She displayed her open palms in a gesture of goodwill and said, �We know you as Emma, but you are also who we call the Young Mage. I want to reason with you.�
�You want to kill me.�
�No, that isn�t true,� she said in a calm voice. �Remember the day we met? The terrible storm, one you probably created? I want you to think back to that day and remember. We gave up our horses so you could ride. Later, Damon took you in his arms and protected you from the storm until we reached shelter. Remember?�
�You didn�t know who I was.�
�You�re right. But we still took you in and protected you.�
�You believed I was a little girl,� Emma snapped in a voice dripping with anger.
Kendra took another step closer. Her tone was imploring. �We did. If you had been a small boy, we would have done the same. Can you deny that?�
Emma�s image flickered for the briefest moment as if the Young Mage had lost his concentration. Then, the voice became harsher and louder. �I came for you. I was going to kill you there in Mercia but decided to wait until your princess showed up so I could kill her at the same time. I enjoyed watching her plan to sign a treaty with Kondor�when I ruled it the entire period. I laughed at your efforts, and now I�ll spit on your graves.�
*Emma�s hiding something.*
I agreed with Anna�s silent statement. Worse, he sounded like a spoiled young man who had never been required to learn self-control, much like a few princes at home. He was threatening to kill us, but he�as we saw him�had no form. No substance. How could he kill us if he couldn�t touch us?
The quick answer was that he couldn�t. I sent a thought to Anna, *He�s also scared of something.*
He couldn�t touch us in his present form. He�d admitted he could see and hear us, probably because he knew us so well and how to do it. In the form of Emma, he knew of our strengths and weaknesses, as well as our location at all times. That line of reasoning also revealed how the Slave-Master�s people knew to attack us on the mountain pass, and how the small army knew where we were a few days ago. How the army knew Elizabeth was on the ship. He had told his servants, in some fashion.
Thinking back, he�d also known where the Gallant sailed and where to blockade it so Princess Elizabeth nor we could proceed to Dagger. The army in Vin knew our location and had nearly captured us. The Young Mage had been behind all of it.
I realized all those things in an instant, but the central question remained. Two of them, I realized. He wanted us killed and had tried several times and failed. The first question was obvious. We wanted to stop him. The second was as Anna suggested, what was he afraid of?
I touched Anna�s mind, *What is he afraid of? What is he hiding?*
*It�s not you. I think it is Kendra but don�t know why I think that. It�s just a feeling.*
I pulled away from Anna and allowed my thoughts to churn like water behind a rock in a river. It spun around and went in all kinds of crazy directions, none with a purpose other than to eventually reach the mouth of the river and flow into the ocean. The water acted erratic and went off course here and there, but always returned to the main objective. It had to reach the ocean.
Instead of fighting it, I went with the mental flow until stumbling onto a different stream of thought. From the Young Mage�s standpoint, what was his purpose, his objective? Killing us was a symptom. There was a reason behind it that caused him to want to kill us.
Anna�s words came back to me. He�s hiding something.
My mind, like the river of thought I paralleled, changed direction and took a wide turn. The Young Mage had taken control of Kaon, Kondor, Dagger, Vin, Trager, and almost Dire. There might be more kingdoms farther to the south where he�d done the same. He was greater than any king in history. He controlled the mages and members of four or five Councils that ruled the former kingdoms, and with a few words, he could combine them into the most powerful kingdom I�d ever heard of�with the largest army, one that could march into Dire as if we had no army, which was almost true.
The army he could raise would roll over neighboring kingdoms if they fought against him. Or, he could simply use the same tactics that he had so far. Either way, he�d soon rule a vast empire.
With all that in mind, I reverted to the core of his problem. He had stalled his conquests while projecting the image of a little girl for more than a month as she walked, slept, talked, and was one of us. One of four. Flier, Avery, and Elizabeth came later. He had joined with Anna, Kendra, and me.
Logic ruled out Anna. She was a convenient child to use as a shield to hide behind. Anna was outspoken while the image of Emma was quiet, always watching and listening. That left Kendra and me.
I glanced at Emma, who wore a faint smile directed at me as if she or he knew my thoughts. I reached out with my mind and raised some sand into the air and used a breath of wind to push it at her. The grains clearly entered and exited her projected body. Then they flew off in random directions and disappeared. I hadn�t made the sand do that. The smile on the image increased.
The Young Mage knew of my small-magic. He had shunted it aside as a lesson and warning.
It was not me he was scared of.
So, it had to be Kendra.
The Young Mage had to be scared of Kendra. That is what he was hiding. I reached out to Anna. *He is scared of Kendra.*
*No.*
Her answer dumbfounded me. I�d followed a completely logical chain of thought, and a ten-year-old challenged it? I believed I�d managed to figure out something important and shot back at her, *No? Why not?*
*It�s the dragon.*
My fury evaporated like morning fog on a summer day. Anna was right again. It was not Kendra, but the dragon he feared. To complicate matters, he needed the Essence of the dragon for his magic to work�or so we believed.
If he did not, it was like a new hand being dealt with a game of blocks. We wouldn�t know the outcome until the hand was played.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
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Princess Elizabeth

We sat at the campfire in a circle facing each other, but all eyes were on me, their princess as if I could solve the problem of the Young Mage. Damon looked both scared and angry. Anna watched him too, but so did the fake Emma, so all eyes were not on me after all, but they all waited patiently to hear my next words. What were we going to do, they wanted to know? How could I tell them anything of value with the apparition sitting directly in front of me, listening?
Anna edged closer to Damon, her eyes nearly glazed with fear.
Flier said, �What�s happening?�
His attention had also turned to Damon, and the Slave-Master did too. Instead of waiting for my decision, they all looked at him. I shifted to look his way.
Damon looked at none of us. He looked at the thing we called Emma with unwavering concentration. Hate filled his face. He pointed at it and said, �You need to explain.�
The image of Emma spat, her eyes focused as hard on Damon as his were on her.
Damon said, �It does not have to be this way.�
�You don�t know anything,� the false-Emma shouted.
�I know a few things. One is that you�re scared, maybe for the first time in your existence. You want to stop us from reaching Kaon. That is your goal.�
�I just want to kill you.�
Damon didn�t flinch at the venom in the words. Instead, he moved a step closer and said, �Before you can do that, Kendra will call on her dragon and send it your way. It will find you. It has been searching for you this whole time.�
There was a long pause. Then the voice of Emma said, �How did you figure that out?�
�I didn�t, but you�re not scared of anyone here, yet you traveled with us and tried to prevent us from reaching here. You tried to stop us from leaving Trager, and then at Vin, you had the army trying to stop us, but you were a little too late. So, they attacked us after we left Vin and then again when we were closer to Dagger.�
�Why?� Kendra asked in a whisper.
Damon continued, �You tried to stop us and then when that didn�t work, you tried to get us to go anywhere but to Kaon. You even had us captured to be sold in Kaon, but we would never have lived that long to reach the auctions. You had Princess Elizabeth taken to Dagger, so we would follow her there and try to rescue her.�
The thing that was Emma shimmered as if losing power and it said, �We can make a deal. I�ll let all of you go free. Go back to Dire where you belong.�
�No deals,� Damon snapped.
How he managed to speak for all of us without consulting us was a mystery to me. For me, at that time, going home seemed a deal worth considering. He had taken charge and acted as I would have wanted�or wanted myself to act. He never asked permission, he simply did what was right and we allowed him to continue. He moved another step closer and waited.
Damon said, �You�re made of smoke and imagination. You can�t hurt us.�
Emma threw back her head and laughed so long and hard it changed from laughter to a continuous screech. I wanted to cover my ears. Then it ceased as quickly as it began. �You�re right and wrong.�
�Don�t play with words,� Damon said.
�There are other ways to hurt you. Flier, it was so convenient of you to tell me where your family is on that farm beside the sea. Yesterday I sent a small Vin army to gather them and bring them to Kaon. And Princess, the servant for the Heir Apparent is being held near here, a knife at his throat by one of my trusted associates.�
Damon said, �Kendra direct your dragon to Kaon. Do it now.�
The image of Emma smiled. �I watched two small boys playing this game one time. Each threw a knife near the other�s feet, daring him to flinch.�
�And?� Damon asked when Emma quit talking.
�One boy got a nasty knife wound in his toe.�
I hated to admit it to myself, but Emma was right. Both of us had made their threats, and one would flinch, or be hurt. There seemed no way out.
However, the entire conversation had the �feel� of two boys roughhousing. Perhaps the story the Young Mage had told about the boys with the knife shifted my thinking in that direction. No matter the reason, my impression was that the Young Mage was properly named. The thought of a mage under the age of twenty with special magical powers filled me with fear.
Boys that age are often filled with hormones that rage through their bodies. They will listen to no one, do as they think, and fear nothing. They rail against any who disagree.
My father has set an age limit on recruits for the Royal Army of Dire, as had almost all armies, he said as he leaned closer as if to reveal one of the great secrets of the world. �Those under twenty-three or four will accept orders to charge right into the face of a superior force, believing they will survive because they are immortal. They cannot be hurt. However, those over twenty-five will stop and think. They�ll tell their captains and lieutenants, �Hey, let�s think about this.��
My father was right. All wars are fought by young men and boys, never by those old enough to fear death. Those older had achieved enough rank to be trainers or to order others to attack while they observed.
In short, wise men, especially wise old men, avoided conflicts. The Young Mage was forcing a conflict. Damon was a little too eager to fight, and while he understood how to push back against the Young Mage, he didn�t know how to be ruthless enough to win.
Knowing two key things could tip the balance in a battle. We knew three. The Young Mage was probably no older than twenty, he was scared of the dragon, and he hadn�t yet faced his mortality. Those three things could be used against him�but Damon had pushed too far.
The Slave-Master said to Emma, �I doubt I could get ten silver coins for you on the auction blocks.�
�I know what you�re trying to do,� the Young Mage said with a measure of heat and anger.
The Slave-Master chuckled, which was an ugly sound.
�You think this is funny?�
�I do,� the Slave-Master admitted. �You believe we are so stupid we came here unprepared and knowing nothing. You overheard some things that we intended you to hear, and not others. Those are what you should worry about.�
�Like what?� the irritation in the boy was evident, as was that the Slave-Master was prodding him like a herdsman directing his cows to pasture.
�Like you know that Damon can speak with his mind to Anna. He once tried it with you, and it didn�t work, but if I was you, I�d ask myself who else he has been mind-speaking with? Who else knows all he knows?�
There was an uncomfortable pause before the Young Mage asked, �What else?�
�Well, you might ask how that might harm you, or how Kendra is sitting there composed while directing her dragon to do who knows what? It has already destroyed two cities, what�s another? Especially if you�re in it.�
�What if I�m not?�
�Well, that is a little better, if you ask me, but not much. Once the city burns, everyone will leave, including farmers. Where will your food come from? And if you go into public, who is waiting to put an arrow or knife in you once word of what you�ve done leaks. Of course, we�ll see to that. We will tell everyone in five kingdoms who you are and what you�ve done. That way, if we don�t kill you, someone else will.�
�You don�t know anything.�
The Slave-Master said, �I do know this. The more you talk with us, the easier the dragon can find you, and you won�t even know it�s coming because you�re too busy making an image of a little girl for us to watch.�
Emma winked out of existence.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
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Damon

Once the Slave-Master started talking, the Young Mage had become confused at his abruptness and was intimidated by him as well as me, although my magic was small in comparison. He didn�t like that I had any magic, I suspected. He was suspicious and wary. While I had watched Emma, I had considered touching minds with Anna for her assessment, but decided against it, in case we were overheard, if that�s the correct way of putting it with speaking directly from one mind to another.
Besides, the Slave-Master was as much as playing a game of blocks with the Young Mage, bluffing with a weak hand masterfully. He pretended as if we were in a better position�and did it masterfully. My respect for the man grew.
Princess Elizabeth saw it too. Her hesitant stance revealed her thoughts. We held little power, the Young Mage held it all, but he was unsure of himself because of the act the Slave-Master put on. The Young Mage was afraid to act like so many young people, afraid to make a mistake and appear weak or worse, silly. He had yet to gain the self-assurance that comes with age. And he revealed that he was not only scared of the dragon; he was terrified.
Again, I wondered at his reaction. We believed magic was connected to the last dragon, and while Wyverns also shared Essence, they contained far less. So, in one respect, he needed the dragon for more power. In another, he feared it. Either we were wrong on some basic point, or there was more we didn�t know or understand.
Elizabeth said, �Three things for us to remember and work with. He�s young, scared, and overconfident. How can we put those things to use?�
The Slave-Master turned to her. �I think he will leave us alone if we depart for another kingdom, at least for a while, especially all of you. That�s been his main consideration the entire time. He does not want us, or the dragon, entering Kaon. I think he will bargain.�
Elizabeth�s voice rose. �So, you suggest we go away and use our time to make better plans before returning to fight him? Or before he comes after us and our kingdom and kills all royals? You�re suggesting we go home and just sit and wait for the day we know he will come and kill us?�
�No,� Kendra almost shouted.
�Why not?� Elizabeth asked, not reacting to the emotion in Kendra�s voice because she was watching the Slave-master closely. She wanted him to reveal more about himself. She didn�t fully trust him.
Kendra was on her feet and suddenly moved closer to Elizabeth than was acceptable in polite society. I hadn�t seen her move, but she was standing nose to nose with her. Kendra said, �Because that�s what he wants. The Young Mage wants us to leave him alone. While we�re somewhere else planning how to defeat him, he will be planning how to defeat us, and he has all the power on his side.�
My sister was right. We were still camped not far from the Waystone on the ridge that had allowed a mage to watch us approach from across the desert. It was a crossroad for us. Whichever direction we took would determine our futures, and the campfire had been fed continuously while we discussed our options, until only a few small sticks remained to be burned.
As with most campers, we normally went to sleep shortly after dark, but tonight was different. It was in the air. We all felt it. Tensions were high. We�d all taken turns searching for wood to burn, scavenging what we could find on the hillside. The scant amount nearby meant we would either search out in the darkness or go without fire soon.
I surreptitiously looked at each of my companions. All were tired, dressed in rags, thinner than a few weeks ago, and weary. Our minds were much the same, but all were determined to continue to Kaon to fight the Young Mage.
A chill in the night air didn�t deter us. Blankets were over our shoulders. We needed a plan of attack, but devising one against a magical being, or a being who used magic, whichever he was, was not easy. There might only be one chance for us to succeed. Delaying was a distinct possibility because at least we could search for more information�the one thing we lacked.
The Slave-Master pointed north and said, �Ahead, in Kaon, we will all probably die. Are you prepared for that?�
Flier said, �Don�t forget, the Young Mage has my family, and your friend, Avery. He will widen his net and take more prisoners, like the family of the princess. He will hold them hostage until he is ready to conquer us or kill them. Only the Slave-Master is immune from that threat.�
�Not true. I have a sister in Kaon. Nobody is aware of that, I hope, especially him. I am sharing that information in good faith and to convince you of my sincerity.�
A few hundred steps away a slave cried out in pain. The muffled grunt of a Kaon guard sounded, and the quiet of the desert returned. We were restrained, almost used to ignoring their pain and suffering in favor of fighting the Young Mage and hopefully ending slavery.
In case we chose to enter Kaon, the slaves were part of our disguise. That disagreed with me, but for now, I�d let it stand. Later, slavery would be challenged, and perhaps a few of the slaves in the darkness would forgive us.
The others seemed to have similar unspoken thoughts.
�Kendra and I only have each other,� I added to the Slave-Master�s statement, for some reason wanting to fit in with the shared group-misery.
*Is that how you really feel?*
I spun to face an angry little girl with flashing eyes sitting near Kendra. *No. You can�t accept what I say without considering the circumstances. It has always been just Kendra and me. Now it is the three of us. I should have said that sooner. You are one of us.*
*Thank you.*
*I�m sorry. We can talk about this later.*
Kendra was unaware of our private spat. While we hadn�t discussed Anna�s future but she had somehow become one of us. Kendra turned to the Slave-Master and said, �If you smuggle us into Kaon, I can command my dragon to follow us. It can stay out of sight, but close enough to fly to our rescue. If the Young Mage does not want the dragon in Kaon, then I suggest it is what we do. We can figure out why he is afraid of it and that might tell us all we need to defeat him.�
�Then what?� the Slave-Master asked. �Are you going to use your dragon to burn down a third city? My home?�
Kendra stood, and as she did, the two throwing knives appeared in her hands as if by magic. She must have been practicing when I hadn�t noticed. Her eyes blazed at the Slave-Master.
�Stop it!� I growled but didn�t dare move because it looked like any sudden movement might set her off, and the knives would fly. �Both of you need to calm down.�
The Slave-Master interlocked his fingers over his ample stomach, the touch of a smile at the corners of his mouth. In a soft, calm voice he said, �Have you ever heard of being too close to a problem? So close you do not understand what you see?�
He talked as if he was willing to share something and had our total attention.
The Slave-Master continued, �While I do not know much of what has transpired in your world, I know about mine, and what I have overheard from all of you. I know more about my world than you and have listened and learned since our first encounter. I also know how to solve problems. I consider what is most important and work from there to meet my objectives, and that skill has made me wealthy. The one you call the Young Mage is behind most, if not all, of what has happened in replacing kings with ruling councils. That is the central issue to think about.�
Elizabeth said, �Go on.�
�His magic skills are greater than any other mage. But magic is not free. He draws it from outside himself, as do all mages.�
We listened to the Slave-Master because he seemed to be leading us to a conclusion. However, his time was growing short, as far as I cared. I was about to tell him to make his point when he turned to me.
�Damon, you know your magic increases when you are closer to a Waystone. We proved it with the fire you created, and it grew as you moved closer. You all know there must be a source of magic, and that is Essence that comes from a true-dragon. Essence can only be used when a dragon is nearby.�
Elizabeth said, �That is not true. There is only one dragon, and Kaon is a long way from Dire, yet this Young Mage, and all mages wherever they live have been using their magic for centuries. Besides, Wyverns also produce Essence, from what little I know. Theirs is less effective, but still good enough if they are close, like with the ships at sea.�
The Slave-Master still wore the same slight smile, which was transforming into a self-satisfied smirk. �All true. Yet, you keep missing the obvious answer, which is the Waystones.�
�They allow mages to travel from place to place, we believe. How does that answer anything?� my sister asked, clearly growing as frustrated as I felt.
�Because,� he continued as if not interrupted, �you have already found the answer. Allow me to explain. You said your dragon was kept chained on a mountain in Mercia for hundreds of years, but you never asked, why. Now, I am asking you that question.�
We exchanged blank looks.
He shrugged. �Instead of all the other problems, distractions, emergencies, deaths, and cities burning that you�ve been dealing with, including endless storms at sea, illness in your families, and entire cities like Trager starving, you�ve missed the central issue. Not that I blame any of you.�
*Her eggs!*
I answered Anna with an exclamation in my mind, *There was one at the mountaintop in Mercia. An egg, I mean.*
*One that a mage stole from that open Waystone.*
Anna�s talk struck a chord with me. One phrase in particular. She said open Waystone. I nearly shouted, �The container on the mountaintop was a Waystone, but the top was open to accept newly laid eggs. It had the same symbols carved on the outside.�
�It was also warm to the touch,� Kendra added.
I said, �The one in Mercia was a �collector� of some sort. The eggs were either laid inside or moved into the Waystone and sent elsewhere via other Waystones. As Kendra suggested once, the dragon eggs power them, but not forever. When the Essence weakens, a new egg is needed to replace the old.�
The Slave-Master allowed his smile to develop fully. �Yes, it�s all about the eggs.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
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Princess Elizabeth

�It�s all about the eggs.�
We sat around the campfire while considering the words of the Slave-Master. He�d given us a direction to take, but there was more. There had to be. I no longer felt cold, or impatient. In order to survive in the nasty business of slaving, he had to provide food for his newly acquired slaves but feeding them too much kept them strong and able to revolt. If they were too weak, their value would drop.
He also had to pay his guards, provide food and shelter for all of them while in foreign lands, resolve differences in expectations, work with local bandits and legal representatives, and a hundred other daily things. In short, he was an accomplished manager who was required lead, much as any ruler, not the ignorant craven destroyer of lives I�d pictured at first. My respect for his intellect grew.
Not that he was any less moral for choosing such an occupation. But my mind had accepted him as smart. Smarter than me in many ways. I said, �It�s all about the eggs. Tell me how to use that statement to fight him.�
�Controlling the dragon eggs is power. All mages need Essence, or they have no magical powers,� he said as if addressing a ten-year-old.
�Kendra controls the last dragon,� I said. �Does that mean she can defeat the Young Mage?�
�You still don�t understand,� the Slave-Master said sharply as he stood and threw his arms wide in exasperation. �Does nobody here think? Out here in the desert, you learn things or die. You listen. Watch. Combine facts with conjecture. For instance, did you know there are snakes and lizards who live in the desert that do not need a male to reproduce? Finding a mate may be impossible when the nearest of its species lives days away, and it doesn�t know what direction to find the male. Several varieties reptiles have that ability. It is so common a fact that people of the Brownlands have known about it for centuries. Are snakes and lizards related to dragons?�
It grew extremely quiet. I looked at the others to see if any of them understood what the Slave-Master had intended as a revelation. None of us understood the deeper meaning of what he said despite agreeing that lizards and snakes might be related to dragons. Instead of talking or asking another question, I remained quiet and let the implications swirl around in my mind while hoping to see his meaning.
He seemed to be saying that some varieties of snakes and lizards in the desert reproducing was the key to it all. How that meant anything or helped us in any possible way eluded me.
Anna said softly, �The dragon is like them. It can self-reproduce.�
Maybe, I agreed. However, even if true, so what? Other than having more problems with more mages, I didn�t see how that mattered, and I resented a little girl interrupting an important conversation. �So?�
Anna nodded at the Slave-Master. He nodded in return, obviously giving her permission to continue. She said, �It matters because there is only one dragon. The person who controls that one dragon can rule all the mages and sorceresses and thus all others. That person controls the eggs that power the Waystones and shares the Essence to all around it for magic. The Young Mage does not fear the last dragon; he fears that dozens or hundreds of eggs will hatch into dragons�and if that happens his power will be challenged by other mages.�
�His power is still stronger,� Kendra said. �Stronger than any mage we�ve ever heard of.�
The Slave-Master pointed a fat finger at Anna and waggled it, telling her to continue since she was doing so well in educating the adults around the campfire.
She said, �Yes, he is stronger than any other. But, don�t you see? While he is stronger than any single mage, is he stronger than two or five mages working together? If they band together and have their own dragons, they can easily defeat him. He knows that.�
I was beginning to understand from the words of a child. The Young Mage was powerful while he controlled the eggs and the last dragon. None could, or would, challenge him. However, Kendra had control of the dragon�and any future eggs it laid, not him.
The eggs in the Waystones would eventually lose their power. If that took a year, or ten, or a hundred, it would happen, and there would be none to replace them. Some might already be losing power because we didn�t know how long they lasted, how many there were, or when they had last been replaced. As each failed or died, the interconnected network the mages used for travel and information ceased to exist, one Waystone at a time.
That travel was the ultimate key to the mage�s power and wealth. It was not the travel itself, but the flow of information across great distances. If the crops failed in one kingdom, food would bring higher prices when shipped there and those merchants sending it would charge more and become wealthy. If an army marched on another kingdom, how much would a king pay in return for that information, as well as knowing when to expect the attack and how large the invading army was?
It was easy to imagine circumstances where the instantaneous flow of information was more valuable than gold. No wonder all palaces had a mage or two in residence. What king would refuse that advantage? Even my own father benefited from the mages, and there were usually two or three in residence at Crestfallen.
All of that pointed to the conclusion the Young Mage needed the last dragon. He would again chain it on a mountaintop in an obscure kingdom again, such as it had been in Dire and he would hide it from the world. Or, if he couldn�t take Kendra�s dragon there, he needed that one dead as he set in place the circumstances for an egg to hatch and replace it. He wanted only one dragon in the world, one he controlled to lay the eggs to power the Waystones and maintain his power.
We all started to understand the importance of the Slave-Master�s words at about the same time. Kendra said, �This situation was not put into place by the Young Mage. It was started long before he existed.�
�The Waystones are so old the carvings on the sides have eroded,� Damon said. �There may have been dozens of mages in a generational line who controlled the last dragon and her eggs.�
Flier said, �If a dragon died in the past, an egg was allowed to hatch to replace her and the cycle repeated.�
I sat in wonder at the insights being revealed. My eyes went to the Slave-Master and found him chuckling so hard his large belly jiggled.
Movement at the edge of the dim light the campfire caught our attention, as footsteps sounded. As one, we leaped to our feet, drawing our weapons and expecting the worst.
Instead, a single figure shuffled into the view.
�Avery!� I shouted while rushing to help him remain on his feet.
He slumped to his knees in exhaustion and hissed, �There is news.�
More sounds came from the desert behind him, and a pair of Kaon guards strode into the light. Behind them, another figure moved, limping as if wounded in one leg. He lifted his head to look at us.
�Will?� I gasped.
He looked away from me, to Flier. �Your family lives.�
I rushed to help bind his leg and wipe away dried blood. �What are you doing here?�
�Flier�s people needed help. When Princess Elizabeth was taken, I was trying to rescue them.�
One of the Kaon warriors genuflected and spoke to the Slave-Master. His voice rang loud in the night air, �It is done as you instructed, master. The heir apparent who calls himself Fielding is in Vin and has used his singing sword to begin the revolt. The city is now in his hands. The man called Slacker has joined with him, and all the other rebels in the desert and the cities support him. His army is growing daily. Already, Fielding has sent a small army across the pass to capture Trager.�
�You are responsible for this?� I demanded of the Slave-Master. �And you know the secret of his sword?�
�And yours,� The shaking of his belly increased, and he laughed until tears flowed.
I shouted, �The Young Mage is still in Kaon. We have won nothing.�
�True,� the Slave-Master said, his humor evaporating.
�You�ve held out on us,� I continued.
�Again, true,� he repeated.
�Do you have a plan for defeating the Young Mage?� My hoarse voice cracked at the end.
�No. I am only a poor slaver who defers to a Princess from another land for his future endeavors. Where she leads, I�ll gladly follow.�
�I won�t quit until the Young Mage is dead.�
�I know that.�
I looked him in the eye and ignored his slightly amused expression. �I have a question for you.�
�Ask me anything,� he said.
�Have you ever signed a treaty before? I sailed across the sea to negotiate a treaty for my father and the people of Dire. I hate to not complete my original task. Killing the Young Mage is a separate issue. Have you?�
�In this proposed treaty, will you grant me exclusive rights to buy and sell slaves in Dire?�
�No.�
�I�ll sign it anyhow.�
When I finally covered myself with an extra blanket and tried to fall asleep, the Slave-Master was still chuckling to himself. Well, let him laugh. After defeating the Young Mage, I might make him the ruler of Kaon and put that treaty in front of him to sign. All I knew was that we now understood what and why we fought, and there were friends surrounding me to help. The Young Mage was going to die.
The End
Yes, there will be another book in the series. The story is not finished.
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